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Prologue

In the early 1970s, the sky split open.

No one knew why.

Some blamed a nuclear test gone wrong, others whispered of black holes or alien gods. But whatever the cause, Earth changed forever. Screaming and twisting it became something else as another reality bled into our own. Not all at once, but in a pulsing wave of unreality that tore through forests, mountains, cities. 

From that rift came the Aserathi.

The Aserathi looked human. 

They had skins of all our colours. They had eyes, legs, arms, torsos, hair on their heads. But they were not human. They were something more. Something terrible.

The Aserathi were ruled by the Seven Sisters. 

They looked like human women, beautiful and ageless, each one bore the power of a pantheon. One sister could crush tanks with a flick of her wrist, another could bring an entire tower block crumbling down with a simple nod of her head. They could move vast distances in short periods of time and their strength seemed to have no limits. Cities crumbled beneath their wrath. 

Beneath the Seven were the Archons, lieutenants who spoke with their authority and enforced it with blood. They too appeared to be gods, though not as strong or powerful as the Seven Sisters. The Archon commanded thousands of Scions - Aserathi that seemed to have been bred for war. Scions had the strength of a hundred, it was said. They were ruthless as they were calculating. 

Even the lowest of their kind, ordinary Aserathi, were stronger than the average human. 

Worse still, the Aserathi did not die easily. 

Bullets, fire, radiation—nothing seemed to stop them.

It was much later did humanity learn that to kill an Aserathi, you had to separate their heads from their bodies. But it was too late to use that knowledge. Most of humanities weapons manufacturing sites had been reduced to rubble, their scientists and engineers killed. 

The Aserathi’s cities came next. Great black towers and obsidian temples tore up through farmland and neighbourhoods alike, rising like splinters from the bones of the Earth. Skyscrapers buckled beneath them. Monuments were swallowed whole. The world turned green as turquoise ash rained down from the sky for three days. 

The ash was the only gift the merge ever gave to mankind. Some who breathed it became… different. Stronger. Faster. Something new. 

These humans became known as the Ashbound, and for a time, they gave humanity hope.

But they were not enough.

The war ended not with a final battle, but with a slow, suffocating silence. Towards the end, humanity managed to create a new weapon - blade cannons. Devices that fired incredibly sharp blades and could decapitate an Aserathi from twenty miles away. But these weapons came too late in the war to make a difference and only a few were created. 

The Seven Sisters divided the Earth like an empire of gods, each taking a portion of land for themselves that crossed countries and continents. Each ruled with their own vision, some Sisters crueller than others. 

Humanity, once rulers of the planet, were reduced to second-class citizens—workers, subjects, toys.

The Ashbound’s descendants carried the ember of that green ash that gave their ancestors power. But it was a flicker compared to the powers of Scions, and was no match for an Archon, let alone enough to challenge one of the Seven Sisters. 

Most of humanity had surrendered and accepted their new role under the Aserathi. But there were still a few humans that rebelled and every so often, they launched an attack against the Aserathi. 

The Aserathi showed no mercy when they crushed rebellions. They destroyed entire towns that rebels emerged from, killing every single human - man, woman and child. 

The world no longer belonged to humans. It belonged to the Aserathi and the Seven Sisters who ruled as malevolent gods. 


Chapter 1

Cael parked his motorbike by the side of the path that led to the cottage. Asha, who was sitting behind him, her arms wrapped around his waist even though he had been driving at twenty miles an hour, hopped off and stretched her legs. 

“How much are we getting for this job?” she asked.

“£300,” Cael replied. “Not bad for three guys.” 

“How much do I get?” Asha asked. 

“How much do you want?” 

“£50?” Asha asked, hope in her tone. 

“That’s a lot!” 

“You’ll still get £250!” 

Because I’ll be doing all the work, Cael thought. Entering the premises, fighting the goons and risking his life. 

Asha, on the other hand, would stand guard as a lookout. 

Except, there wasn’t much to look out for in most jobs.

Asha had latched onto him a couple of years ago, when she was only sixteen. She needed a job and didn’t want to work in any of the terrible jobs available for humans. And pretty much all the jobs available for humans were terrible. More so for girls that were pretty. 

Bounty hunting was dangerous work and Cael had no need for a sixteen year old girl with no skills. But Asha was persistent. She met him in the local pub and followed him home.

When he did not let her into his flat, she spent the nights outside and every time he emerged, she would follow after him, running behind his motorbike as fast as she could, for as long as she could.  

In the end, Cael relented. He took her on a few bounty hunts and made her stand outside as a lookout. He could have sent her in first as bait to lure the men out. It was usually always men and a pretty young girl like Asha would have had them chomping at the bit to begin their sadistic fantasies. 

But Cael wasn’t an asshole. He wouldn’t put a young girl in danger like that.

As the weeks and months passed, and Asha continued to live with him, he decided to train her on how to use a sword. Pretty much every job of his turned into a fight, even though most of the jobs weren’t actually bounty hunts. More often, the mayor would send him to throw out some vagabonds who had decided to squat in the few nice cottages that remained undamaged. 

The squatters could run away, but they tended to stay and fight him instead. Which meant he either subdued them and handed them over to the local police, who in turn sent them off to the City of London to work as slaves for the Aserathi, or he killed them.

“Fine. I’ll give you £50 this one time. What are you going to do with the money?” Cael asked. 

“Buy some clothes,” Asha said. 

Cael stared at her. She was dressed wearing a loose pair of jeans and a leather jacket. “Your clothes look fine.” 

“It’s torn here, here, and here,” Asha said, laughing as she pointed at the three spots her jeans had ripped. 

“That’s how clothes are. Torn,” Cael said, frowning as he looked down at his own jeans that had at least six tears, and his leather jacket that was missing buttons and had a long cut on the left shoulder. 

“There are some places that sell new clothes,” Asha said, her eyes sparkling. 

“Sure. In the city,” Cael said, before he stared at her, eyes narrowed. “You’re not planning on going to the city, are you?” 

“I would never,” Asha said, her face serious. 

Cael continued to stare at Asha, trying to read her. 

It was then did he notice she had done something to her long, black and shiny hair that she brushed too often. Half of it was tied up in a ponytail, the other half was free and… fluffy? Coud hair be fluffy?  

Her lips were red. 

Clearly she’d put something on them. 

Her jeans, the ones that were not good enough for her, she’d done something to them too. They clung to her legs and bottom where before, they were much looser. 

Asha stared back at him. Her face looked serious enough. He believed her. She wasn’t a stupid girl. There was no way she would take a trip to the city just for some new clothes. He had drilled into her how dangerous the city could be for newcomers. 

