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Chapter One

Alex stared out over the crystal-clear water. Thin streams cascaded from the rocks to one side, falling into the pool that shone with the light from the moss. The rock felt scratchy against his bare feet and his hands were bruised from scrabbling up the steep slope that led to this little cave, but it was worth it. He breathed in the smell of the water and knelt down, delicately dipping one hand. He pulled his hand up, watching the water flow between his fingers.

Water such as this was such a rare thing to find in the Underlands, so pure and untainted. Of course, the rivers were clean, but this, this gentle sparkle and warm glow was just something else. He turned his head up to the ceiling where the moss glowed softly. He wondered if there was water like this in the Overlands? That mythical place of sunlight… Would he have a chance to go there someday? No…he knew. With every fiber of his being, he knew it was impossible. After all, he couldn’t leave these lands…

Even so, he reached his hand up, touching the cool moss as his thoughts wavered. He wanted to see it, to see what it was like above the stone. Sunlight, blue skies, meadows…

Alex’s hand dropped to his side as he toed the cold water with one foot. He loved the feel of the water on his skin, how it just flowed over in gentle waves, just like he imagined an ocean would. It helped calm his thoughts.

He sighed. For some reason today, it only made him feel a bit depressed. He shook his head before turning away from the spring. He glanced out the cave entrance and quietly cursed. The day stones were starting to wane. He needed to get home soon or his mother would have his hide. He peered down the steep slope, trying to find a safe path down. After all, this was only his third or fourth time here. He never used the same path so he didn’t know the best way down. The cave was high up, hidden by the curve of the ceiling. He could clearly see one of the day stones, its brilliant yellow white light, beaming down, even as it slowly faded into the blue of the night stone right next to it. If he reached up, he could touch the top of the ceiling. That didn’t mean much though, considering the ceiling curved downward, dipping starkly toward his spot.

It made sense. It was near the edge of the Underlands, after all, buried deep underground beneath the stone and earth. He shook his head and focused on finding a path safely down. To his relief, he managed to find the path he used to get up this time and scurried down, just barely avoiding sharp rocks. His skin was already scratched from the climb up and was only made worse as he barreled down the hill. In the distance, he could see his home, the owner of which was the Grand Duke of Liliay. Past that, he could see a road, which stretched to a town in the distance. Off to the other side was a river, the only indication of it being water, being the thin blue band seen against the stark gray.

The slope eased up until he was once more on flat land. He raced ahead, dodging through the tall rocky outgrowths that resembled a forest, something that existed on either side of the house, blocking it from intruders on all sides except from the town.

At least, that was what his mother called the rocky outgrowths, but she was told that by her mother so who knows?

He took a sharp corner around one particularly big outcropping and came upon a large, but squat home, being only about two stories. The dirt path stood on his right, weaving out of sight. He could almost see the set of gates, blocking the way in. He turned toward the home, hurrying up to the delicate entranceway. It held a front porch with wood double doors and wide windows, set with weak light stones. He could see Riviera working on the house, repairing parts of it that had rotted away and replacing what he couldn’t fix with stone. He was standing on a stone ladder, the duel sides stopping it from pushing into the rotting wood. Alex slowed down, wincing as the pain from his sore feet was made known to him now that he was stopped.

“Yo, Alex. Good to see you back!” Riviera called down, as he continued hammering the board into place, his signifying wrist chain jangling with a steady clacking sound. It was thick and looked heavy.

“Watch what you’re doing,” Alex called up right as Riviera yelped, barely avoiding smashing the hammer into his hand.

He grinned sheepishly. “Well, yes… Anyway, better get inside. It’s late.”

“I know.” Alex waved him off as he stepped up to the doorway, ignoring the white flowers decorating either side of the entrance, the only other form of life and the only flower that somehow managed to survive in the Underlands. He pushed the door open as slow as possible, peering around the doorframe.

The inside was quiet, barely a light on in the house. He opened the door more and almost cried out as the Grand Duke of Liliay stepped from the shadow of the doorway with a ‘boo.’

“Duke...” 

The Duke frowned and Alex quickly adjusted his wording. “Grandpa!” 

Alex placed a hand on his chest to catch his breath as the Grand Du…Grandpa gave a hearty laugh with great booming chuckles. He was fit for his age, but the wrinkles and liver spots were quite visible on his skin. Wispy white hair was partially slicked back and a wide smile with surprising white teeth shone as brightly as the pale skin of an Underlander. His signifier, a delicately made earring shaped in the form of a pair of wings, swung gently from his right ear as he turned and flicked on the lights. It was pretty, the signifier his grandfather had. It was carved of the finest metals, completely unlike the clunky signifier of a slave like Riviera and himself. After all, the duke’s signifier was part of the upper class, a sign he was of a higher caliber then those bound by wrist or sometimes neck chains made of cold harsh metal. He looked down at his wrists. He heard his grandfather step down the hallway and turned his head up.

Alex watched as the stones heated up like the rising of the day stones, slow yet sure, until they were glowing with a soft ruby color.

“Lad, that’s what you get for worrying an old man and your poor mother. Don’t you know what time it is?” he asked, quieting his chuckles into a knowing look as he turned to face Alex. Alex gave a sheepish grin as he shrugged, toeing the rug.

Grandpa sighed and shook his head before gesturing. “Well come on, son, come inside. Your mother’s making dinner as we speak.”

Alex groaned.

“Oh, don’t be like that! You know she tries her best. Plus, if you got home before all the day stones died for the day, you would have had a chance to make something yourself,” Grandpa chided, his tone lighthearted. Alex sighed, mentally agreeing with the assessment. It was partially his fault for staying out so late. “Now hurry on into the kitchen, I will see you two when dinner’s ready.”

Alex nodded as Grandpa walked off. Alex watched him go. The foyer was now lit bright enough to showcase the splendid items of porcelain and jewels. A picture frame sat over a mantelpiece, front and center.

He recalled his mom and, vaguely, his dad both eyeing it oddly when he was growing up. He personally didn’t mind the picture. It showed a knight holding the head of a grotesque creature in the sign of victory, sword gleaming in what Alex could only deduce was sunlight. Green could be seen as far as the eye could see in the picture and Alex always wondered if that was mostly what the Overlands consisted of, sunlight and green. What an amazing sight it must be…

He shook himself from his thoughts, trying to convince himself, as usual, that there was no way he would be able to go there, no matter how much he dreamed of it. He hurried to the left toward one of the two hallways. Traversing the long halls, he finally arrived in a room where the distinctive smell of burning came from. He winced before he opened the door and stepped inside.

