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Chapter One
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Milos stared at the Demon before him that flew over the waters and landed on the deck of their ship without a care in the world. The blackened wings dissipated to reveal a slender woman remarkably similar-looking to Alex, to the young man he followed all the way to this Demonic Sanctuary, a place that he rightfully knew could be his end.

It was a thought, a realization, that all of them put off for so long. He was an Alertian. A hunter of Demons; yet with everything that happened as of late, of fleeing the capital and crossing the dangerous stretch of ocean now behind them, it ended up being pushed to the side as an afterthought.

Now, as he stared at this incredibly powerful Demon, it was finally in his face and he had no idea what to do.

Milos knew it should have been easy. His goal, his very life, had always been to kill Demons. Alex, the young man he came to see as a friend, didn’t count. He was too gentle.

The woman before him was different. Yet, his hand remained glued to his sword, his fingers curling and uncurling around the metal hilt as he watched the woman step forward and pull Alex into a deep hug, filled with a foreign warmth which Milos never saw before. The gleam of her signifiers, thick metal chains around her wrists, clanked and shone in the light of the day stones. It wasn’t hard to take note of the scars around her neck, similar to Ari’s.

It was strange to think about. His plan since the very beginning was to kill a Demon, a spawn of Satan. It was the reason he descended into the Underlands, where they were now. He hunted this very Demon’s scent, only to come upon two strangers.

Alex, the young man before him, had no idea he was a Demon when they first met. It seemed he learned about it around the same time Milos did.

Rita, the woman who seemed to stick to Alex like glue, was a witch, a healer, and a good friend.

She was also part of the reason he wasn’t lunging forward as she gripped his upper arm tightly, a pointed look on her face.

“Not now.” Her voice was quiet. “I thought we would have more time before we encountered any more Demons.” She shook her head, clearly peering past the two family members and to the distant island piercing up from the waters and curling all the way up toward the distant walls of the edge of the Overlands. “I thought we would have more time to plan.”

Milos had nothing to say to that. He felt some condolence in her acknowledging that they hadn’t thought this fully through. Their main goal, for the past couple weeks after their escapades in Raynout, had been to journey northward to find the last Demon refuge and, in particular, Alex’s mother.

It was more than a little perilous and, Milos had to admit, he had no idea the Underlands held such a large underground ocean, or that it was populated with all sorts of strange creatures, from enormous eel-like fish to beings like Suzuhah, a creature called a Vulfulas, that seemed to like to maintain the form of either a young man or a little girl.

Suzuhah hated water Demons and Alex was part water Demon. The last island they arrived on almost resulted in Alex’s death and the two groups being separated.

Milos had been able to lead them to Alex, but he was unable to protect the group when the resident self-proclaimed Demon king chased after them, seemingly obsessed with having Alex for himself.

Actually, that was part of the reason Milos found himself so on edge, even as Alex’s mother pulled back from her hug, gently checking her son over. It was clear, however, that she was uncertain. The way her fingers hesitated, her eyes glanced nervously, her posture just that slightest bit tense, it all pointed to her being nervous about the situation, even though she belied it all with a smile.

It was a stain, to both Milos’ ego, and to his goal that she wasn’t even paying him much mind. The Demon king from before barely acknowledged him as being dangerous.

He’d gotten so weak over the past few months. He was taking too long. He was an Alertian, a weapon to fight Demons, and he had two right in front of him. There was a whole island before him.

If only he could just do it...if only it wasn’t Alex and someone so close to Alex, his mother.

Alex, his black hair curling around his face as he turned to them, smiled. “Hey, Mom, I want to introduce you to everyone.”

The woman turned, following Alex’s gestured arm, her gaze locking with Milos, only to start.

For a brief moment, Milos felt the air twist and he could have sworn claws formed over the woman’s fingers before she settled herself back down. A reaction he very much expected and knew would occur even more now that he was here, in a place he thought was all but a fable.

“Oh? It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

She turned her attention to the others, the smile back in place, though a little more strained. Her black hair hung long and it was easy to tell the two were mother and son with how remarkably similar they appeared. “I’m sorry, my name is Valencia. I’m Alex’s mother.” She bowed her head, her gaze flicking to Milos briefly before she continued, “May I ask yours?”

“Ah! Right.” Alex chuckled before pointing to each person. Before he could say anything, Rita stepped forward and, caught off-guard, Milos was pulled after her. He stumbled forward before wrenching his arm from her grasp.

She briefly smirked back at him, the smirk flitting away before she turned back to Valencia. “Hello, my name is Rita. I’ve heard a lot about you from Alex.”

“Oh?” Valencia glanced side-long toward Alex, who shrugged sheepishly.

“She’s not wrong!” Suzuhah spoke up from where he was steering the ship closer to the piers Milos could acknowledge were quickly approaching. “By the way, the name’s Suzuhah. It’s a pleasure.”

“The pleasure is mine.” Valencia bowed her head politely before turning to the rest of them.

Milos refrained from clicking his tongue, feeling his muscles tense upon noting the harsh gaze on him. There was a feeling of power that irked Milos and made his blood almost itch to lunge forward, sword drawn. Only part of him held steady, resisting the urge, but that part was slowly crumbling.

“This brute is Milos. Don’t mind him.” Rita stepped forward, stepping slightly between the two of them, a gentle hand placed on Milos’ arm, not grasping, but firm. “Those two beside him are Ari and Leon, slaves Milos rescued.”

Milos admitted, he almost forgot about the two in question, his thoughts in such turmoil as it was.

Ari, the young slave he received upon arriving in the Underlands, bowed her head, the barest hint of a smile crossing her normally stoic lips. Leon nodded, shifting his body slightly to hide the fact he was missing his arm due to a fight with a creature of the Underlands called a Drega, or, well, more because Milos didn’t want to lose anybody and cut his arm off as he was being lifted away, but that point was now moot.

“I see.” Valencia’s voice, almost melodic in tone, shifted slightly. Milos turned his attention fully back onto her, once more locking gazes. “It is rare to find an Alertian so far north. I hope you know what you are doing.”

“Mother,” Alex cut in, his expression annoyed. “Milos helped me get here. He’s the reason I’m even here to begin with and, anyway, we all have our reasons...or at least, I hope we do.” 

The words were very much pointed, and it wasn’t hard for Milos to guess what he meant. After all, Valencia did hold the truth about Alex’s heritage from him and ran away to the north, not even searching for him.

Reminding himself of that thought made Milos’ blood cool, and it was all he could do not to turn his expression icy, though he might have failed when he met Alex’s worried gaze.

“Pleasure.” He spoke up, keeping his words clipped. “But I will be below. We do have things to gather for our arrival.” 