Not that Cael had ever been… But he had heard the stories…

Cael turned to look at the path that led towards the cottage. That was why they were here. To get rid of the three men that had taken residence there and were refusing to leave. 

“What do you think?” Cael asked as he nodded towards the cottage that was mostly hidden behind the birch trees. 

Asha looked ahead at the path. “Three men? I say you knock on the door and tell them to surrender. And when they don’t, you beat them up.” 

Beat them up. 

She made it sound like a school yard fight. 

Sometimes, Cael forgot Asha was an eighteen year old with very little real world experience. She had spent her whole life in this little town by the south coast of England. She’d managed to stumble upon him almost straight out of the orphanage. Sure, she’d spent a few nights on the streets, but that was nothing compared to what other pretty girls would have endured out in the bigger towns and cities.   

“How about you knock this time? It would be good for you to get some firsthand experience,” Cael said.

“Do you think I’m ready?” Asha asked, eyes lighting up. 

“To knock on a door? Yeah I think you’ve got it.” 

Asha jumped on the spot, letting out a squeal. She reached for the sword by her waist, pulled it out and held it before her. 

Cael wondered if his faith was misplaced. “Put the sword away, Asha.” 

“Oh, right,” she said, her eyes faltering. “We try diplomacy first!” 

“Atta girl…” Cael sighed. 

They walked down the path towards the cottage. Cael’s hand rested on his sword, though it remained sheathed. Asha glanced at him, then imitated, placing her hand on her now sheathed sword. The path curved around the birch trees and the cottage came into view. 

It had a low roof, its thatch golden-brown and uneven. Moss clung to its edges, and in one corner a clump of grass had taken root. The walls were pale stone, chalky and mottled with age. Some stones had darkened with rain and time; others bore faint orange lichens that spread like old maps across their surface. The windows were small and deep-set. One shutter hung slightly askew, the paint peeling to reveal the wood beneath. 

“It’s gorgeous,” Asha gushed. “Can we live in a place like this?” 

“Not on our pay, no.” 

“How much do you think it would cost to buy this place?” Asha asked, undeterred. 

Cael shrugged his shoulders. He didn’t find it worth thinking about. His flat was fine. It had two rooms, a bathroom and a kitchen that could fit in a table. This cottage belonged to someone who earned a lot more than he did. And that’s why he was here. To kick out the trespassers who had taken residence. 

They stopped at the front porch. Cael glanced in through the windows. No movement inside. In fact, the whole place was completely silent. 

Asha stepped forward, knocked on the door, then stepped back again. 

Cael heard movement inside the house. He gripped the handle of his sword, ready in case things turned ugly really quick. 

The door opened a crack and a man looked out. “What do you want?” 

Asha took a step forward and stood straight and tall. As tall as her five foot four frame would allow her. “This house belongs to another. You’re trespassing. You need to come with us.” 

The man stared at Asha. Then, his eyes flicked to Cael and the sword by his waist. He was an old man. In his late fifties, he had a scruffy beard and wore a vest that was once white, but now a dirty yellow. 

“Who does this house belong to?” the man asked. 

“Sorry?” Asha asked, frowning. 

“Who does this house belong to?” the man repeated gruffly. 

Asha turned to look at Cael, uncertain how to respond. 

“We’ve been tasked by the mayor to vacate this property and take you all in. It doesn’t matter who owns the house. You need to come with us,” Cael said.  

“You’re the muscle and what is she? A pretty face that’s supposed to be disarming?” the man asked. 

Cael gave a smile. “Sure. If that works for you. Now will you and the two other men come with me?” 

“Oh what works for me is having her naked in my bed, legs spread out,” the man laughed. 

Cael’s jaw tightened as he took another step forward, now standing inches away from the door, inches away from the man. “You need to come out now, along with your two buddies.” 

“Fuck you,” the man said. 

It all happened so rapidly. The man tried to close the door, but Cael was quick to get his foot in the gap. He followed it up by pulling the door wide open and headbutting the man, causing him to stagger back. 

Cael stepped into the cottage. 

He spotted the gun immediately. 

He’d never seen one before. 

Guns had been outlawed by the Aserathi. 

But Cael had heard of them. 

He knew what they looked like. 

This one was long and slender. It had two barrels. 

The man holding the gun was much younger. In his early twenties. His eyes were red. Cael recognised that look. Drug use. It might have been what saved his life.

The man pulled the trigger.

There was a loud bang.

It was deafening.

Cael had heard stories of the Last War, as humans called it. When they battled the invading Aserathi. Humanity had great weapons of mass destruction. Weapons that when fired, made loud deafening sounds. Weapons like this gun, he imagined. 

The bullet fired from the gun moved incredibly fast. Though there were two barrels, the projectile only came out from one. And it came towards him. Cael could see it hurtling his way. Every instinct in his body told him to move out of the way. But he couldn’t. He seemed frozen to the spot. 

The projectile flew past his head, so close, it ruffled his hair. 

And then time seemed to suddenly move quickly. 

The projectile slammed into the door behind him, splintering wood. 

Asha let out a scream. 

The old man who had been by the door also screamed, but for different reasons. When Cael barged in and headbutted the man, it turned out he had knocked some of the man’s teeth. Teeth the man now held in his hands as he continued to scream. 

Cael briefly stared at the old man in surprise. Which grown arse man screamed at having had some teeth knocked out?

His attention quickly turned to the guy who had fired the gun.

He too was screaming now.

The gun had slammed back when fired and struck the man in the face. His nose was broken, and he spat out teeth as he dropped the gun and staggered back. 

He had either never fired a gun before and didn’t know how to hold it properly, or guns were poorly designed and that was why humans had lost the war against the Aserathi. 

It was a lot of screaming for Cael. 

And for a second, it was distracting. 

Only for a second. 

Shaking his head in annoyance, Cael moved quickly. 

Drawing his sword, he sliced at the old man, striking him across his neck. He then moved to the other man and drove his sword into his stomach. As the man dropped to his knees, Cael pulled his sword out and went in search of the third man.

He heard a crashing sound come from one of the rooms. As he entered it, he spotted the third man running away from the cottage, having smashed his way out through a window. Cael considered going after him. But the man was a quick runner. He soon vanished behind a row of trees. 

Cael stepped back into the corridor. The old man lay flat on his front, his body still, he was dead. The younger man had moved to sit on his bottom, his back against the wall, his hands pressed against his stomach. 

“You killed me, man,” he said, sounding exhausted. “Why’d you kill me?” 

“You tried to kill me,” Cael replied. 

“I didn’t even know how that thing worked,” the man protested. 