Close to the stove was his mother, running around in a frenzy. Her frazzled expression was only amplified when smoke billowed out of the stove when she opened it.

Alex shook his head as his mother gave a quiet whine. He grabbed the nearby extinguisher and liberally spread the gunk that came out of it onto the fire. Slowly, it died and he stopped, letting the last of it dribble to the floor as he sent his mom an exasperated look.

“Oh, hey, honey…” she said somewhat sheepishly, though confusion still sat on her face. “I could have sworn I set it right this time. Four hours and fifty minutes at one hundred and twenty-five degrees.”

“Mom, did you check to see which was time and which was temperature?” Alex deadpanned. 

His mother looked at him like he had multiple heads before she picked up a surprisingly unscathed box and looked at it. She pointed and said, “Yeah. It says right… here…”

She stopped before glancing guiltily at Alex. Alex resisted sighing as he gave his mother another deadpan expression. “Let me guess, you were supposed to set it at four hundred and fifty degrees for one hour and twenty five minutes.”

“Well, that’s all in the past. I made some sandwiches earlier, and I only nicked myself a few times this time.”

“Why…Mother…are you in the kitchen again?”

“Because Agatha called in sick and you know how my lor…” She stopped before shaking her head and continuing, “Callen likes to make sure his people are okay. She’s on bed rest until she feels better and the others have other priorities.”

Alex shook his head, wondering about that. The others would have come running to stop his mother from entering the kitchen. Alex stepped over to the cold storage. An ice stone sat in the corner, cooling the small cubby considerably. He looked around at the shelves before spotting the plate of sandwiches. He grabbed one after pulling off the paper wrapping and stepped out. He bit into it.

Damn. How was it she was so bad at the directions, but could make something taste so good?

“Hey, Alex, honey?”

“Hm?” He asked around a mouthful of sandwich. 

He swallowed as he turned to his mother, who was already cleaning up the place.

Her black hair fell in sheets around her thin shoulders. The green dress she wore almost every day showed a petite figure. She had long fingers and wide brown eyes that seemed to look at everything with a type of naivete.

He knew his mother was nowhere near naive though, even as she turned, exposing the scar on her neck and the thin chains around her wrists. He shivered as he remembered one story she told him about her childhood, when she talked about it.

It happened long ago, before Alex was even born. Supposedly, she was seen as a rare specimen. Alex didn’t ask why. Mother never explained, but that made it so she was often feared. In this particular instance, she’d just gotten through a…beating, she phrased it.

Alex had a sinking suspicion she meant something else, but didn’t interrupt as she continued to explain. It was around that time she met Father, they fell in love at first sight, but…fate was cruel. Father was promptly sold, punished for grabbing her affection and she was secluded, unable to even leave her room.

Thankfully, after that, the duke, who managed to buy Father not long after that initial exchange, found her and bought her off her original owner.

Still, all the things she left out…it sent chills up his spine. After, she insisted he knew how lucky they were to end up working here, under the Grand Duke. Alex glanced toward her wrists, watching the chains shift against her skin, scars crisscrossing thinly across her flesh, just like it did around her neck.

In comparison, his skin was practically unblemished. He knew, from the conversations with the others, he was qualified as a slave, property of the duke. All he could recall was the duke caring for him like a parent would.

He pulled himself from his thoughts as his mother huffed and put her hands on her hips. “You weren’t listening to me again, were you?”

“That depends,” Alex replied, looking toward the stove.

His mother let out a long sigh and dropped her hands. “Alex…” She shook her head and looked him in the eye. “I heard that the Martinets are coming through soon, so please stay in the house, okay? You don’t wear your signifying wrist chains anymore.” 

Alex glanced at his wrist, vaguely remembering the cold bite of the chains. He couldn’t remember when they came off, but he knew he was still very young. It was only thanks to the Duke he got them off, and his mother. For some reason his mother fought with a vicious tenacity to have him no longer wear them, even though he was given them by the Martinets of the time. 

Once the Martinets left, the duke conceded very quickly, supposedly having wanted to do that anyway. Still, it meant he had to avoid Martinets like the plague. 

Why did his mother insist on his being removed again? Part of him didn’t mind, considering how harsh, clunky and overbearing they were. Still, he vaguely wondered where they were now. 

His thoughts were quickly returned to the present when his mother continued, “Both the duke and you could end up in trouble. So, don’t make it hard on him. The Capitol is already giving him a hard time for not trading in his old slaves for new ones. We don’t want to make it worse.”

Alex hesitated. He was one of the only ones that worked for the duke that didn’t have the signifiers. For some reason, everyone else was so used to it, they felt weird without them. Alex couldn’t fathom why.

Still, she took his silence as acceptance, relief clear in her voice as she thanked him. “Now get to bed, it’s late.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Alex waved, muttering under his breath as he walked toward the doorway.

“And sorry about not having dinner ready for you. I need to bring what I can to the others.”

Alex nodded, knowing how busy his mother was. Even with her botched cooking, she did have to feed the duke and the other slaves. He also knew the duke planned to meet them at dinner, but Alex doubted there would be enough food if he went, so he stuck with the sandwich. His mother sent him a kiss, which he promptly looked away from, before calling another good night. Alex let the door swing shut and climbed up the stairs, chewing on the last of his sandwich.

He would have to watch out for those Martinets. From the stories he heard from the older slaves, it wasn’t pretty to be caught by them. In all honesty, he would be seen as free bait, considering he no longer held a chain tag.

Maybe he should stay in the house the next few days…

He shook his head and stepped into his bedroom. It wasn’t big by any stretch of the imagination, but it was cozy. A bed was set off against a small window with a stand next to it made of stone. On top of the stone side table was a simple, yet elegantly designed light stone. He wasn’t sure what the history was behind the stone, since he never was able to go into school or anything. From what he’d gathered from the books in his grandfather’s library, they were leftovers from the age of the demons, a race very similar to humans, long since thought to be extinct.

Alex gently touched the light stone, feeling it pulse slightly under his fingers. To him, they felt almost alive in a way that was different from the normal everyday stone that surrounded him and everyone else in the Underlands. He closed his eyes, feeling the slight pulsing of the light stone. He wondered what it was like above. What did a sky look like? The sea? He wasn’t even sure he could even imagine, what with being confined to the manor his whole life.