He turned and, without another word, attempted to head into the ship. Rita didn’t stop him this time, and he was grateful as he slammed the door behind him, almost shattering the doorframe on either side. He made it all the way to the room he shared with Alex and Leon before his sword was out of its sheath and embedded itself deeply into the floorboards. A mix of emotions rammed through his thoughts as he tried to straighten them. He was so close to a goal he wasn’t even sure he wanted, but did it even have to do with want at this point? Honestly? He was more likely to die than accomplish his goal, a feeling that was growing more accurate the closer they got to  the sanctuary, practically brimming with magic, energy and life, more so than he ever felt in the Underlands or Overlands before. It was overwhelming and somewhat terrifying in equal measure.

He called himself a weapon yet, as he stood in front of such a powerful being, he hesitated. As he approached a place spoken of in whispers from the rest of his people, he found himself unnerved and worried.

He pushed his forehead into the pommel of the sword, wanting to scream. He was supposed to be an Alertian. He had to be...He didn’t have a choice.

That Demon, That woman, had been right there. She was distracted, an easy target and yet he did nothing. All because he didn’t want to hurt Alex. In fact, even worse, he made himself known. That Demon knew right away what he was and he doubted it was just because of his signifier.

The red chain trailed over his shoulder, a vivid reminder. The long blond hair caught his attention and caused him to screw his eyes shut to push it away. He couldn’t fail. He was there for one reason and one reason only: to fulfill his duty as an Alertian, as a Demon hunter.

It wasn’t because he liked Rita and Alex, nor because he wanted to stay with them, it wasn’t even because it was the most fun he had in years.

His fingers clenched around the metal as his thoughts screeched to a halt. He really couldn’t lie to himself.

Why couldn’t he get the calm thought process from before? It was so easy to push his thoughts and emotions away; to just become a weapon. So why were those very emotions coming back?

He heard the sound of running water and then a quiet soft splash. He didn’t pull his head away as a familiar figure stepped to his side, dipping down slightly to peer up at him.

The Aqua Wraith, the ghost of a dead naiad or nyx, who had been their guide on these open waters, stared up at him. Her watery figure swirled gently before him, long hair curling in and out as she watched him with a quiet pain.

“Young one. Don’t fight. Thou emotions art there for a reason.” 

Milos pursed his lips, pulling back, but keeping his grip on the hilt. 

The Aqua Wraith swirled upward, legs drifting a few inches off the floor as she examined him. “Thou hast nothing to fear here. You are not a weapon, you are only a man.” She pulled herself forward, fingers reaching toward him. He didn’t pull back as she stopped inches from his cheeks. “Thou knowest the reason why thou art here...and we both know it hast nothing to do with heritage. Remember that...” She pulled back, a faint, tired smile curling over her face. “The ship will dock soon. Thou may be an Alertian...but we hast both seen there is more to it. Trust thy companions, they will not steer thou wrong and be wary. Thou has a good heart, but thou goest into a den of fear for Alertians and the past. I knowest thy hadn’t the time to decide what to do, but I believest all will be well in the end. Stay safe, Milos, and fair thee well in the coming trials.”

With those words, she dove below the floorboards, her form disappearing as if she was never there to begin with.

Milos stared down at the place she was before slowly pulling the sword from the floorboard. 

“Sorry...” he apologized quietly before sheathing the sword.

Unfortunately, he wouldn’t have much time to think over her words. As he peered through the window pointing northward over the water, he could see they were rapidly approaching the pier. The wooden beams and rails were stark against the stone that covered most of this land. A couple figures stood on the pier, holding what Milos could tell were ropes, and other forms of tethering.

It seemed they officially arrived at the last Demon refuge.

He did not miss the irony.
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Chapter Two
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Alex felt a mix of elation and dread as the ship slowly bumped up against the pier. Mother stepped forward toward the edge of the ship, signaling someone who must have been on the pier itself.

“You know, I think that’s the first time I’ve actually heard her name.” Rita’s voice caused him to jump. 

He turned to her as she grinned, hand on her hip. “So, what do you think? We finally made it.”

“Yeah, it seems a bit surreal,” he admitted, as he stared back at his mother, who was gesticulating toward the people below. “Oh, how is Milos?” He glanced around, noting that the man disappeared, probably below.

Rita winced before shrugging. “I honestly don’t know how he’s feeling, but I have no doubt the REASON behind how he’s feeling.” Her gaze flicked to Valencia before turning back to Alex. “I think both of us hoped this wouldn’t happen.”

Alex sighed, unable to argue.

“Plus, he was more than a little tense during that whole exchange, but that’s no surprise.” She waved toward Mother. “I mean, come on, your mother appeared before us as a freaking speeding winged Demon...no offense.” 

She winced.

“Well, it is an apt description,” Alex conceded before letting out a breath. “I’m going to go che—”

“Nope!” Rita cut in, stopping Alex in his tracks. “Stay with your mother, I’ll go check on him.” Alex couldn’t help but give her a deadpan expression. “Oh, come on. I know we argue a lot, but...” She let out a breath. “As much as I hate to say this, I’m worried about him as well, plus, there are already enough people up here. Let me check on him, alright?”

Alex watched her for a moment, unsure, before letting out a huffed breath. Even if he argued, she would do it anyway. “Alright. Let me know if...”

“I’ll let you know if anything major is wrong.” She grinned before spinning toward the doorway. “We’ll be out soon, don’t worry!” She disappeared inside, her footsteps descending down into the ship. 

Alex watched her go before turning back toward his mother, who just pulled away from the side of the ship with a sigh.

“Seems like things are settling in. You’ll have to wait here for a bit, but I don’t think there will be too much of an issue getting onto land.” Her gaze flickered down below as she walked over. “Alex, sweetie, are you sure about your companions?” She spoke softly as she watched him, a worried expression flickering over her features. “I mean–”

“Mother,” Alex cut in. “I trust them. They’ve been with me, well, ever since you disappeared that day.”

Mother winced, her fingers flitting to her stomach before she quickly pulled away. “Yes, I’m sorry. I never got a chance to explain.”

“No. You didn’t.” Alex couldn’t stop the hurt from slipping into his voice. “ We’ll talk once we’re on the island.” 

He didn’t want to talk here. He had a feeling it was a fairly long conversation and, to be frank, he wanted Rita and Milos nearby for it. “Anyway, why is it going to take a while? Our ship is connected to the pier, right?”

“Precautions.” Mother peered over the water for a moment. “You know this is the last refuge for Demons like us. We need to vet anyone arriving just to make sure nothing terrible happens. You can understand, right?”