Cael shrugged his shoulders. He glanced at the damage caused to the door by the bullet fired from the gun. Had that struck his head, it would have blown it off. He felt no sympathy for the dying man. Cael had learnt early on in his career as a bounty hunter to never hesitate when he was attacked. When under threat, he went straight for the kill. 

Asha stepped into the house with her sword drawn. She spotted the now two dead men and lowered her sword. “What was that noise?” 

“He had a gun.” 

Asha’s eyes widened. “A gun? But… guns aren’t allowed.” 

“No… they’re not,” Cael sighed as he stared at the gun that lay on the floor. 

The Aserathi had strictly banned them and any human found in possession of a gun was dealt with in the harshest ways. They were tortured and killed, of course. But the Aserathi didn’t stop there. They killed the person’s entire family. Sometimes they extended it to destroying the entire block if it were in a city. 

Those were the stories. 

Cael had never met an Aserathi before. But he heard they looked human. Identical, save for their superpowers. 

He would have to report the gun to the mayor.

“Let’s get a move on. We need to carry the bodies out of the house. We’ll leave them by the front and report to the mayor. He’ll send a clean-up crew,” Cael said. 

“And the gun?” Asha asked as she stared at it. 

“I’ll hand it to the mayor. It’s up to him to decide what he wants to do,” Cael said.

Cael picked up the gun. It was heavy. A strange device. No sharp edges to cut flesh. Just two smooth barrels. He placed his finger on the trigger and pointed the gun at the door. 

All he had to do was pull the trigger and a projectile would come hurtling out from one of the barrels and cause significant damage to the door. Pointed at a human, if it struck its target it would kill with ease. 

It was a much more efficient killing weapon than the sword.

But not as elegant. 

Cael was about to grab the old man by the leg and drag him out of the house when he heard the noise. 

It wasn’t very loud. 

It could have been his imagination. 

“Did you hear that?” Asha asked, her tone normal. 

“Shhh,” Cael hissed. 

“Oh. Sorry,” Asha mumbled. 

It was too late. If another person was hiding in the cottage, they knew Cael and Asha had heard them. He supposed it didn’t matter much. It was his job to walk into unfamiliar buildings where enemies might be hiding behind doors or in wardrobes. 

He still had the gun in his hand. 

For a moment, he considered using it. But then he recalled the last guy to have pulled the trigger had had his face smashed in. 

And the punishment for using a gun - death. Apparently the Aserathi could tell who fired the gun. There would be no denying it if he did pull the trigger. 

They were like gods, the Aserathi. The Seven Sisters were actual gods, worshipped by millions. Cael wasn’t one of them. He didn’t worship the Aserathi. But that didn’t mean he wanted to get on their bad side. 

He placed the gun on the floor gently so as to not accidentally set it off and drew his sword. He moved down the corridor, his feet silently gliding across the surface. He glanced into the room the third man had smashed through a window to escape. 

It was a bedroom. 

He was about to step into the bedroom and check under the bed and in the wardrobe when he heard the noise again. 

It was coming from the door at the end of the corridor. 

Cael made his way there and opened the door. 

It was a bathroom and he spotted her instantly. 

She was lying in the bathtub. 

Her mouth was gagged; her ankles and wrists were bound by rope. She stared up at him and despite the gag being in her mouth, she managed to smile as her eyes fluttered. 

Cael didn’t know how he knew. 

But he knew. 

He took a step back as the sword fell from his hand.

This was no ordinary human. 

This was no human at all. 

The woman lying in the bathtub, bound and gagged, was an Aserathi. 


Chapter 2

“Cael… there’s a girl in the bathtub,” Asha said, as she stood beside him in the bathroom. “Oh my god…” Asha gasped. 

Cael, feeling faint, staggered back until he came to rest upon the tiled bathroom wall. Asha walked in and spotting the woman, she let out a gasp. She could tell too what they had stumbled upon. 

An Aserathi. 

Cael’s mind began to race. What was he supposed to do? He had no experience in dealing with anything like this. 

The men he had killed were clearly human. They had died like humans do. There had been no need for him to decapitate them. Which begged the question, how had ordinary humans managed to capture an Aserathi and what were they planning on doing to her?  

“She’s so pretty!” Asha said. “Those bastards. What do you think they were doing to her?” 

Sure, the woman was pretty. But that wasn’t what Cael had expected Asha to say. Couldn’t she see that the woman was an Aserathi? Why wasn’t Asha afraid and trembling? Was she braver than him? 

No. 

There was no way in hell Asha was braver than him. That girl was still terrified of spiders. 

Could it be that the woman was just that? A normal human woman? What made him think she was an Aserathi? 

Cael stepped forward and stared at the woman. She looked very human. The right number of hands, eyes, legs. He counted her fingers and toes. It all added up. Even the proportions.

The Aserathi were indistinguishable from humans.  

So, how was he supposed to distinguish them? Why did he still think the woman was an Aserathi? Why didn’t Asha think the same? 

Asha at that moment leaned forward and pulled the gag from the woman’s mouth. “Help me cut her free,” she said as she tried to cut away the rope that was bound around the woman’s ankles. 

Cael moved into action. He picked up his own sword and cut the rope around the woman’s wrists. She was free now and she climbed out of the bathtub. She looked much too calm for the circumstances. 

“Thanks for that,” the woman said. “I’m Ilaria,” she held her hand out. 

Asha shook Ilaria’s hand. “You’re so pretty…” she mumbled. 

“Thanks,” Ilaria grinned. “You’re kinda cute too,” she added, smiling, before she turned her attention to Cael. “Don’t be afraid,” she said, as her green eyes sparkled.

Why was she telling him not to be afraid? She was the one that had been lying in a bathtub, all tied up.  

Cael’s body tensed. Every part of him felt alert, alarmed. His senses seemed to have heightened. Ilaria held her hand out to him. He wanted to slice it off. He wanted to scream at her. 

But he did neither. He forced himself to shake her hand. “Cael,” he said his name. 

“Nice to meet you, Cael,” Ilaria smiled. “And thank you for freeing me. Those men weren’t very nice to me. What happened to them?” 

“Cael killed them all,” Asha said proudly.

“Well done, Cael,” Ilaria said. 

It wasn’t true. He had only killed two. The third got away. But those details didn’t matter. He was beginning to calm himself. He no longer had the urge to want to chop Ilaria’s hands off or scream at her. 

That was good, wasn’t it?  

Was it good?

Maybe she wasn’t Aserathi. It was possible he had freaked out for no reason. Although she did tell him not to be afraid. Which was an odd thing to say when he had just freed her… It definitely wasn’t something a normal human woman would have said under the circumstances.

“We should get going. The mayor will want to hear about the gun and…” Cael’s sentence trailed.