He knew he was luckier than many people. He couldn’t deny the fact. Even so, it felt like he was just there, another person to live his life and die.

He didn’t want that.

He opened his eyes and pulled his hand away from the light stone and turned to his bed. He fell onto it and curled into himself. It was a pipe dream, he knew. There was no escaping the Underlands, even more so for those seen as slaves.

Yes, he didn’t have the mark, or the chains like he once did, but that didn’t make a difference down here. Unless you were known, unless you were part of a family, an elite, then you were nothing more than a piece of property. His hand slammed into the bed, feeling the mattress give under his hit. After all, a signifier, the only indication of where you lay, was created upon birth. The only signifier he ever had were chains with no meaning, something his mother threw away for him years ago, almost to the point where he couldn’t even remember what they were. Yet he couldn’t get a new set, even if he wanted to, after all, the census had him qualified as a slave, even now.

Why was he even thinking this? These thoughts never got him anywhere and only ever made him more upset.

Still, even though he knew how hopeless it was, he couldn’t seem to give up, he would see the Overlands, just once. He let out a sigh and uncurled his fists. He would think on this tomorrow. He needed to get some sleep tonight, especially if the Martinets were coming. He’d need all the rest he could get.


Chapter Two

Alex groaned as he opened his eyes to be met with light from the day stones shining through his window. He shivered, curling up around the thin sheet, trying to get back to sleep. It was still too early, why were the day stones already lit?

After some time, he convinced himself to get up. His clothes were crinkled, having fallen asleep in them instead of changing. He took a sniff and winced at the smell. Guess he needed to get changed. He stood and grabbed some clothes out of the drawer before hurrying through the doorway and down the hall. It didn’t take him long to get to the bathroom. It was a wide-open room with curtained-off sections. His feet slid over the cool stone as he stepped past one curtain and into the bath area. It was quiet, much to his relief. He quickly stripped and stepped under the constantly flowing and frigid water. He shivered, forcing himself to stay under as long as possible before jumping away.

“They need to get around to fixing the heat stone…” He shook his head, getting the water in his eyes. “Then again, it takes at least a week to get to the stone-smith, nonetheless ask for his help, if he is there…what a pain…wish there was actually some type of communication system…something!” His hair stuck to his face, forcing him to push the thick strands out of his eyes, grateful that at least most of it was cut short. He stared at his arms, their glow white, quite different from most Underlanders. He and his mother both held a richer hued skin tone then the Duke, who was practically qualified as deathly pale like most down here. Oh…he did it again. He didn’t know why he had such trouble remembering to follow that rule the du…Grandpa gave him. The duke insisted he call him grandfather all the time. He shook his head as he quickly finished up and got changed into a fresh set of clothing.

He was wearing a long sleeve brown tunic and a couple belts for storing things that were supposedly his father’s. How his father was able to keep them, even with the Slave trade, was beyond him. He fingered the belts carefully, feeling over the rough metal and leather. Mother said they were a good luck charm. Alex highly doubted it, but decided to keep them. They were his father’s, after all.

He was wearing dark green pants and, for today, he decided to put on his only pair of shoes, a soft leather his grandfather gave him a year or two ago. They were comfortable, but he found he didn’t want to ruin them, so he rarely wore them. Considering he was probably going to be stuck in the house that wasn’t exactly a problem.

He tugged at his tunic and walked down the hallway, toward his grandfather’s room. He heard voices bouncing off the walls and froze. He recognized his grandfather, arguing pointedly with someone, but he didn’t recognize the other voice.

If that was the Martinets…but how could it be? Wouldn’t they be too early? He crept forward, down the hallway, and peered around the corner, being careful to stay hidden. In the main hall, stood the Duke in all his glory with Mother standing at his side, tall and proud. Even so, Alex could see the telltale signs of her nervousness. Her twitching fingers, hidden behind her back, as was customary of any good slave, were a good indication of just how worried she was. He glanced at the third figure and paused. He didn’t recognize him. However, he did recognize the brown uniform and the metal shoulder plates, indicative of a Martinet. The Martinet was surprisingly calm even as the Duke argued with him. He was still maintaining a pleasant façade. Alex couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he wasn’t quite sure he wanted to. Still, curiosity was getting the better of him and he found himself staying put and watching instead of heading the other way to hide. He was usually never around when a Martinet arrived. Either his mother kept him hidden in his room, or his grandfather managed to convince him to stay in the back corners of the library, reading through his many books. Alex wasn’t going to argue, not with all the stories he heard over his life about what they were like. However, today…

The Martinet turned his head and Alex quickly pulled back behind the wall, making sure he was hidden. He wasn’t sure if the man saw him, but he wasn’t going to test it. He waited, breath held as his fingers clenched against the painting sticking into his back. Once he heard the strange voice again, he cautiously peered around the corner once more. The man was looking toward the duke, his green eyes were narrowed and his pale skin was almost see-through in the light of the day stones seeping in through the windows. Thankfully, it seemed the man didn’t see him, because he didn’t look his way again. Alex switched his attention back toward his mother, noticing her hands shaking behind her back, fists clenched. She wasn’t just nervous, she was angry. Alex wasn’t sure he wanted to know why, but he figured he probably should ask later anyway, he didn’t like the idea of being out of the loop if a Martinet was involved. He watched as the Martinet gave a deep bow before turning and walking out the door.

Mother put her hand on the duke’s back and led him out of the entranceway. Alex tried to figure out where they were heading. It didn’t take long before he realized, with a solemn sigh, that they were heading to the duke’s usual spot, where he could supposedly think clearest. After a moment of indecision, Alex followed.

He walked through the house and toward the back exit. He stepped outside, noting the sound of water in the distance, lights sparkled around him.

Light stones lined the little path as it weaved through the trees before opening into a clearing. At the opposite end of the clearing was a little waterfall, bubbling softly, a tributary of the main river.

Alex closed his eyes, trying to calm himself before turning to face the line of gravestones neatly lined up right next to each other. Grandfather was sitting in front of one with Mother at his side, her gaze solemnly on the stone next to the river, set a bit away from the other stones. A set of withered white flowers sat in front of each one.

Alex shook his head. It was painful to see, even after so many years. As he walked forward with cautious movements, he could tell they were well aware of his echoing footsteps. “Mom, what happened back there?”