“I suppose.” Alex wasn’t sure how he felt, but he supposed it made sense to be cautious. He thought, with having his mother aboard, it wouldn’t be an issue. Seemed that wasn’t the case.

That was fine, though, it gave Rita and the others more of a chance to settle into the fact that they were here. Though, he glanced over to Suzuhah, who was chilling near the railing, arms crossed as he leaned against it, delight on his face. It seemed Suzuhah wasn’t too worried. Made sense, if Alex recalled correctly, the Vulfulas had been here before with his previous mistress. This probably wasn’t as nerve-wracking for him.

He almost felt a little envious about that, but pushed it off. There were other things to think about. For now, he might as well settle in to wait. He wasn’t sure how long it would be, but he figured he might as well get comfortable. He took a seat on the deck, his mother joining him without a word.

While his thoughts ran a mile a minute, not a word came from his mouth.

In some ways, he wondered if he actually wanted to know.

~ * ~
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Rita quickly descended the stairs, heading straight for the men’s room. She had no doubt where he was even as her mind whirled with curses. Why hadn’t they thought of the implications of MILOS of all people arriving at a Demon sanctuary? Okay, sure, she thought about it, but never more than how he was helping lead them. The implications were now smacking her in the face and she dearly wished they actually thought through what to do to keep Milos safe. She stopped as quiet words filtered through the doorway, a conversation? The only person she could think of who wasn’t still above deck was Milos and the Aqua Wraith. She hesitated for only a moment before pressing her ear to the door. It was hard to hear what was being said, but she faintly caught the Aqua Wraith’s archaic tongue and, pressing a little harder, caught the tail end of what must have been the conversation. “The ship will dock soon. Thou may be an Alertian...but we hast both seen there is more to it. Trust thy companions, they will not steer thou wrong and be wary. Thou has a good heart, but thou goest into a den of fear for Alertians and the past. I knowest thy hadn’t the time to decide what to do, but I believest all will be well in the end. Stay safe, Milos, and fair thy well in the coming trials.”

Rita frowned as the sound of water disappeared and Milos let out a quiet muttered apology...wait, an apology? Did she hear that right? She quickly filed that away for later use as she heard a strange ‘shink’ sound from the other side.

She pulled back from the door before, instead of knocking, she just walked right in.

Milos’ gaze flicked to her, but he didn’t react much beside that, hand on the hilt of his sword and watching as the boat gently lapped against the side of the pier.

Rita stepped up beside him without saying a word. She followed his gaze for a bit before finally turning her head just enough to stare at him. “Do you want to talk?”

A faint snort echoed from Milos, but he didn’t refute the question. He stared for a moment before pulling his attention away. “Why are you down here, Rita? Alex is upstairs.”

“Yes, and you are down here.” She pointed, letting her unamused tone slip into her voice. “I thought it was just my imagination earlier, when we were going upstairs to finally see this place, but now I know it wasn’t.” She pushed her finger into his chest. Milos raised an eyebrow, but didn’t react beyond that, which only annoyed her even more. “You’re not yourself. I know you try to pull this stoic BS, but Alex and I also know you do care.” She didn’t miss the faint wince that he tried and failed to hide. “There is something wrong and I can only guess at the reason why...” She pulled back letting out a long breath. “Okay, I know ONE of the reasons why, but I also doubt that is the main one. Contrary to what you might think, we do...” She trailed off, pursing her lips. “Well, you know.” She paused once more before throwing her hands up. “Okay, look, I’ll only say this once, because I know something is wrong, but we actually do care about you, you know that.”

Milos seemed startled for a moment and, while Rita prepared for a scoffing reaction, or even a raised eyebrow, all she got was an expression of mixed emotions that completely threw her. “Heh...I never thought–” He cut himself off, shaking his head. “I’m fine. I just had a lot on my mind.” A smile crested his lips as he loosened the grip on the hilt of his blade. “I didn’t mean to worry any of you. I am just not sure how they will take having an Alertian in their home.”

“Ah...yeah. That MIGHT be a bit of a problem,” Rita conceded, wincing. “That’s what I meant by ONE concern...” 

She knew they pushed the thought off but part of her just hoped they would accept him like she and Alex did. Though, she supposed their group was probably a unique case. She couldn’t ever think of a time when an Alertian, a witch and a Demon walked alongside each other, along with two slaves and a Vulfulas... She let out a huff. “Okay, point.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “What do you think we should do? You can’t exactly stay on the boat and you KNOW Alex is going to want you to come with us. I know we should have discussed this earlier, but we BOTH know that wasn’t possible.”

Milos’ expression twisted into one of apprehension and hesitation, a rare sight. Rita would normally catalogue that away, but right now, she could tell there was something very wrong and while part of her had a feeling she knew, it didn’t change the fact that she didn’t like it. Milos quickly schooled his features and shrugged. “I’ll figure something out. The residents here have probably not met an Alertian in many years.” He winced and Rita wondered what he meant by that before he continued, “I’ll stick close.”

Rita smirked and curved her arm into his, catching his elbow. He almost jumped, hair whipping to the side as he stared at her, startled. She grinned up at him as she dragged him toward the stairwell. “Well, if you are going to stick close, might as well come up to join the rest of us. Don’t worry. I’ll hold onto you the WHOLE time.”

He pursed his lips, the familiar and welcome annoyance flashing over his face. “That is not necessary.”

“Oh, it TOTALLY is.” 

She stuck out her tongue, adjusting her hat with her free hand before continuing up the stairwell. He didn’t resist as much as she thought he would, but he did seem more than a little unamused by the whole circumstance. Whatever, he needed a little cheering up and, as much as she might deny it, she was truly worried about her friend. Her grip tightened on his arm at the thought of just how much danger he might be in, only to force herself to loosen the grip. He seemed to notice, but didn’t say a word.

It wasn’t long before they were once more on the main deck. Ari and Leon were not visible, she guessed they were probably gathering supplies. She hadn’t thought to grab her bag, except her normal satchel which she always had on her. Her gaze shifted as she heard pattering footsteps, to meet Suzuha’s blue gaze, a broad smile on her face. At some point when Rita was downstairs, Suzuha must have changed into his younger form. The little girl spotted the two of them, chuckled at the sight and then said, “Good you guys came back up!”

“You switched forms.” Milos spoke up, narrowing his gaze.

“Yep!” She popped the p and tilted her head, hands behind her back. “Honestly, it’s easier this way, no one will question me like this.”

Rita couldn’t deny that. Suzuha’s younger form, a little girl that appeared to be around the age of ten or so, was a tiny little thing that seemed unable to hurt a fly. It was as if Suzuha picked out the most innocent features to use for her female form.