He didn’t have anything else to add.

He did want to get away from Ilaria.

They walked past the two dead bodies. Neither Asha nor Ilaria wondered where the third body was. Cael collected the gun as they left the cottage. Walking down the path, he could feel Ilaria watching him even as she chatted with Asha. 

Once at his motorbike, he turned to look back at Ilaria. “Well… I guess this is where we say goodbye.” 

Asha stared up at him, a frown on her face. “What’s wrong with you?” she hissed. 

“Nothing is wrong with me,” Cael responded, still keeping his eyes on Ilaria. 

“Something is definitely wrong with him,” Asha said with a laugh. “He’s not normally so cold and awkward. I don’t know why he hasn’t asked you if you have a place to stay, or a boyfriend. You’re so hot,” Asha continued. 

It was Cael’s turn to look at Asha. 

She was behaving strangely. She was much too talkative. Ilaria seemed to find it amusing. Which made Cael think she had something to do with it. 

Aserathi have powers. 

They could control people with their minds.

Was he back to thinking she was an Aserathi?  

“I don’t have a place to stay, or a boyfriend,” Ilaria said as she glanced at Cael, wearing a mischievous grin. “I’m from London. Those men-”

“London!” Asha squealed, cutting Ilaria off. “I’ve always wanted to go to London. Is it all what they say?” 

“Depends. What do they say?” 

Asha opened her mouth to respond. But Cael was beginning to feel uneasy again. It could have been the fact he had a gun in his possession, or it could have been Ilaria. Either way, he wanted to get rid of both - the gun and the girl. 

“So, you’ll be heading back to London?” Cael asked. 

Ilaria raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Yeah… I guess… once I know which way it is and find a mode of transport that will take me there.” 

“Cael! What is wrong with you?” Asha snapped. “You’re going to stay with us until you’ve recovered from your horrible ordeal!” 

“That sounds great,” Ilaria said, smiling widely. 

***

The cottage was a half an hour’s drive from Cael’s flat. The journey back to it was awkward. Ilaria sat between Cael and Asha on the motorbike. She wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head on his back.

There was no need for her to rest her head on his back. 

It was like she could sense his discomfort and was enjoying playing with him. It would fit the Aserathi mode - evil. 

As they drove to his flat, Ilaria told them how she ended up so far away from London. She was kidnapped by three men and brought here. 

It was a very short story. 

Surprisingly, Asha asked no questions and instead fussed over Ilaria, asking how the girl felt, if she was okay, telling her how everything would be fine now. 

Once back at the flat, Asha gave Ilaria a quick tour of the place. There wasn’t much to show. It was a two bedroom one bathroom flat. They started in the small open plan kitchen dining room and that was where they finished. 

“Asha,” Ilaria said. “Why don’t you go and take a really long shower.” 

It wasn’t a suggestion. 

There was power in Ilaria’s words. 

Asha frowned in confusion for a brief second before she gave a wide smile and headed off to have a shower. 

“Well, Cael. Why are you so afraid of me?” Ilaria asked. 

“I’m not afraid,” Cael responded honestly. There were many things he was feeling. Unease, confusion, some anger. Fear wasn’t one of them. At least not right now.

“I’m not here to hurt you, Cael. I actually like the Ashbound,” Ilaria said as she walked towards him. 

Cael felt that unease grow as she came closer. He backed further into the kitchen until he came up against the sink. 

Ashbound? 

Did she think he was an Ashbound? 

“I’m… I’m not Ashbound,” he told her.

“Oh? Well, in that case, drop down onto your knees and crawl to me like a little doggy,” Ilaria said. 

Cael stared at her, his unease now turning into anger. He had rescued her from those men. She should have been grateful. Instead, she was telling him to crawl over to her like a dog? Everything he had heard about the Aserathi was true, wasn’t it? They looked human, but they were cruel. 

He still hadn’t confirmed that Ilaria really was an Aserathi. She could just be a human weirdo.

“See?” Ilaria laughed as she stood a foot away from him now. “You didn’t obey my command, because you’re an Ashbound.” 

It was a test?

She wanted to see if she could control him with her words. Like she had controlled Asha. Cael remembered the brief look of confusion on Asha’s face when Ilaria told her to go and shower. 

Cael’s heart began to pound ferociously. It confirmed his suspicion. Ilaria was an Aserathi, wasn't she? But he needed to hear it. He couldn’t leave any doubt. 

“Are you an Aserathi?” he asked. 

“I am,” Ilaria said, her eyes sparkling. She was enjoying herself. 

“What do you want?” 

“I’m not here to hurt you, Cael. I was minding my own business back in the city when those men kidnapped me. They were Ashbound too. There are a lot of you Ashbounds’ about, you know. Most don’t have powers, other than the ability to resist being mind controlled,” Ilaria mused. 

Ashbound that kidnapped an Aserathi? 

Fuck. 

What the fuck had he gotten himself involved in? 

He already had a gun in his possession. That alone could bring the wrath of a Scion on their little town. But an Aserathi kidnapped by humans? That might be enough to attract the attention of an Archon… 

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” Cael said. “We didn’t do anything wrong… We would never try to do anything to an Aserathi. Those men weren’t from around here. I killed them. They’re not one of us.” 

Ilaria placed a hand on his shoulder. “Breath, Cael,” she told him. 

Cael was breathing. 

But, to placate the Aserathi, he made a show of it, taking a deep breath, he let it out slowly, before taking another deep breath, all the while, his heart pounded away like a drum beating for war. 

“That’s better,” Ilaria smiled. “Remember from earlier when I said I’m not here to hurt you?” she asked, speaking to him as if he were a child. 

Cael waited for her to continue, but it turned out the question wasn’t rhetorical. So he nodded. 

“Good. Because I’m not here to hurt you. I know those men had nothing to do with you. I could have stopped them when they tried to kidnap me. But I was bored so I thought I’d wait and see what happened,” Ilaria said with a shrug. 

“You let some men kidnap you because you were bored?” Cael asked, trying to understand. 

“You don’t know what life is like as an Aserathi. We don’t age like you humans. When we first appeared in this world of yours, it was fun. New world to explore. New species that was determined to beat us back. Your kind put in a good effort. I reckon if you humans had a few months' notice about our arrival, I think the war might have turned out differently, or at least, you would have lasted longer.” 

Ilaria spoke the words so casually. 

It was like she was discussing a football match. 

If Kochenko hadn’t been injured, I reckon Arsenal could have won the league. 

But it wasn’t a football match she was talking about. It was a war that had cost billions of human lives and brought about a destruction hitherto unimaginable. 