His mother turned to him, an odd expression on her face before she glanced at the duke. “That’s something I can’t answer…” She turned back to the stone before pushing herself to her feet and walking up to Alex. “Anyway, it’s good to see you up. What are you doing out here? Did you want to see Alfred?”

Alex peered toward the stone, seeing the letters curled into the stone face, still as clear as they were eight years ago. He hesitated, but shook his head. He’d already grieved enough, his father wasn’t going to come back, and he knew that. He looked over to the duke, spotting the other gravestones. Plus, he wasn’t the one who was grieving the most.

Mother must have realized his thoughts because her expression softened and she suddenly enveloped him in a hug. “You’re such a sweet boy…I’m so lucky to have you.”

Alex didn’t try pulling away, but he didn’t need to, because she pulled back only a second later as Grandfather finally turned his attention to them.

Alex’s eyes flickered toward the duke, who gave him a stern gaze. Alex didn’t flinch. He knew he should, but he wanted to know what would make both his mother and Grandfather so angry; what would make them come out here?

“My child…” Grandfather trailed off before he beckoned Alex forward. 

Alex glanced at his mother before stepping up to the duke. The duke stood and laid both hands on his shoulders; worry clear in his green eyes. “I need you to stay hidden for the next few days, I would tell you to stay in the library, but…” Alex suddenly felt incredibly worried. What could be causing Grandfather to be this wary?

The duke must have realized Alex’s suspicions, for he pulled a hand away and ruffled Alex’s hair. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m just becoming a paranoid old man. I just don’t want anything happening to you, any of you.” At this, he turned his focus on to Mother, who gave her characteristic inclined head, her way of acknowledging his words. Yet, her eyes were sad as they flickered to Father’s gravestone.

“You’re worried the Martinet is going to do something.” The words came out of Alex’s mouth before he could stop them. 

From their reaction, Alex had a feeling he hit the mark on the head. He’d seen how the Martinet was acting, how angry both of them were getting. He could only guess the Martinet was up to something, and none of them were going to like it.

“You, my boy, are too observant.” 

His grandfather pulled away with such a long and solemn sigh, Alex almost felt bad pointing out what he’d noticed, but he didn’t back down. Not now that it was out there.

“Come on, let’s sit down,” his mother said quietly. 

Alex glanced back at her, before slowly taking a seat on the ground; it was swept up recently, so it was relatively clean. Mother sat beside him as the duke took a seat next to the gravestones, as if trying to keep them near him. A simple stone bench placed right between each of them.

Alex didn’t look at the names, but he didn’t need to.

The sparkling of the day stones off the water and the different low-lit light stones decorating the clearing gave it a calming and warm glow. Alex waited, deciding not to interrupt as the duke thought through what he needed to say.

After some time, he opened his eyes and faced Alex. “As you might know, The Capitol has been hammering for me to trade in my old slaves, as well as keep up to date on what slaves I own.” 

Alex noticed the duke wince every time he said slave. He felt a hand on his knee and looked over to see his mother gripping his knee, her knuckles white. The other hand sat across her lap. Her eyes narrowed, focused on the duke. Now that Alex though about it, when was the last time the duke submitted…oh, it was around the time of the epidemic. The duke gave her a quick look before turning back to Alex. 

“I can only assume they’re either looking for more slaves or…looking for something else. I’m getting on in age, and they know this. The only problem is I don’t have a blood heir to take my place.” 

Alex watched the duke’s expression turn to one of sadness, as his hand rested on the grave beside him, fingers curved around the head with a gentle grip.

Alex glanced at the graves, his eyes shifting to his father’s, sitting so quietly next to the flowing water.

That damn disease… He felt his fist clench as he mentally counted all the graves, just like he did every time he came here. There were too many, far too many. Slaves and family alike lined the little clearing. He examined his grandfather, surrounded by the graves of his wife and daughter. Two small graves were set next to them, those of his son-in-law and their baby boy.

What terrible timing, for them to come home right when the disease struck…

His grandfather pulled his hand away and turned to them with a soft expression. It reminded Alex, once again, of how he’d been the one to be there when Father died. How he’d let Alex and his mother cry and, after that, he took them both under his wing. Still, Alex knew it would have been tough to get over, and now, as he was looking at the duke, he could tell he wasn’t anywhere near over what happened to his family.

However, Alex could also see how it would be a problem now. He no longer had a blood heir. He was too old to be able to have children, even with a younger woman. That left his assets and everything open. Of course, the Capitol knew this, what with the consensus taken in the Underlands right after that epidemic. They knew the Duke had no proper heirs, illegitimate or otherwise, so…

The duke let out a sigh and seemed to slump in his seat, finally showing his age for what it was. His usually jovial smile was lost as he turned his gaze to them. “I have written in my will my desires for where my possessions will go, but I know they aren’t going to be abided by.” The duke shook his head as he glared toward the waterfall. “After all, they don’t even accept me wanting to adopt one of my own.”

Adopt…Alex’s head snapped up as the duke turned back at him with one of those smiles that made Alex want to wilt where he sat, not from fear, but from an odd guilt. Adoption…if it could pass, he would be able to get a signifier just like grandfathers. Then they wouldn’t have to worry about his lack of signifier and he wouldn’t have to hide. If the will passed, it should only be a matter of time until his adoption could be accepted. 

His grandfather seemed to understand Alex’s thoughts, for he continued, “Alas, there’s no way to get around society, not with how good of a grip the Capitol and the Overlands has on all of us, even on the outskirts of the Underlands. It was a miracle the will itself was made valid, the adoption...”

Alex pursed his lips and looked down. The Capitol, Raynout…the city closest to the Overlands. He hadn’t read much about it, he wondered how it would be to live so close to the Overlands, and still not be able to go there. In a way, he imagined it was probably worse, but… After a long moment, he looked back up and toward the duke. 

The duke gave him a soft smile and stood, hands resting softly on the graves. “However, I still have some energy left in these old bones. I’m not going to keel over just yet. I can’t if I still need to watch out for all of you.”

That didn’t make Alex feel any better. He nodded and smiled anyway, hoping to help appease his mother as well, who was starting to make his leg hurt from her grip. Damn, she had iron fingers sometimes.

His mother scrutinized him then relaxed with a nod. The duke gestured toward his mother, who stood and walked up to him quietly. After a short conversation, too soft for Alex to hear, his mother left, disappearing back down the path. 