It didn’t stop Rita from grinning, reaching forward, and rustling her hair.

Suzuha let out a squawk of protest before glaring. “Really?”

A quiet snort echoed from behind her and Rita was grateful she got any reaction from Milos. Suzuha let out a sigh and turned away. Rita followed her gaze to see Alex and his mother, Valencia, talking quietly off to one side. She couldn’t make out their conversation, but from the light air around both of them, it was probably something simple. After all, it was a few months since either saw the other. She wondered if Alex was hesitating on talking more in depth with his mother, or if they had the conversation when she was down below. She had a feeling it was the former rather than the later.

“So that’s Alex’s mother.” Suzuha’s voice was soft, a strange sadness slipping into the words. “She seems...”

Rita winced, but it was Milos who spoke. “Does she remind you of your mistress?”

“Somewhat.” Suzuha turned to them. “At least, the air about her. My mistress had the same doting air that she does with Alex.”

Rita blinked, thinking over what she knew of Suzuha’s mistress. It wasn’t much, unfortunately, but she knew the woman was a heavily accomplished Seer. She was strong enough to create Suzuha, a Vulfulas, and, from the sounds of it, instead of using Suzuha as a ‘slave’ like many Seers did with Vulfulas, she instead treated her as a daughter or son. It wasn’t a surprise that when they finally met Alex’s mother, Suzuha would think of the one she lost.

Honestly, it was taking everything in her not to think of her own lost family. She gripped tightly onto Milos once more and felt him twitch, but he surprisingly didn’t pull away.

Suzuha shook her head, and placed her hands behind her head, rocking from side to side, exaggerating the movement of the boat. “Well, enough about that, how long do you think it’ll be before we can actually get on the island? I swear, I don’t remember it being this complicated when Mistress and I traveled here. Though I suppose it makes sense.” She paused, finger to her lips. “They knew Mistress and we did fly here instead of going by boat, so... I mean, there aren’t many who can fly, it’s kind of rare and all that, so I guess it makes sense we weren’t held up like this.” 

She turned to Milos, tilting her head up toward him. “Speaking of, Alertian, what are your plans?”

Milos stiffened and Suzuha’s smile widened. “Don’t worry! We’ll protect you.” She chuckled quietly, shifting to his other side. “Seriously though, sarcasm aside, I highly doubt Alex or your friend Rita would let them even get close to you if they could avoid it.”

“You’re right.” Rita cut in, making sure her smile was genuine, catching Milos’ strange expression. He seemed more than a little conflicted, emotions flying a mile a minute, before eventually, a very faint smile flickered onto his lips.

Rita knew she wasn’t the only one who saw it, because Suzuha’s expression grew more genuine as well. Guess she wasn’t the only one who noticed Milos’ obvious reaction to this situation.

She heard some quiet footsteps and glanced over to see Alex walking over, gaze flicking to Milos for a moment before his posture relaxed slightly. At his side was Valencia, keeping surprisingly close to her son.

Rita furrowed her brow slightly. If she was that close and that worried, then why didn’t she come for him? Why didn’t she even try to find him?

Rita held no doubts that Alex was wondering the same from the way his gaze flicked to his mother briefly before he smiled softly at the group.

“I was talking to Mom,” he spoke up. “It shouldn’t be long before we’re let on to the island. I heard we’re just waiting for...”

His words were cut off by Milos stiffening and turning toward the pier.

Rita followed his gaze, along with the others, to see an older man. His hair was a shock of white that was cropped short with a bushy beard kept neatly trimmed. However, he moved with an odd grace, his footsteps clicking softly on the dock. The workers finished up during their conversation and were now bowing as he passed toward the boat. At the same time, Rita heard a shuddering sound and glanced over in time to see the gangplank slap down onto the pier, the Aqua Wraith having come up from below.

“Who is that?” Rita asked, keeping her voice low.

It was Suzuha who answered, “That’s the second-hand of the chief, and is usually busy with the council. His name is Ludwig Verion. I’ve only seen him in passing, I’ve never met him myself.”

Rita nodded as the man, who appeared to definitely be in his upper sixties, moved up the gangplank and stopped at the edge to observe the ship.

Rita felt her back straighten as she held onto Milos with a tight grasp.

Milos himself seemed to be almost twitching, lips pursed so tight to be almost white and the furrow to his brow was deep enough to be made permanent.

“I’m guessing he’s also a Demon?”

No one answered her question, but she felt it wasn’t necessary.

Ludwig’s stern gaze drifted over the group, stopping briefly on Suzuha, who waved, before continuing onto Milos.

The air seemed to catch for a moment as they locked eyes before a thin wiry smile trailed over the man’s lips. However, as soon as it occurred, it passed as he finally settled on Alex and his mother. “Valencia, I assume this is your son? Alex?”

“Yes.” Valencia nodded, gently reaching over to ruffle Alex’s hair. 

Alex quickly batted her hand away, an awkward expression on his face that almost indicated discomfort. 

Valencia winced, pulling back. “He just arrived, along with his companions. You felt it when they arrived as well.”

“Indeed I did.” The man turned, his gaze once more alighting on Milos. “It has been many years since I’ve seen an Alertian in the flesh, many many years.” He stepped off the plank and onto the deck itself. Milos’s posture, while stiff in her arms, appeared relaxed. She couldn’t deny, he was unfortunately quite decent at hiding his emotions.

The man’s gaze flitted to Suzuha briefly and he nodded. “I have heard tell of your loss, young Suzuha, my condolences.”

Suzuha bowed her head down for a moment before nodding. “It’s fine.” She finally spoke, the words stilted at best. 

Rita knew that was a bold-faced lie, but she supposed Suzuha was doing slightly better than when they found her.

The man nodded, before turning his attention to Alex. “Where are my manners?” He gave a short bow, expression neutral showing about as much emotion as Milos when he was completely closed off. “My name is Ludwig Verion. I am the second in command of this village. We all felt this ship’s arrival. It would be hard to miss with such powerful entities on board.”

Alex tilted his head slightly, confusion flickering on his features briefly before he nodded.

Rita could tell Alex wanted to ask something, but was hesitating. She couldn’t blame him, even though he hadn’t said anything untoward, the man was somewhat intimidating in his presence. “So, are we allowed onto the island yet? I’m kind of getting sick of being on a ship.” She finally spoke up, noticing that no one else seemed to be saying anything.

The man turned to her, observing her quietly before he nodded. “This is all of you, correct?”

Rita glanced around, spotting the two slaves coming up from below, bags in hand and watching in silence. “Yes.”