This was Cael’s first ever interaction with an Aserathi and he wanted her gone. Everything about her screamed trouble. But he couldn’t tell her to fuck off. She was an Aserathi.  For now at least, she seemed to be in a good mood. If that changed, who knew what she would do to him and those around him? 

“I need to go and report the gun and confirm the cottage has been cleared of those men,” Cael said. “What uh… will you be heading back to London now?” 

Ilaria stared at him with her green eyes. “I think I’ll stay here for a bit. There’s something interesting about you, Cael.” 

“There really isn’t,” he said quickly. 

Ilaria let out a laugh. “Well, if you turn out to be boring, there is still Asha to play with.” 

“Play with?” 

“I’m going to join her in the shower,” Ilaria said as she headed out of the kitchen. 

“Asha’s not into women,” Cael said. 

“Oh, I think she will like me,” Ilaria winked at him. 


Chapter 3

Cael roared down the narrow, winding streets on his motorbike, the engine’s growl reverberating off the uneven brick buildings that lined his path. The scars of the war that had raged across the globe when the Aserathi arrived many years ago were still evident, even in this remote corner of the south of England. 

The town had been spared the worst, but it hadn't emerged unscathed. 

He passed rows of cottages, their once-white facades now muted, cracked by time and neglect. Some had gaping wounds where windows had once been, others had collapsed roofs. Rubbish had gathered against smashed walls, old newspapers and broken bottles scattered like confetti. The town hall, a sturdy stone building with ivy creeping up one side, was relatively unscathed. 

Cael slowed his motorbike as he approached it. The square around the town hall was eerily still, save for the rustling of leaves from an old oak tree that stood in the centre. 

He had the gun with him, which he would need to tell the mayor about. But he wondered if he should also mention the Aserathi that was in his flat. 

An Aserathi in his fucking flat. Why was she there? What did she have planned for him? What was she going to do to Asha? 

Before leaving, Cael had indeed spotted Ilaria going into the shower. He’d heard Asha muffle out a gasp of shock. And then, silence. 

Asha had never shown any interest in women before. In fact, Cael was sure she had a massive crush on him. He’d been hesitant to take her in for that very reason. A sixteen year old girl coming to live with him when she couldn’t stop staring at him? It seemed like trouble. 

But Asha had behaved herself. He still caught her looking every now and then. But she didn’t make a move. 

Had she lost interest in him? 

Was she now into women? 

It was more likely Ilaria was using her mind controlling powers on Asha to force the poor girl to do whatever it was that Ilaria wanted. 

He should have stayed back to protect Asha from Ilaria. 

How? She’s an Aserathi. 

Cael let out a deep sigh. Life was so simple this morning. It was just another job. What could go wrong? 

Everything. 

Everything went wrong, and in ways he couldn’t have imagined. A gun. An Aserathi… He finally met one. She called him Ashbound. Was that true? 

It was a thought for another time. 

Cael entered the town hall and walked down the corridor. He had been here many times before, and his feet led the way on autopilot, his mind still on Asha. She was going to be fine, if a little traumatised by the experience. Ilaria wasn’t going to hurt Asha. Despite what he had heard of them, his gut told him Ilaria wasn’t going to do anything horrible. 

Yet. 

Cael reached the mayor’s office and knocked on the door. 

“Come in,” Mayor Belkis said. 

Cael walked into the mayor’s office. He had been here many times before, but still he struggled with the smell. It smelt like rotting flesh mixed with onions. There were windows in Mayor Belkis’ office. Large ones. But the man refused to open them. 

Belkis sat in his armchair behind the desk that was covered in papers, pots and pans. He was a short and fat man with a bald head and beady eyes. 

“We cleaned out the cottage. Two dead, the third one ran away,” Cael said. 

“We,” Bilkis scoffed. “You and that little tart of yours. Tell me you’re smashing that.” 

Cael really didn’t like Bilkis. It was a shock the man managed to get the job of mayor. All the important jobs were given to the Aserathi. Humanity had to make do with low skilled jobs. Cleaning, cooking, building, serving. 

“There was something else,” Cael said. The gun was by his side, wrapped in a piece of cloth. He placed it now on the desk. “They had a gun.” 

Bilkis’ beady eyes widened. “What did you say?” 

Cael removed the cloth to reveal the item. 

“That’s a gun?” Bilkis asked, and when Cael nodded, he followed it up with, “How do you know?” 

Because of books, Cael wanted to say. “They shot at me.” 

“Where did they get a gun from?” Bilkis asked, his pasty skin beginning to turn red. “This is bad, Cael. Guns aren’t allowed!” 

“What’s going to happen?” 

Bilkis climbed to his feet and leaned over the desk. He lashed out with his hands, but Cael stepped back, moving out of reach. The fat man had just tried to grab him by the neck. He placed a hand on the sword by his waist. 

“Why did you bring this to me?” Belkis raged, his beady eyes looked like they were about to explode. 

“What was I supposed to do?” Cael asked, his tone rising. 

Belkis circled around his desk as he came for Cael, his arms stretched out. He was a slow man. Easy to evade. 

“What are you doing?” Cael asked as he too began to circle the desk, keeping his distance from the fat and angry man. 

“I’m going to strangle you, you fucker. I’m going to kill you and take your sweet little bitch as my own!” 

Cael drew his sword and stopped moving. As Belkis came within range, he pointed the sword at the mayor’s chest. “You need to calm down.” 

“I am calm,” Belkis lied as he gasped for breath. He moved away from Cael’s sword, circling back, he came to sit on his armchair and took deep breaths. “You’re a fucking idiot, Cael. That’s why you’ll never amount to much. You should never have brought the gun to me.”

“What should I have done?” Cael asked as he put his sword away. 

“Anything! Throw it in a lake. Dig a hole and bury it? I have to meet with the Scion once a month and he can read my mind. Now that I know about this gun, I can't hide it from him!” 

“Isn’t he going to be happy that you reported it immediately?” 

“Have you ever met a fucking Aserathi?!” Bilkis raged. “There is no pleasing them. A gun. In my town. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” 

Cael had met an Aserathi. There was one currently in his flat showering with Asha… But he didn’t share that information. He watched with some pleasure at Bilkis stressing. The old man was unpleasant, to say the least. Foul mouthed, vulgar, stingy with the money. 

“I need to be paid,” Cael said. 

“What?” Bilkis looked up at him, eyes narrowing. 

“I emptied the cottage like you asked. £300, remember?” 

“I’m not paying you! You should be glad I don’t tell the Scion this gun is yours!” 

“Won’t he know you’re lying?” Cael asked, frowning. 

“You want to bet your life on it?” 