Alex glanced toward the glittering stone path, but didn’t get up, instead turning to face the duke who was examining the waterfall tiredly.

“My son…” He paused in thought. 

Alex’s foot twitched in slight impatience. He didn’t mean to, but his legs were going numb from sitting on the ground.

The duke must have noticed his increasing agitation because he only let out a mirthless laugh before walking forward and peering down at Alex.

Alex bent his neck back so that he could look him in the eyes. “Why did you want to talk to me alone?” 

It was an impudent question, especially for a slave, but he didn’t see a problem with it, not around the duke; his grandfather.

His grandfather shook his head. “It’s a good thing I don’t mind that tone.” His smile dropped as he slowly knelt down beside Alex, wincing with the movements. “Still, please be careful. You don’t know what it’s like out there. I see you as my own son, but I have no way to prove that, no signifier to give you…”

Alex listened quietly. His grandfather sighed. “In my will, I gave everything I have to you.”

Alex would have jolted, if he hadn’t already suspected. Still, he opened and closed his mouth, before just simply pointing to his chest. He knew the history, and that statement would fit with what his grandfather already said, but…

His grandfather didn’t seem to notice, his gaze on the flickering light stones. “However, I suspect the Martinets are going to pull something soon. Something that will endanger you and your mother…” 

Alex’s hands curled into fists, but he didn’t react any more than that. His grandfather turned to him. “If something happens, run. Run as fast and far as you can. Don’t let them catch you, understand me?”

Alex understood perfectly. Yet even so, a chill ran down his spine at the seriousness in the duke’s gaze. He could only nod.

The duke let out a sigh and stood up, extending a hand down to Alex, who cautiously took it. Alex stood; only to be surprised as the duke pulled him into a tight hug. He just stood there, staring at the stone walls of the little clearing, watching as a firefly drifted with lazy wingbeats over to the water.

“Please... just live.”

Alex spent a long while just standing there before he nodded, giving a quick hug back. He pulled back, grinning, even as he felt a wave of sadness. All of this felt wrong, so wrong. His grandfather stepped away before turning toward the path back home. Alex didn’t follow, instead staring at the graves as the soft rumbling and gentle churning reached his ears.

After some time, he walked down the path and slid in through the back door and into the main hall. He saw some of the slave’s running back and forth, making the place presentable. Just because a Martinet came earlier didn’t mean they wouldn’t come again. Usually, from what he heard, Martinets didn’t come by themselves, so that whole exchange earlier was strange. He stepped past the chaos, hurrying toward the kitchens where he suspected his mother to be. He wasn’t surprised to see her already trying to put out a flame at the top of the stove, the pan and food burnt and twisted. Beside it, surprisingly fine, were trays and trays of cookies and simple lunch dishes. Alex looked at her and decided not to disturb her, at least not today. He quickly grabbed something small and slipped out the door.

He meandered down the hall and upstairs toward his room. He walked inside and sat on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, trying to wrap his head around everything. Yet it still didn’t seem to want to connect. It should be obvious, he was to be the heir to the duke’s wealth, but… the Capitol, Raynout, had a legal binding, from the sounds of it, what were they going to do to stop it?

Because Alex knew they were. The duke wouldn’t talk about the will if it wasn’t valid, so it obviously was. However, from both his mother and the duke’s reaction, he could tell they didn’t believe it would stay that way. He sighed. This wasn’t getting him anywhere. He decided to help set up in the lobby.

Walking back downstairs, he passed Riviera bustling the other way. The man took one look at him and shook his head. “Stay in your room for today.” 

Alex paused. Once Riviera realized Alex hadn’t actually followed his advice, he slid to a halt and turned to him, eyes narrowed. 

“I know you want to help, but the duke told us that if we saw you, we were supposed to bring you to your room. Things aren’t safe, so…”

Alex pursed his lips, unable to stop from turning to face the bustling lobby. He obviously couldn’t help and the duke already told him not to go to the library, so…

He let out a long drawn out sigh of annoyance and plodded after Riviera as he hurried Alex back to his room. Riviera gave him a sheepish and worried look before closing the door.

Alex could only stare. He laid his hand on the wood and bent his head forward. He knew they were all just trying to keep him safe, but it frustrated him to no end. Even when he said he would wear his signifiers just to get around, they said no. He hated it.

He slid down to the ground and leaned his forehead against the wood as he closed his eyes. Problem was, all he could do was wait. He wasn’t about to disobey the duke.

He’d done that once and almost ended up regretting it. If Riviera hadn’t noticed him leave and chased after him when he snuck into town … Just the thought caused a shiver to run down his spine, fingers digging into the wood. It had been his first, and only, time in town alone. His grandfather warned him not to go in, but he ignored it, wanting to get his grandfather and his mother a present without them knowing. He knew he should have been more careful, but he was still young at the time, still hurting from his father’s death a few years before. He hadn’t noticed the boys following him…they’d ambushed him, dragged him off into one of the alleys. He knew he was getting robbed; after all, he had all that money just stupidly dangling on his father’s belts.

Thankfully, Riviera noticed and chased the boys away, his bellowing shout scaring them off. Still, every so often, he wondered what would have happened if Riviera hadn’t noticed. Would he have just been beaten and left to die? Only to be taken by some Martinet?

While it didn’t make him fear the town, it did instill a sense of worry. He feared disobeying the duke’s orders, worried he might end up in a similar situation if he wasn’t careful.

Still, waiting…was probably one of the hardest things to do.

 

~ * ~

 

Alex lay on his bed, watching as the day stones faded into night. He wasn’t tired, more jittery then anything. It should be fine to leave now, right?

He hadn’t heard much bustling in the last few hours, so figured it should be okay. He stood and tiptoed to the doorway. He opened it and looked around. The hallway was silent, only lit by the gentle twinkling of the light stones. He paused before stepping back into his room and grabbing his light stone. He closed the door behind him, keeping the stone in front of him to illuminate the dark hallway. He walked quietly down the stairwell and stopped at the bottom, surprised at the brightness of the hall. From where he stood, he could hear quiet chatter off in the formal dining room. Curiosity getting the better of him, he slid toward that side of the hall and down the hallway till he reached the kitchens. He slipped inside to see his mother, once again cooking frantically, Riviera and another girl at her side. Alex tried to remember what her name was, but realized he didn’t know her, so she must have come with the Martinets.