“We will allow you onto the island, but first...”
Once more his attention drifted to Milos. “Alertian, what is your intention on this island?”
Silence filled the space and Rita could almost feel a heavy weight press onto her. It was almost a little nerve-wracking, until she realized that it wasn’t even directed toward her, and she wondered what Milos was feeling.

Milos cringed, a strange expression flashing briefly over his features before they smoothed out. “I am here to help guide Alex, nothing more.” His words came out clipped and, only because she knew him at this point, very slightly nervous.

Milos...nervous? She felt herself tense up at the thought. She couldn’t even pretend to joke about it.

The man watched him closely before his attention drifted back to Alex. “Do you trust him?” 

The words were spoken quietly, but Rita could feel the weight behind them as she tightened her grip on Milos’s arm.

“Yes.” Alex spoke without hesitation. His expression shifted to one Rita wasn’t used to seeing, hints of annoyance slipping into his voice. “I trust everyone here, everyone that came with me, with my life. Now, can we go?” His words came out surprisingly clipped and Rita didn’t miss the change in wording as his gaze flicked to his mother briefly before turning back to the man. 

Valencia shifted away slightly, holding her arm close, but not saying a word.

Ludwig seemed a little startled for a moment, but he bowed his head and the pressure seemed to lift. “Of course, it is only customary to ask and it is a strange sight to have an Alertian mingling with a Demon such as yourself.” He turned to Valencia. “I will go and let the chief know of their acceptance.”

“Of course.” She spoke up with a faint smile. “I’ll keep an eye on them.”

“I’m certain you will.”

With those parting words, he stepped down the gangplank, nodding toward the crew before he headed back toward the village.

“Well, that was fun.” Suzuha’s voice came out slightly choked as she chuckled weakly. “No wonder my mistress avoided him.”

“He is a good man if a little abrasive.” Valencia spoke up, turning to Alex with a furrowed brow. “He is only intending for the well-being of these people. Alex...”

“He was annoying me.” Alex spoke up, startling all of them. 

Annoying? Alex actually got annoyed with someone?

“You can get annoyed?” Suzuha spoke up, confused. “I didn’t even manage that, or imagine that it was possible, for that matter.”

Alex blinked, glancing toward the group before rolling his eyes. “Of course I can.” He sounded a little put out at the assumption. “Milos, are you alright?”

“I’m...” His words came out hoarse for a moment and Rita suddenly wondered if she missed something with the earlier exchange. Had that man done something? “I will be alright.” He finished, voice soft.

Alex hesitated before he nodded and turned to his mother. “So, can we go now?”

Valencia, who seemed to have been observing them closely, turned to him and nodded, a faint smile on her lips. “Yes, we should let the Aqua Wraith return home.”

“So you do know of her.” Suzuha spoke up as the group headed toward the gangplank. Ari and Leon stepped down, making sure it was securely on the pier before turning to them.

“Of course,” Valencia said. “She has come here once or twice before, or at least, from the stories I’ve heard, she has. I’ve never met her myself.” 

She turned, glancing around. Her attention drifted to one side of the gangplank, where the Aqua Wraith was waiting. Her watery form swirled gently in the air as she smiled, glancing over the group. Her gaze drifted to Valencia as she bowed slightly.

Valencia’s expression shifted to a warm smile. “Thank you for taking care of them.”

“Of course, my lady.” The Aqua Wraith tilted her head back up, leaning backward slightly. “Tis quite troublesome, but they art good and honest people.”

Valenica said nothing to that, but bowed her head before heading down the plank. Suzuha bowed toward the Aqua Wraith before hurrying after her.

That just left Alex, Rita and Milos on the deck, facing the woman.

“Thank you.” Alex spoke up, stepping quietly up to Milos and Rita, who stopped just across from her.

“Young one, tis no need.” She smiled brightly. “Twas my pleasure.” Her gaze drifted toward Rita and Milos. “Thou journey hast ended, however, I worry there is still much to fear in the days ahead. I have never felt such hatred on my ship before. I knowest it would come to pass, but not in such powerful waves and so soon.” She shook her head, water dripping onto the ground before fading. “Tis the beginning of another difficult journey, I am afraid. Be safe and watch thy backs as much as thy allies.”

Hatred? Was that the pressure she was feeling earlier? Usually she could tell those things, but if that man was as old as she thought he was, it wouldn’t be surprising that he would be able to hide certain emotions.

“So that was what I felt.” Alex spoke up quietly, gaze flicking toward Milos. “Thank you for the warning and hopefully it won’t be as bad as you say, but we will.”

The Aqua Wraith shook her head. “Tis not much I can give.” She turned to the gangplank, gesturing. “Thou family ist waiting. I shalt return home. Be safe.”

With that, she dove into the planks, disappearing below.

“You too!” Rita shouted after her. She heard a faint chime of a tune and huffed, chuckling slightly.

She turned to Alex, who stepped to Milos’ other side, grinned, and looped his arm into Milos’.

The man jumped, turning to him with what Rita could only assume was a glare. Alex chuckled and pulled, leading them in a chain toward the gangplank.

Rita laughed. It was probably the most awkward way of descending the gangplank that they could think of, but neither Alex nor she let go of Milos, and Milos didn’t seem to be pulling away either.

It was both comforting and making her incredibly nervous. At least she wasn’t alone in the feeling.

Either way, though, she certainly didn’t like it.

~ * ~
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Milos couldn’t deny he was grateful for Alex and Rita’s grip. As incredibly annoying and awkward as it was to arrive on the pier, upon meeting the gazes of the workers, he couldn’t help but grip back just as tightly, if not more so.

He wasn’t sure whether it was instinct, or something else, but part of him wanted to bolt. He never truly felt that way before, but it seemed he wasn’t alone in that feeling, which made him feel slightly better.

He could do without Alex and Rita hanging onto him, but he was only partially lying to himself about that. Having them nearby was very much helping his nerves and he would deny it, but he did find himself clinging to both a little more than he should. As soon as he noticed, he quickly pulled back. Rita glanced at him with a raised eyebrow, only the faintest hint of amusement on her features, but Alex didn’t seem to notice as they arrived on the island itself.

Milos peered around. He could hear the ocean beating softly against the stone and sand. A path weaved up from the pier that seemed to have been chiseled out. There were stone steps in areas of stone. Wood was set in places where there seemed to be patches of sand and dirt. He could just see bits of vegetation poking out along the side. A faint breeze indicated that this place was near a vent. A large one, from the feel of things. Ari and Leon followed behind them as Suzuha moved to the front, almost skipping ahead without a care...well, almost.

Milos could see the way the girl kept glancing over the surroundings as they ascended, her attention occasionally drifting back toward them before she would continue forward.