Cael placed his hand on the handle of his sword. It did not go unnoticed by Bilkis. The mayor stared at him with those beady eyes. There was no fear in them now, not as he faced Cael. 

“You work for me, fucker. Don’t forget that. I could have you hung for threatening me,” Bilkis said, anger in his tone. 

Cael continued to stare at the mayor, his hand still on his sword. He imagined driving it into the man’s belly, then twisting. He could get on his motorbike and ride off to the next town with Asha. 

But then, he would have to spend the rest of his life as a fugitive. The mayor was employed by an Aserathi Scion. Only the Aserathi were allowed to kill their employees. If he did it, they would have him pursued relentlessly. 

Finally, he moved his hand away from his sword. “That gun better not get me in trouble,” he warned before he left the mayor's office. 


Chapter 4

Cael knew the right thing to do would have been to go back to his flat and see if Asha was doing okay. Ilaria had climbed into the shower with the poor girl. Asha was probably traumatised. 

But he was in a bad mood. 

After all the shit he had just gone through, he didn’t even get paid. 

He’d just threatened the mayor, which he had never done before. In fairness, the mayor, whilst always a cunt, had never been such a cunt before. 

There was a good chance the mayor would have called the local police on him. Cael wasn’t too concerned about that. It was a small town. The local police amounted to two guys named Joe and James. They were alright lads. Not the brightest, bravest, or very good at their jobs. 

Cael drove around the ruined and rubbish piled town to calm himself. It didn’t work. He’d just risked his life, killed two men, been shot at, and unfortunately picked up an Aserathi. And what did he get for his troubles? 

Nothing. 

He passed the one and only pub in town and decided to get a drink before heading back. As he sat by the bar, a beer before him, Cael’s anger did not subside. There was nothing to do in this town but bounty hunt. And those hunts did not come often enough. He needed the £300 the mayor should have paid him. 

The alternative to bounty hunting was to get on a bus and be driven to a construction site for a day’s backbreaking work for little money. It wasn’t something Asha could do. And it wasn’t something he wanted to do. 

As Cael finished his drink, he became aware of the girl sitting beside him. She’d been there for a while now. But she’d only just begun to stare at him. He turned his head to look at her. And then his eyes widened. “Clarissa?”  

“It is you!” Clarissa said. “You’ve grown so much!” 

“Yeah… late puberty,” Cael mumbled. “What are you doing here?” 

“I’m back,” Clarissa said with a smile. 

“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” Cael said honestly. 

“Yeah,” Clarissa nodded, laughing. “That’s fair.” 

Cael glanced around the pub. It was sparsely populated and there was no one within earshot. “So are you still… you know?” 

Clarissa shook her head as the smile on her face faded. “No… we gave up on that after a while,” she said. She too glanced around at her surroundings. “Want to get out of here and go somewhere we can talk?” 

Cael hadn’t thought of Clarissa in many many years, but it was really good to see her. It was just what he needed after the day he had been having. After paying for their drinks, they left the pub.

Clarissa responded positively to his motorbike and he grinned like a kid in a candy shop. 

The sun was sinking low as Cael and Clarissa roared down the winding country roads on his motorbike. Fields of golden barley blurred past. Clarissa clung to him, her arms wrapped tight around his waist, her hair whipping wildly in the breeze. As they crested a hill, the sea came into view—vast and shimmering.

After parking the motorbike, Cael and Clarissa removed their trainers, holding them in their hands, they walked barefoot through the cool sand. The dunes were quiet, the air thick with the scent of sea, grass and salt. Finding a soft ridge, they sat and watched as the waves rolled in with a gentle insistence. 

Long after the war between humans and the Aserathi officially ended, when governments had surrendered and disbanded, there were still many humans willing to continue the fight. 

And fight they did. 

It was with limited success, but every success was eulogised to inspire the next generation of fighters. As society broke down and with so many young men and women going off to fight, thousands of orphanages popped up across the country. 

Cael and Clarissa had grown up together in one of those orphanages. 

He had known her for as long as he could remember. He’d always had a bit of a crush on her. 

Actually, there was a point when he was head over heels in love with her. Back then, Cael was a bit geeky looking. And he never had the courage to tell Clarissa. 

Until the day she told him she was going to leave. 

He still remembered it like it were just the other day, though it was closer to nine years. When they were both fifteen, a group of men and women had turned up at their orphanage. 

Cael remembered the groups leader’s name. 

Kane. 

Kane was a big, bearded man who carried a sword by his waist. He wore sunglasses even at night. And he smoked cigars constantly. 

Kane spent a few days at their orphanage, talking to the bigger kids. He told tales of his battles with the Aserathi. He claimed to have killed many of them. After staying a few days, Kane asked if anyone was willing to join him in continuing the fight against the alien invaders. 

From swimming out further to sea, to climbing taller buildings, to getting into fights with kids much bigger, Clarissa had always been braver than him. Cael shouldn’t have been surprised when she told him she was going to leave with Kane and his group. 

She told him to come with her. 

Cael would have gone with her. Not because he was brave and wanted to fight the Aserathi. Back then, Cael wasn’t very brave. But he did love Clarissa enough to leave the safety of their coastal town and head for the big city of London. 

Except, Clarissa didn’t love him back. 

Not in that way. 

She told him as much, when he finally mustered up the courage to tell her how he felt. She liked someone else, she told him. Who, she didn’t say. But it was obvious. 

Kane. 

Before she left, Clarissa kissed him on the lips. It was a soft passionate kiss. Cael remembered that kiss for a long time. But eventually, as the years passed and she did not return, Clarissa faded from his memory. Until today. When he spotted her in the pub. 

She hadn’t changed much. Sure, her hair was longer and there was a roughness about her, one that indicated city life had been hard. But she was still just as beautiful as he remembered.

“It didn’t really work out,” Clarissa finally spoke, her eyes still staring ahead towards the sea. “It was just horrible,” she added, as a tear formed in her left eye. 

Cael remained silent and waited for her to continue. After taking a deep breath, Clarissa did continue. 

After leaving their coastal town with Kane and the group, they made a few more pitstops along their way to the big city and their group grew by a few dozen. Kane provided them with swords and knives and every day and night, they trained on how to fight.

The City of London was nothing like what Clarissa had imagined it to be. The level of destruction it had suffered was incomprehensible. It made their coastal town look like a paradise. Destroyed buildings and rotting bodies filled the streets. The stench was unbearable. Clarissa couldn’t imagine anyone living in such filth. 

Kane gave them a tour of the city. Clarissa got a close up view of the Aserathi spires that came with them when their two realities merged. There was one in London that had torn up through Buckingham Palace. 