She was thin, almost too thin, with wispy blonde hair and sallow skin. Compared to his mother and Riviera, she looked skeletal, broken. Yet she moved with an odd speed, hurrying around the kitchen without a word as she slipped in and out through the doorway to the dining room.

Riviera glanced back at the noise and saw Alex. His eyes widened and he glanced between Alex and his mother. Putting the knife down so he didn’t cut himself, he hurried over. “What are you doing?” Riviera hissed; his voice quiet as he stared down at Alex.

Alex was a little above average in height, but Riviera was bigger all around. Alex glanced toward the cold room before looking at Riviera. “I got hungry.” 

Riviera’s lips narrowed into a thin line, but he didn’t argue as Alex hurried into the cold room. He grabbed a couple slices of cheese and a bit of meat before snagging half a loaf of bread. Making an impromptu sandwich, he bit down and slid out of the cold room and into the heat of the kitchen. The Martinet girl briefly glanced at him before once more hurrying out the door. Riviera sent him a look and he rolled his eyes.

“Fine,” Alex quietly muttered, soft enough so his mother didn’t hear him. He slid out of the kitchen and hurried back upstairs.

He was sick of this. Maybe he could find some way to get some sleep? Yeah, like that was going to happen.

 

~ * ~

 

A few hours later, he heard a knock on the door. “Come in,” he called, a mix of jittery from waiting, and tired. The door swung open and he sat up, surprised as his mother stepped in the door, closing it softly behind her. She stepped up to his bed and sat down on the edge. “Sorry, honey…I just wanted to say goodnight.”

Alex stared at her for a bit before he swung his legs over the edge of the bed to sit even with her and give her more room. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. You do this every time the Martinets come…”

“You noticed.” She stared toward the doorway as a sad expression crossed her face.

“I don’t mind. You’re usually busy.”

She looked at the floor, hair covering her face for a moment before she let out a sigh and turned to him. Alex waited in silence. She seemed tired today, more than usual.

“Yeah, but…” Before she could finish, she leaned forward and pulled Alex into a tight hug, leaning her head on his shoulder. Alex was only somewhat surprised to note she was shaking. After a moment’s hesitation, he wrapped his arms around her and waited.

Every time. She did this every time the Martinets came. He never asked, and she never told him but, “Mom, why are you so afraid, whenever they come?”

His mother only stiffened for a second before she pulled back, choking out a laugh, tears trailed down her cheeks, explaining the wetness on his collar. “I guess I’m just afraid I’ll lose you too.” She rubbed her cheeks and looked at her hand, shaking her head. “Look at me, crying. And here I came to talk to you, knowing you were probably bored out of your mind.”

Alex couldn’t help the snort as a small smile flitted onto his face. His mother let out a quiet chuckle as she leaned onto her hands and looked at him, expression brightening. “Seems like you’re fine. Though you, my dear, have the patience of a saint, I swear.”

“Not really, do you know how often I’ve thought of banging my head against the wall?”

“I would have done it hours ago.” She crossed her arms over her chest, amused.

Alex shook his head, unable to get rid of the smile. “And where would that get anyone? It would leave a good concussion though.”

“Oh, hush, you.” Alex‘s mother reached forward, pulling his head close and roughing up his hair.

“Hey!” Alex managed to pull out of her grasp, hand to his head and the smallest of frowns. His mother laughed; her expression light.

Alex stared for a moment before letting his hands drop. “Hey, Mom?”

“Hm?” She hummed, leaning her hands back onto the bed as she waited.

He hesitated for a moment, putting his thoughts in order before he continued. “Have you ever wondered…why the Duke is so kind to us? Why he wants to give his inheritance to me? I mean, I doubt I’m the only…”

Alex was halted in his question when his mother put a finger to his lips, expression shifting into something he didn’t recognize until a soft expression fell on her face. “He told you to call him grandfather, right?” Alex frowned as his mother pulled her hand away and looked toward the ceiling. “I told you of how the Duke bought me, years ago, right?” 

Alex nodded. 

“Well, I was honestly terrified of him. I thought, ‘what now?’ It couldn’t be worse but, it always used to end that way if I thought it, so I expected. Well, needless to say, I was surprised when I was brought home and one of the first people I saw was your father.”

“My…” Alex couldn’t get the word out, but he didn’t need to, because his mother continued, looking toward him as she spoke.

“I never thought I’d see him again, but the Duke’s family used to have close ties with your father’s family even during the Human-Demon war. Unfortunately, your father’s family ended up trying to help one of the demons, and was sold into slavery. I guess the Duke and his father and his father before him have been looking for the descendants since. Maybe it’s an obligation, but I don’t care.” His mother leaned against him, head resting on his shoulder as she smiled. “Either way, because of that bond, because your father was there…I was able to raise you in an environment where you have a chance to live. I couldn’t bear to imagine what would have happened if you were born into true slavery. I…I don’t think I would be able to handle it.” 

Alex hesitated before he put his hand up, running through her hair like she did for him when he was younger. She didn’t push him away, so he just kept at it as she spoke. “I’m so grateful, every day, to be able to see you smiling and laughing. Being able to learn how to read, and learn about your home, about the Underlands. To have the opportunities that I only dreamed of. I can’t express how grateful I am to the duke… to your father. You’re my little angel.”

Alex stared at the ceiling, just sitting in silence as he listened to his mother’s words. He let out a quiet cough at the nickname she sometimes called him. He wasn’t…well, whatever. He didn’t mind. It was nice, having his mother right there, sharing her thoughts. He wasn’t going to complain.

After some time, Alex’s mother pulled away, fixing her dress as she stood and turned to him. The light stone flickered off her frame, proud and strong. “Now, get some sleep, we don’t want you falling down the stairs again because you got too antsy.”

“That was once!” Alex couldn’t stop himself from crying out as his mother let out a laugh. He huffed and crossed his hands over his chest.

“Well, dear, I know, but the others surely don’t, I think Riviera actually has someone monitoring the bottom of the stairs, just to make su…”

“Mom,” Alex groaned as his mother laughed. “Riviera is overprotective. Geez.”

“He only cares, as do the others, you know that.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Alex waved it off before he stood. “Still, it’s getting late, shouldn’t you head to bed?”

His mother reached a hand forward to ruffle his hair, and he let out a squawk of annoyance as she giggled. “Yeah, yeah, sleep tight, my little angel.”