Rita and Alex finally let go, but stayed at his side. Milos, surreptitiously, shook out his arms. They almost fell asleep in their tight grasps. At the head of their little pack was Valencia.

His senses were still trying to make sense of what he was feeling. While the man from before was powerful, almost excruciatingly so, Valencia felt more suppressed and yet... 

His gaze flicked to Alex, who was watching their surroundings with a hint of awe. Was it being suppressed on purpose, unlike with Ludwig? He supposed that was very likely, but he couldn’t much wonder about it as the waves of Demonic energy hit him.

He was unable to stop himself from cringing at the sudden influx. On the boat, it was powerful, now it was almost excruciating.

There were a lot of Demons here and they were doing nothing to hide their presence.

Alex seemed to be rubbing his temples, sparing a glance his way occasionally.

Milos admitted, it was taking all of his willpower not to stop and puke. While he felt a lot of Demonic energy when he was within the Martinet guild, it was nothing compared to what he was feeling now. He underestimated the overwhelming sensation while he was still on the boat. Now he found himself inundated so much his head spun and his stomach twisted into knots of nausea. He wondered if he would be able to get used to it.

“This place is probably incredibly poignant to an Alertian.” Valencia spoke up, tilting her head to glance back at him, a hint of something he didn’t expect flashing over her features, almost worry, though it was probably his imagination. “You are Alex’s companion, while I have no reason to trust you, I can understand that this is probably overwhelming for you. Some Demon’s have an inherent connection with magic. I have heard that Alertians used to be one of the beings that held that connection and enhanced it, to a negative degree, unfortunately, for our kind.”

Milos stared at her for a moment before, giving her the faintest of nods. She wasn’t wrong.

Her expression softened as she turned fully to them, a few steps above. “Alex, you are probably feeling it too?”

Alex didn’t hesitate in his nod, pressing his palm on his forehead with a grimace.

She descended a few steps, stopping in front of the three of them. Rita seemed to be watching her closely, but no one else seemed to be paying them much mind.

Thankfully, it was only their small group and Valencia, everyone else seemed to be staying at the pier for now.

She reached over to Alex, both hands holding his head loosely. “I’m sorry, my little angel, I forgot what it was like first arriving here.”

Alex grimaced, but didn’t say anything and Milos had a feeling it was probably to stop himself from puking. Milos tried to control his breathing, half-listening to Valencia’s words. “Your senses have gotten much stronger now. As you might have realized, Demons can sense other Demons, it’s not as prevalent in slave Demons, but those who are free have no reason to hide their presence. What you are feeling is their essence, their very raw magic.”

Her words were soft, but Milos couldn’t help but agree. It made sense. He wondered why the feeling was so faint, even in the capital. Sure, it was powerful, but considering how many Demons were there, it wasn’t anything extraordinary, but this? It was noticeable before, at the boat, but now it was positively thrumming in his skull.

“For now, let yourself feel their magic, their presence. It will dull with time.”

“How are you feeling?” Rita glanced toward him, probably noticing as well. He wasn’t necessarily hiding it.

“It is...” He wasn’t sure what to say, but he tried to better sense the energy swirling around him.

“I forgot how much LIFE there was here.” Suzuha spoke up quietly, catching his attention. 

Ah, right, this magic was filled with life and energy, it vibrated through his body. His chest ached, but as he concentrated, his mind slowly quieted. He let out a breath, finally adjusting to the waves and turned to Alex. Alex seemed to be struggling a bit, but it was no surprise. Milos was used to his senses and how to control them, Alex was not.

His gaze flicked briefly to Valencia, who was holding Alex with gentle hands, worry clear in her posture. He hesitated for only a moment before lightly placing his hand on the back of Alex’s neck. The boy glanced at him briefly as Valencia startled, pulling back just slightly. Milos wasn’t surprised, she tried to avoid staying close to him. “Alex, remember when you first turned into a Demon?”

Alex blinked up at him in confusion before letting out a huff. “Of course, I do.”

He kept his hand steady, Alex relaxing slightly with the touch. “Then you remember how you felt. You were able to control it then, the sudden burst of senses.” Alex mentioned it once before, during their travels. 

Milos never thought he would bring it up, but it seemed to have caught Alex’s attention.

Alex paused for a moment, seeming to think back. He let out a light breathy chuckle. “Right, I forgot about that.” 

He breathed in and slowly breathed out, relaxing his shoulders. The tension in his neck slipped steadily away.

Valencia caught Milos’ gaze, a bit startled, but saying nothing. Milos pulled away and Alex nodded, a faint smile on his lips. “Thanks.”

Milos shrugged. He didn’t necessarily do much, he simply reminded the boy.

Rita leaned over, peering up at him with a faint grin. “You know, you’re not very good at the whole comfort thing, what even was that?”

“Shut it, I have no doubts you’re even worse.”

“Takes one to know one.” She grinned, but pulled back anyway. 

Milos just shook his head as Alex chuckled faintly.

After a moment, Valencia seemed to catch herself and turned. “Are we ready to move on?”

Milos nodded sharply as Alex said, “Yes.”

They ascended the stairs in silence. The air itself seemed to shift, lightening in some places, thickening in others, wave after wave of not just energy, but air. The sweet air of the surface. He should have guessed that there would be a large vent here for air. His attention drifted to the large overhanging archway that was above them, steadily growing closer as they moved upward.

It was elaborate in its detail, runes of the ancient tongue with interweaving flowers and vines decorated the marble like pillars. It was, however, when they reached the top that he found his breath taken away.

The sight before him was something out of a fairy tale. Beautiful two story homes with carefully placed paths weaved into a central plaza where a fountain sat directly in the middle. Off to either side, curling up low hills and cliffs were other homes, more beautiful than even those here. Up stairs in the center, hard to see where he was standing, was a set of buildings around a single beautiful one, gleaming white in the day stones’ light. He could barely see a few beyond, as the ceiling descended to meet the ground far above. He could see people moving about and hear in the distance the shout of tellers. It was a bustling city.

It was filled to the brim with every type of Demon imaginable and, to his surprise, quite a few humans as well.

“Alertian.” Valencia spoke up, getting Milos’ attention. “You should wear something to cover your signifiers. While some might be able to sense you, most will not, so it would be best if we don’t catch more attention than necessary.” Valencia paused, peering up the steps to the giant building far in the distance. “I’m not fond of you here, but as long as my son is okay with you, I will handle it. After all, the sovereign made it allowed that anyone may come here if they are seeking a place to stay.”