She had never before seen anything so tall, so big and so dark. It was made of some sort of black stone that seemed to seep in the light around it. The area around the spire was nicer. And as she explored the city more and more, she found a lot of people living there. Hundreds of thousands of humans. There were many Aserathi too. 

She still remembered seeing her first Aserathi. 

He looked so normal. 

Like he was human. 

Kane encouraged her to form relationships with the Aserathi men. Not just her, but all the pretty girls were taught to use their female wiles. 

“Female wiles,” Clarissa let out a bitter laugh. “That’s what Kane would say. Make the Aserathi men fall for you. Do whatever you need to do to make them lower their guard. So I did…” Clarissa paused as she took deep breaths, her chest rising and falling. “They don’t tell you how smart the Aserathi are. They don’t let their guards down easily. I spent three years with an Aserathi guy… I lost so much of myself and gained nothing,” she said as she bit back a sob. 

Cael wanted to place a hand on hers to comfort her. He wanted to grab her in a hug and squeeze her tightly; tell her everything was going to be okay now. She was back and she was safe. But he remained silent, rooted in the sand by a sense of dread. 

Clarissa continued with her story. 

The City of London that seemed full of dead bodies actually had entire communities of humans living amongst the ruins. Slowly, bit by bit, the city was coming back to life. Roads were being cleared, buildings rebuilt, all under the supervision of the Aserathi. 

She made friends with a lot of the local humans, even as she sought ways to battle the Aserathi. Some of her fellow rebels did have some luck, causing death and injury to a few Aserathi here and there. But it was nothing big. Nothing that would change the course of humanities decline. 

Until the day the Archon arrived. 

Kane was so excited. 

Years of intelligence gathering, he called it. A chance to hit an Archon. Clarissa shouldn’t have believed him. Even at their peak, when humanity had weapons of mass destruction and the factories to build new weapons, they were unable to take down an Archon. 

But Kane was so sure they could do it. Apparently a new drug had been developed that could put to sleep even one of the Seven Sisters. 

Buckingham Palace, once the home of the King and Queen of the United Kingdon, it was now a residence of the high ranking Aserathis.

Kane claimed to have many rebels working in Buckingham Palace. Cleaners, pleasure staff, kitchen staff. 

It was a simple plan. 

The Aserathi, including the Archon, would be drugged. 

Kane, along with the best of his rebels, would sneak into the tower as new service staff. Once inside, they would wait an hour after dinner to ensure the drug’s effects were fully felt by the Aserathi. And then, they would battle their way past any human traitors and Aserathi guards, find the Archon and kill him. 

“I’m an Ashbound,” Clarissa said as she let out a bitter laugh. “My powers kicked in shortly after I-” she stopped. 

“Shortly after what?” Cael asked. 

“Shortly after I had sex…” Clarissa said softly, as she looked down at the sand by her feet. 

“Oh…” Cael swallowed. “Was that a coincidence or was it linked?” 

Clarissa turned her head to look at him curiously. “I don’t think it was linked…” 

Right, Cael thought. He was a virgin, but he wasn’t embarrassed by it. Things had changed a lot since Clarissa had left for the big city. Cael was no longer that skinny geeky kid she had left behind nine years ago. There were many women that desired him, some quite openly. But Cael tended to shut them down. 

He feared he was getting a bit of a reputation amongst the local women of being a bit of a cold sulky cunt. It wasn’t like he didn’t desire the women… he was a man. Of course he did. 

But for a long time, he had been hung up on Clarissa. And then, when he finally got over her, he’d begun working as a bounty hunter for the mayor. 

Cael wouldn’t go so far as to say he was okay with all the killing he’d done. It still bothered him. But not as much as it did in his early days as a bounty hunter. After his first kill, the thought of having sex with a woman was the last thing on his mind. 

It was a long winded explanation of why he was still a virgin, Cael thought with a mirthless laugh. He just hadn’t found the right girl. 

There was Asha. 

She was eighteen now and he had to admit; she was incredibly attractive. 

He wondered if Asha was still in the shower with Ilaria. It wasn’t a thought he could give much time to. Clarissa continued with her tale. 

Having learnt she was Ashbound, and that her powers were increased strength and speed, she felt confident in Kane’s plan. She would be with him, along with a bunch of other highly skilled men and women, though she was the only Ashbound. There was pressure on her to succeed. If they could kill an Archon, it would reignite the whole of humanity to rise up again and fight back. 

But the Aserathi proved to be so much smarter. 

The whole thing was a trap. 

The Archon that they thought was a man, was actually a woman. She wasn’t even an Archon. She was a highly ranked Scion. 

Kane, Clarissa and their crew of rebels were surrounded by Aserathi the second they walked into Buckingham Palace. At the same time, their safe houses across the city were raided. Every single rebel that she knew was caught that day. 

And every single one, Kane included, was executed in front of her. 

Clarissa didn’t know why she was spared. She was tortured for a long time. It could have been a year, it could have been two years. She lost count of the days, weeks and months after a while. 

“After they caught us and executed every rebel, they weren’t done. They went after every single person that lived near the rebels, that sold food to the rebels, that had any form of relationship with the rebels. They killed them all. Sometimes in front of me, other times they would take me out of my cell to show me their dead bodies.” 

“Fucking hell…” Cael mumbled. 

“I needed to accept my place in the world. Subservient to the Aserathi. The Scion told me that I could still help humanity. I could stop the pointless deaths of innocent humans. But to do that, I needed to stop the rebels,” Clarissa said. She turned to look at Cael, tears now streaming down her cheeks. “I’ve switched sides, Cael… I’m helping the Aserathi now.”


Chapter 5

Asha sat on her bed completely still, her knees pressed to her chest, her arms wrapped around them, she stared at the door, terrified. 

There was something about Ilaria that she couldn’t understand. It was like she lost all control of herself in that woman’s presence. 

It happened from the moment she laid eyes on Ilaria back in that cottage when she was lying in the bathtub, hands and wrists bound, mouth gagged. 

Asha had openly referred to Ilaria as hot. Ilaria was hot. Incredibly hot. But Asha wasn’t the type of girl to go and say that out loud about a woman she had just met. It was like she had lost her speech filter.   

What followed was even more bizarre. 

She recalled standing in the kitchen with Cael and Ilaria. All of a sudden, Ilaria told her to take a long shower. Asha didn’t need to shower. It certainly wasn’t on her list of the next thing to do. 

But take a shower was exactly what she did. 

She walked out of the kitchen, walked into the bathroom, took off her clothes and climbed into the shower tray. She stood under the cold shower, only one thought on her mind. 

Take a really long shower, Ilaria had said. 

How long was a really long shower? 

As she stood under the cold water, wondering how long she had to stay there, the bathroom door opened and in walked Ilaria. 