With that, she slipped out of the room, closing the door behind her as she went. Alex watched her go, letting out a sigh as she left. He sat down on the bed and pulled the covers over him, closing his eyes. He probably should get some sleep.


Chapter Three

He woke up to chaos. That was the only word for it. He jerked up, looking around in confusion. After a moment, he swung his legs out of bed and slipped on his shoes before he thought too much about it. Without hesitation, he grabbed the light stone. The day stones were only hinting at their beginning shine so he was just going to play it safe.

He stepped out the door and just barely managed to dodge to the side, out of the way of Agatha. She still looked sickly and pale, but her frazzled appearance didn’t seem to have anything to do with her sickness. Alex briefly thought he heard her call the duke’s name, but he couldn’t be certain, for she left way too quickly.

He watched her take the turn down the hall before hurrying downstairs.

He spotted Riviera right away. He was standing in the hall, directing the slaves left and right, his voice carrying in the large entry.

“Riviera!” Alex shouted, hurrying up to the man, who glanced at him with barely concealed surprise.

“Good. I’m glad you’re safe. It seems your mother and the Duke have gone missing.”

Alex felt ice slide through his veins and he inhaled sharply, not letting back out even as Riviera continued. “They should be alright. Agatha saw them an hour ago, but they were to meet everyone here only a few minutes later. I was just about to head to the library, but as you can tell…”

Alex glanced over and noticed there were one or two slaves by the front door, and Martinets demanding to come in and search the place. Riviera noticed and changed his position slightly to hide Alex. “I can’t leave.”

“I’ll go, just stay here.” 

Alex turned and ran off, worry thrumming through his veins. He only briefly wondered at Riviera’s protectiveness before pushing it aside.

It didn’t take him long to slide into the shadows of the library. It was huge and cavernous, pushed into the stone-wall the house was sitting against. It was one of the only rooms surrounded on all but one side with stone. Wooden shelves held layers of books, all crinkling with age. Some of the pages were lost over time, the words blurred and paper brittle, but some survived the test of time, and those were the ones Alex loved to read. Well, he usually loved to read them. Now he bypassed all the shelves, not even giving them a glance as he called his mother’s name, his own voice ringing back to him against the stone. He took a turn and stumbled to a halt as he found himself face to face with who he was looking for. His grandfather was tied up in the corner, ropes curved around his wrists.

His mother was chained to the wall.

His mother whimpered quietly as blood trailed down the open wound in her stomach, the clothes ripped and bloody. Alex didn’t even hesitate. He ran forward, sliding to a halt in front of his mother.

“Alex! No!” Alex heard the duke shout, but Alex ignored it. 

He looked around, trying to find some way to break the chains. He glanced over at the duke and hurried toward him, tugging on the rope. Maybe if he got the duke free, they could both help Mother. He knew he wasn’t thinking straight, but in that particular moment, he didn’t care. He gritted his teeth as the duke frantically shook his head. “Come on, son. You must leave!”

“Alex…please…go.” Alex stopped and slowly turned to his mother who was looking at him, her eyes glassy.

He was already shaking his head when he heard a cackling sound. He turned to the sound to see a Martinet. He wore the signifying breastplate of a captain, and his hair was tied into a long braid which trailed over his shoulder. A wide grin sat on his face as he leaned against the bookshelf. Knife in hand. “So, you’re the little pipsqueak that is supposed to get the Duke’s legacy?” The Martinet looked him up and down and his smile dropped. “A worthless slave like you?” He paused and leaned forward. Alex took a step back, fists clenched. “Maybe, if this wench is your mother, then…” The man stepped forward, his knife pressing to his mother’s throat. Alex stood, frozen, unable to move. “If my guess is correct, you and this little whore are…”

Alex didn’t let the man finish, feeling anger surge through him. He darted forward, surprising the Martinet and causing him to stumble back. Alex used that moment to slam into him, sending them both to the ground. The knife clattered and slid away over the stone. Alex launched forward, reaching for the knife. He heard a cry for him to stop, but ignored it. He could feel the leather at the tips of his fingers when his leg was grabbed and wrenched back. He let out a yelp and tried to kick away, reaching for the knife. He felt a steel grip tug him back and he rolled over to try to get away, managing to tug his leg from the Martinets grip, but getting farther from the knife in the process. He could smell the metallic scent of blood as he looked over to see gray eyes gleam in a morbid interest as the Martinet grinned, crouching in front of him. “Aren’t we a little fighter? I bet someone would be interested, maybe quite a few.”

Alex managed to suppress the shiver that shot up his spine as the Martinet looked him over once more. He didn’t even have time to blink before a hand shot out and wrapped around his throat, fingers digging in as he was pushed onto his back by the force of the Martinets launch. Gray eyes peered down at him, the Martinet kneeling over him. He gagged while his fingers scrabbled at the iron grip.

“Still, we have something more pressing to do. If you are going to interfere, we will use you. This actually works perfectly after all, we don’t need to drag out the demon quite yet, we’ll just finish our other job first.”

Alex felt the darkness surge forward as he gasped for breath. No…no…

 

~ * ~

 

He awoke to screaming. The sound cut through his ears and made him want to curl away from the sound, away from the pain.

Wait…pain?

He blearily opened his eyes, feeling something wet on his face. Something lay in his hand; leather? Metal? What was it?

Alex stared up at the ceiling, noting the cool stone. He heard footsteps, too many footsteps and reached a hand to his head. He paused as something glinted in the dull light of the surrounding light stones.

His hand was red, covered in something. He sat up with a jerk and looked around wildly. Where was his mom? His grandfather? He felt something and looked down at his side, only to freeze, his gut churning and his thoughts grinding to a halt. On the ground, laying spread eagle on the cold stone floor was his grandfather. His eyes were wide in surprise and his hand, now untied, was held to his gut, where a knife stabbed through him. Blood dripped to the floor, having already stained it a deep red. Alex looked down at his bloodied hand, spotting a knife sitting innocently in his fingers, reflecting the light off the metal.

It was the same knife he saw in the Martinet’s hand. He couldn’t think, yet at the same time, his thoughts were flying a mile a minute. Why? What happened? Why did that Martinet…?