Milos barely heard her, the words settling through his mind as he felt his fingers twitch, almost hearing a quiet hum in his mind. The Demons...there were so many and so powerful. He heard shuffling before he felt something settle around his shoulders. He jerked, turning to see Alex pull back with a faint smile. The thick layers of the boy’s cloak lay over Milos’ shoulders as Alex reached up, tugging the hood up, startling Milos. “Mom said it might be better if you hide. Let’s do that, okay?”

Milos stared for a moment, fingers twitching before he shoved the feelings down, managing to pull back on that faint hum of strange emotions.

He let out a breath as Rita took a few steps forward, glancing at him briefly before peering around.

“There are humans here?” Rita asked, awe coloring her voice.

“Of course.” Valencia’s voice held a hint of a smile. “This is a refuge. Sure, most people believe it’s for Demons, but as I said earlier, the Sovereign has allowed it for all manner of slaves who escape this way.” 

Milos’ gaze flicked to her as she shook her head. 

“Come, it has been a long journey. Let’s get you all someplace to rest, then we will speak in the morning.”

Alex seemed hesitant, as if he wanted to say something, only to let out a breath and nod. They followed Valencia through the town, staying near the edges, Milos noted. Though, he wondered for whose sake that was. Even with trying to stay out of the main thoroughfare, their little group garnered a lot of attention, much of it Milos could have done without. He felt a few glares directed his way and found himself unsurprised. Though, thankfully, the majority seemed to not be able to notice. The few who did, hurried away, heading up the stairs toward the main building far above.

Still, he could rightfully admit, this place was beautiful. Unlike much of the Underlands, it was clean and gentle. The air was fresh with a breeze ruffling hair and clothes alike. The homes were made of stone, like elsewhere, but it was colored in dyes and flowers, some of which he never saw before. He could see Rita flit away for a moment, before pulling herself back. Her gaze snapped from flower to herb to whatever else seemed to grab her attention. He thought he heard her mumbling a few words under her breath about names, the uses in potions and questions. He left it alone, staying beside Alex who held a gentle smile as he peered around.

Valencia stopped to one side, telling the group to wait a moment before returning, handing each person a bag. Inside was some a mix of fruits and breads with a few thin slices of cheese. “We always try to give refugees food when they arrive, so there are many stalls here that will help with said tasks.” She glanced over all of them, hesitant. “Eat while we walk. I’ll lead you to the inn since I do not believe they will allow me to bring you to the place where I am currently staying.” Her expression softened as her attention flicked to Alex. “I’ll make sure you can join me soon. Alright? I just need to get confirmation first, but I don’t think that will be a problem.” She smiled before peering ahead. “We should be almost there.”

Alex seemed a bit hesitant, gaze shifting from person to person before landing on Milos. Alex paused, catching his gaze and worry clouded his features. “Milos? Are you alright?”

Milos went to respond, went to say something along the lines of ‘of course’, but no words left his tongue. His throat felt tight and he promptly cleared it. “I’ll be fine,” he finally managed to get out.

Alex furrowed his brow, probably unsure how to respond. He seemed about to say something when Valencia cut in and said, “We’re here.”

Milos and Alex jerked, turning toward where Valencia stopped. She gestured toward a humble two story building that, to be frank, reminded Milos a lot of the Overland homes near his residence. Even though it was humble, it seemed to stretch to either side, the first floor deceptively large. It was actually made of a strange wood that Milos only saw occasionally while down in the Underlands. Intricate carvings decorated the side of the double wide doorway as they drew to a stop beside Valencia, who opened the door to reveal a large hall interior. There was a fireplace on one side, lit with a few fire stones and, on the other, was a desk.

“This is one of our base inns. We usually have someone stay here until we can find them a place to live.” Valencia’s gaze drifted to Milos. “Or have them banished.”

Milos stared back, getting a quirked lip from Valencia who turned back around, stepping into the entrance hall and toward the table. A young woman with thicker features and a warm smile glanced up and said, “Hello, I didn’t know we were having new travelers. Welcome.” She bowed her head. “Valencia, it’s good to see you again.”

“You too, Catherine.” Valencia nodded, her tone surprisingly warm as she gestured to the group. “Mind giving our guests a room for the night? They have only just arrived.”

“Of course.” Catherine, the more portly woman, stood, picking up some keys as she moved around the desk toward their group. “Just the four of you, correct?”

Milos shook his head. “There are two more.” He glanced back, noting that Ari and Leon stayed back, seeming nervous.

The woman peered around him before her expression softened. “Ah, I see.” She hurried around the group and walked up to the two. “Hello, you two. Come, come. This place is for you as well.” 

She held out a hand to each of them and waited. Ari stared, hesitant, while Leon glanced toward Milos. Milos nodded, receiving a smile in return. The two took the woman’s hand, allowing her to lead them into the room and toward the opposite door. “Come, come. I’ll lead you all to your rooms. Valencia, would you be a dear and grab the keys for rooms 406 and 407?”

Valencia nodded, hurrying around the counter as the group followed after Catherine. She let go of Ari and Leon, but stayed even with them. “You two seem healthy. These people been treating you well?”

Ari nodded as Leon smiled slightly.

Catherine glanced toward his arm, and seemed to start. “Oh dear, I noticed this earlier, but may I ask what happened?”

“Master Milos saved me.” Leon kept his voice light and Milos didn’t miss the way Catherine seemed to shift at the words, specifically at ‘master’. 

Her gaze flicked around the group, stopping on Milos and Alex before returning to Leon.

“Master, eh?”

“Yes.” Leon bowed his head, voice stern. “He deserves it.”

“Master Milos saved us.” Ari’s voice was soft, even softer than usual, but there was a sense of strength to the words Milos didn’t miss.

“I see. I am glad you two have found someone like that. Ah, here we go.” She stopped in front of one of the doorways spaced evenly down the long hallway. They had taken a few turns and Milos could hear quiet chatter from some of the doors.

Catherine gestured to six rooms around them. “Here.” She handed four of the keys she grabbed to Milos, Rita, Alex and Suzuhah before taking the final two from Valencia and handing them to Leon and Ari. “The bathroom is down the hall. There are multiple stalls if you need to bathe or shower that will firmly lock for privacy and it seems you already have the food so you are well there. Do not worry. You do not need to pay for the rooms. It is all reimbursed by others. Rest easy tonight. It must have been a long journey.” 

Ari and Leon took the keys and, sparing a glance at Milos, who smiled at their brief spout of enthusiasm, watched as they hurried to their rooms, peering inside before walking in. They were clutching their food bags strongly, clearly excited to eat as well.

“Separate rooms, huh? It’s been a while.” Rita spoke up as she nodded good-bye to Catherine and Valencia before stepping toward one of them. “It’s gonna feel weird.”

Milos shrugged, picking a room. He peered back, noting as Catherine and Valencia left, talking quietly to each other, too faint for him to hear. He wasn’t surprised. Demons were known to have stronger hearing, so those around would have to be careful of their volume and distance when whispering. Still, it was strange. The woman wasn’t a Demon. She didn’t even feel like a half-Demon like Alex. He found himself baffled to think that there were both humans and Demons here, even though he clearly saw it. He wondered if he would get used to something like that.

“Earth to Milos, are you going to see your room or not?” Rita’s voice snapped Milos out of his thoughts, causing him to notice she was leaning out of her room, staring straight at him in worry. Alex was near his doorway, having paused as well to peer back.

“Just keeping track of some things, unlike some people I know.”

Rita huffed, closing her door with a slight bang. Milos let out a weak chuckle before heading into his room.

It was nothing fantastic, but it was warm and comfortable. A single bed with a window and a few dressers. There was no bathroom, but he supposed that made sense, considering the one at the end of the hall. He peered over, debating before grabbing some things and slipping down the hall, keeping the hood up. There were two doorways and he quickly slipped into the proper one before finding a stall. Being somewhere later in the day, it was relatively quiet. He peered up, letting out a faint breath of relief. He smiled as he realized there was both a water and heat stone. He wondered how they got so many before shaking it off and settling into a quick shower.

The water pounded over his shoulders and through his matted hair as he worked to get the dirt, grime and sweat loose. He could hear footsteps and familiar humming before another door opened and shut nearby. It wasn’t hard to guess who that was.

Milos closed his eyes, letting the warm water sink into his skin as he tried to calm himself. He wasn’t sure whether he was more worried about the Demons out there...or himself. He made sure to leave swiftly, not wanting to meet up with the other boy. He got back to his room without issue, eating a few pieces of cheese and fruit, saving the rest for the morning. A heavy tiredness fell over him as he closed and locked the door. He didn’t belong here. That thought sat heavy as he tried to slip off into a restless sleep.
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Chapter Three
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Alex settled the towel over his waist as he headed back to his room, gaze flicking briefly to Milos’ room. He felt a bit worried, but the feeling soon passed as he wondered about his mother, glancing down the hallway at the long departed figure as he slipped into his room. She left so quickly, without saying anything. He knew she wanted to talk with him tomorrow, but the way she avoided him, when they could talk now... He shook himself from the thought, quickly changing into comfortable clothes and devouring what food there was. It was strange. He was relieved to know she was alright, but it felt so awkward, uncomfortable. Did she not want to be near him? Did he do something? The thoughts spun through his head, a headache forming in his skull.

He let out a huff and took a seat on the bed. It was comfortable, wide windows and wood dressers lined the room, pulling him from his thoughts as he tried and failed to wrap his head around everything that was happening. He was happy to see Mother again, but at the same time, he wasn’t sure how to feel about the fact she kept pushing off the conversation. Sure, he was a little tired, but not so much that he couldn’t talk with her. He let himself fall backward, bouncing slightly on the soft bed. The ceiling caught his attention with the wood swirls. So much wood, where did they get it? He didn’t see any trees around like on the last island, so...

He shook his head, pulling from the thought. He was grateful the surge of Demonic energy he felt earlier had subsided, either that or he finally got used to it. Knowing Milos was around at the time helped. Though he certainly felt bad for Milos, this whole place just seemed like a trap for him. Alex rolled onto his side, frowning slightly. He was grateful to get his own room, but he worried about the others. This place was beautiful, his mom was here, so it would be safe, right?

He wasn’t sure. Especially with all the hatred directed their way, just by walking through town with Milos’ signifier hidden away as it was.

He knew Milos could sense Demons, but how did some of those Demons know who Milos was?

Alex sighed. His mind was just going in circles at this point and it wasn’t getting him anywhere. He sat up, peering out the low window that showcased part of the sanctuary. It was surprisingly well lit with light stones decorating the streets like little lamps. The day stones shone brightly above, casting shadows over the homes that felt more calming than eerie. He could see they were starting to dim, shifting to the traditional night stones. Flowers, not just the white ones Alex was disinclined towards, were on almost every corner, or at least, from what he could tell. He could hear hustle and bustle from the street itself, along with faint incomprehensible chatter. Still, he wasn’t quite sure what to do. Part of him was tired after the long and exhausting journey, but part of him was energized, excited to see something new, be somewhere safe.

He slumped back on the bed, curling up on his side and, after some thought, closed his eyes and began to hum softly. Sure, it was still early, but he was tired from the long few days and it was almost night anyway. He felt relaxed. The melody, sweet to his ears, slowly lulled him into a gentle sleep.

~ *  ~
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When he awoke, it was to a light knocking on his door. He blearily sat up, rubbing his face to wake himself up. “It’s time to get up.” Mom’s voice echoed through the door and Alex sighed. He pushed himself to his feet, noting he had fallen asleep, again, in his normal clothes, which were now ruffled and untidy. He opened the door, peering up toward his mother, who blinked and chuckled. “Come now, my little angel, get yourself cleaned up.”

Alex shifted uncomfortably, but nodded, doing what he could to make himself more presentable with what little he had. At least he was able to take a shower the night before. Mom seemed to accept it and continued knocking on the other doors, waking everyone else.

The others woke and stepped out, almost all of them just as groggy as Alex. Rita seemed to be mumbling under her breath in distaste. The only one who seemed somewhat put together, to no one’s surprise, was Milos as he lifted the hood over his head once more, blue eyes watching with a strange guardedness that made Alex wince. Ari and Leon were quiet, but surprisingly or maybe unsurprisingly considering who they were, they were also clearly ready for the day.

Suzuha herself just rolled her eyes and skipped up to Mom with a nod and a wave.

Mom squatted down slightly, smiling. “Hello there, you are a young one.” She paused. “In appearance, it seems.”

Suzuha grinned. “You’re more observant than your son.” Alex crossed his arms over his chest, but couldn’t argue. “Yes, I’m a Vulfulas.”

“Ah, I see.” Mom nodded. “The first one I’ve seen. Are you this one’s...?” Her gaze skipped to Rita, who seemed startled.

Suzuha shook her head, a flash of sadness morphing her expression. “No, mine died a long time ago.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Mom actually seemed apologetic as she swept Suzuha up into a hug. “Well, I meant to say this yesterday, but thank you for helping my son get here.” She let go, peering up at everyone except Milos. “That goes for all of you.”

“Mom, they get it,” Alex cut in, feeling a little embarrassed.

Mom just chuckled and stood, Suzuha seemed a little out of it. Though, Alex supposed, she was probably unsure how to react
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