He looked over to see a Martinet turn the corner, the same Martinet from the entry way just yesterday morning. Was it just yesterday when the Duke and Mother were standing their arguing with a lone Martinet? Where did the other one go? The Martinet spotted him, before seeing the Duke, lying dead. “Trying to get your will early, slave?”

The woman who screamed, the same slave he saw last night who he thought was with the Martinets, collapsed to the ground, paler than a ghost. Alex stumbled to his feet, knife falling from his limp hands as he shook his head, his gaze shifting to the paler than normal skin of his grandfather, eyes wide in a glazed look that didn’t look right, at all. He couldn’t be…there was just…how could he be dead?

The Martinet grabbed him by the arm, tugging him forward. Alex stumbled after him, taking one last look at his grandfather.

No…no! This wasn’t…this shouldn’t be happening!

He heard more footsteps as they left the library. Another Martinet grabbed his other arm as he kicked out, digging his feet into the stone. No! This was all wrong! Why was he dead? Where was his mother?

He heard quiet conversation, only catching a few words here and there.

“Demon, unchanged? Plan B?”

 He couldn’t make out the rest, but he didn’t need to as he was dragged into the front hall. Riviera was held off to one side, slightly separate from the other slaves. He spotted Alex, only to freeze when his eyes darted to the blood sitting on Alex’s hands. Alex just shook his head, confusion battling with fear.

However, he didn’t get to do anything else as he was dragged outside and thrown forward, hitting the stone hard. Out of the corner of his eyes he could see the Martinet who attacked him, who hurt his mother. A cruel little grin curved his lips upward as he watched everything from one side, leaning one leg against a stone tree as he crossed his arms over his chest.

Alex didn’t get much more time to examine him as the Martinet who threw him down pushed his boot into his shoulder. Alex couldn’t withhold the scream as his shoulder creaked under the pressure.

“Do you know what the punishment is for a slave that murders his master?”

Alex blinked through the tears, but viciously shook his head. He wanted to pull away, but there was someone else holding him down and it was cold and he didn’t know what was going on.

“A slow painful torturing, followed by death by hanging.”

“Alex!”

He looked up as all the slaves were being led out of the mansion. His mother was chained between two Martinets and she was thrashing back and forth, seemingly ignoring her own wounds. Riviera seemed to be in a similar state, not chained, but held firmly between two Martinets, glaring at them. The other slaves were just watching, fear and resignation clear on their faces. His mother’s eyes met his and her gaze narrowed.

Alex felt the foot dig into his shoulder once more, almost dislocating it before the weight was relinquished. He was dragged to his feet by the collar of his tunic, the front digging into his throat. His hands scrabbled for purchase, trying to get air back into his lungs, his throat aching from earlier. He managed to slip his fingers under the collar, pulling back to give himself some room.

“You, slaves, you all are witnesses to this slave’s heinous crime. In pursuit of the Duke of Liliay’s wealth, he has murdered your master and, as such, will be made an example of.” 

Alex thought for a brief moment he saw Riviera, frozen as he felt eyes land on him. His mother was viciously shaking her head.

Unfortunately, his sight was cut off as he was dragged forward, the Martinet mindless of his legs scraping the ground.

He heard yelling and panic from behind, but his sight was growing blurry from lack of air.

“Let my son go!” The anger in his mother’s voice reverberated off the walls, heard even at a distance as he was thrown into the caged vehicle he briefly saw earlier. He landed with a hard thud, barely managing to get his arms up to protect his head from the collision.

“Alex!” 

Riviera’s voice reached his ears even as he saw the Martinet stepping into the vehicle, eyes on him. Alex looked around wildly, noting all the chains along the wall and floor. He scrambled back, unsure what to do, how to escape. He was going to die, or become a slave, a true slave, and there was nothing he could do.

He felt it before he heard it. A wave of power, for that was the only way he could think of to describe it, erupted. Screams filled the air, along with smoke. The Martinet stilled, smile drawing on his face. Alex managed to peer around him as the Martinet whipped around, words already falling from his mouth. Alex didn’t pay attention, his focus on the human-sized figure hovering above the mansion, a sleek black covering most of its form. It shot through the damaged building and through the vehicles, destroying them as it went. Its wings extended out in leathery strands easily the same width as it was tall. Alex wanted to stare, to figure out who the figure was. Yet, the smoke suddenly obscured its form. Shouts garnered his attention enough to remind him he needed to move, along with the sharp scent of burning wood and twisted metal. He stumbled to his feet, ignoring the blood dripping down his arms from a scrape with one of the chains on the floor. He pushed past the Martinet, catching him off guard before jumping out of the vehicle. He stumbled, but managed to get his feet under him, and raced away as wings beat against the light of the day stones.

He raced over the stone road, toward the rock forest on either side of the house, making sure to go away from the walls. He knew he could go to that cave, his new sanctuary, but he didn’t want to be trapped, cut off. He couldn’t head toward town, so the only other options were the woods or the river. He could hear screams and shouts behind him, the snap and crackle of burning wood, but ignored it, only focusing on running. He hurried down the lane, just like his grandfather told him to do, just like his mother. He only looked back once to see the wood of his home collapse, the fire finally chewing away at the aged pieces. The vehicles, including the one he’d been in, were up in flames, smoke billowing up, making his eyes water even from a distance. Slaves and Martinets were running every which way. He wanted so badly to go back, to find his mother. But a large part of him screamed for him to run, to get as far away as possible. He heard shrieks and explosions, and briefly looked over to see the figure from before swooping through the flames, its whip-like tail trailing back and forth in a snapping gesture as an unearthly cry rang from its mouth. It weaved around the explosions, ripping apart any Martinet it passed. Blood splattered on the ground, a crimson fountain, as people ran from the chaos. He turned back and froze, sliding to a halt as one of the Martinets, one he didn’t recognize, stood in front of him, gun raised. The silver glinted with the light of the flames, its barrel pointing straight for Alex’s chest. He had a feeling, if he was shot, it wouldn’t be fatal, but it would take him out for the count with where it was aimed.

Of course, he could only guess it was a gun, having never seen one before. It was a sleek and expensive looking metal, shining in the light of the flames. “Stay still, slave, there’s a change of plans. Even if we can’t get the others, we can still sell whoever is left. Anyone in contact with a demon rockets up their price. I can’t let you go. Plus…we need to use you: The one who is supposed to acquire the duke’s land.”

Alex stared at the muzzle of the gun before a screeching sound reached his ears. He felt a rush of wind before he
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