Asha quickly placed one hand over her breasts as her other hand covered her virgin pussy. Her body crouched as she backed away into the corner of the cubicle, her cheeks quickly burning red. 

She was a shy girl. 

She had never stood naked in front of another person. 

Yet, Ilaria wanted to see her. 

“Let's see that body of yours, cutie.” 

Those were Ilaria’s exact words.  

After a brief moment of hesitation, Asha recalled suddenly smiling as she stepped forward and moved her hands away from her breasts, from her little slit. Deep inside, a part of her screamed at her to run away. But outwardly, she was aware of her obedience towards Ilaria and the smile her face wore. 

She showed off her body to Ilaria. 

All of it. 

She parted her legs, she turned and arched her back, showing off her ass, parting her cheeks so Ilaria could see both of her holes. 

As she sat on her bed now, her knees pressed against her chest, her arms wrapped around them, her eyes wide in horror, Asha stared at the door and prayed it would not open. She wanted to get as far away from Ilaria as she possibly could, but she had no place else to go. 

And then, she heard the sounds of Cael’s motorbike.

A moment later, she heard the front door open. Asha climbed off her bed and rushed to the door. The towel that was wrapped around her body fell to the ground. She picked it up and hastily wrapped it around herself once more before she opened her bedroom door just enough to glance through the gap to look down the corridor. 

It was Cael. 

Asha opened the door enough to stick her head out. “Cael,” she whispered. 

It was a good thing his hearing was on point, she thought. Because her whisper was so low, it was barely a sound. But Cael heard her and after a quick glance at his surroundings, he made a beeline towards her. 

Asha opened the door fully to let him in, before closing it quickly, she pressed her back against the door. 

“Are you okay?” Cael asked. 

Asha shook her head. “There’s something about Ilaria. You need to believe me but I think she’s a witch.” 

“She’s not a witch,” Cael said. “She’s a-”

Asha didn’t let him finish his sentence. “She’s a witch,” she insisted. 

“She’s an Aserathi,” Cael said. 

Aserathi? 

That was so much worse than a witch. “Are you sure she’s not a witch?” Asha asked meekly. 

Cael nodded. 

“What does she want with me?” 

“I don’t know…” Cael said, frowning. 

“Is she going to turn me into a-” Asha stopped, not knowing how to finish her sentence. 

But Cael seemed to understand. He reached for her hand and pulled her in for a hug. “I’ll do whatever I can to protect you.” 

Asha buried her head in Cael’s chest.

She had been living with him for two years now. In that time, not once had he hugged her. She had wanted to hug him so many times, but there never seemed to be a natural opportunity to throw herself at him. 

With her head pressed against his chest, his powerful arms wrapped around her, Asha was feeling a little weak in her knees. She could have stayed there forever. But then, Ilaria popped into her mind again. 

The Aserathi had done things to her in the shower. Touched her in places Asha did not want to be touched. She was still a virgin, but there was a fear in her now. She had heard stories about the Aserathi. Every human had heard the stories. Of how Aserathi had human sex slaves.  

Did Ilaria want her as a sex slave? 

Oddly, the first thought that popped into Asha’s mind wasn’t one of terror. Sure, the idea of being a sex slave to Ilaria was frightening. But there was no refusing an Aserathi. If she had to be a sex slave, so be it. 

But…

Asha was still a virgin. 

And she wanted to lose her virginity to Cael. 

With that in mind, she said out loud. “Have sex with me?” 

“What?” Cael asked. 

Asha felt her cheeks burning. “If Ilaria is going to make me her sex slave, I want you to take my virginity first!” 

It was a bit more context, she supposed. 

This wasn’t at all how she had imagined this conversation going. Asha had it all planned. She was going to use the money from their earlier bounty hunt to purchase a few nice bits of clothing. Asha had her eyes on a lacy red lingerie piece she had spotted. She was going to shower, do her hair, wear the lingerie and then walk into Cael’s room.  

“Ilaria won’t make you her sex slave,” Cael said. 

“How would you stop her? She’s an Aserathi.” 

Cael shrugged his shoulders. “If it comes to that, maybe we will run away.” 

Asha felt a flutter in her chest. “Me and you? On your motorbike?” 

“Well, yeah… I don’t have a car,” Cael said. 

He wasn’t getting it, Asha realised. Typical guy. She didn’t want a car. The motorbike was perfect. 

She had been attracted to him for so long. He would make the perfect boyfriend. He was so handsome, so capable. She had waited so long… Now was as good a time as any. 

She leaned in and kissed him on the lips. 

Cael pulled his head back in surprise. He stared at her for only a moment, though it seemed a lot longer to her. And then, he kissed her back. It was just like she had imagined. She began feeling his body, her hands pressed against his hardened chest before moving down, she stopped just above his manhood. 

She wanted to see it as she touched it. 

But before she got a chance to act on her thoughts and attempt to remove Cael’s trousers, the door to the bedroom opened. 

It was Ilaria. 

Knowing she was an Aserathi somehow made it easier for Asha. There was an explanation for why she was behaving oddly whenever Ilaria appeared. 

“What do we have here?” Ilaria asked, a smile on her pretty face. 

Goddam it. Ilaria was so pretty. Asha felt envy and at the same time, she felt lust. 

Lust? 

Towards whom? 

Cael had turned her on. She could feel it between her legs. But she remained horny even as Ilaria entered the room. 

Did she fancy Ilaria too?  

Asha shook her head. That couldn’t be possible. She wasn’t into women. 

“Why are you shaking your head, Asha?” Ilaria asked, a smirk on her face. 

“You need to leave,” Cael said, his tone cold. 

“Oh?” the Aserathi raised an eyebrow. “What will you do, Cael, if I refuse to leave?” 


Chapter 6

Cael wasn’t feeling great about the Aserathi. He had heard the stories about them. Every human had. They were evil. They treated humans like second class citizens, used and abused them. He believed some of it. Other parts of the stories sounded like they were an exaggeration. 

No one could be that evil, he had assumed. 

Except, today, he learned from Clarissa that the stories were not an exaggeration. If anything, the cruelty of the Aserathi was downplayed. Probably because no one ever lived to tell the tale of how truly evil the Aserathi were. 

Clarissa hadn’t spoken in detail about the things the Aserathi had done to her and her crew of rebels. But she had said enough for Cael to get the gist. It made him angry beyond belief. And now, there was an Aserathi standing before him. 

An Aserathi that was playing with Asha. 

“You look angry, Cael,” Ilaria said, a smile on her face. “Why?” 

She was always smiling. 

Aserathi. 

They had no worries in the world. Why wouldn’t she be constantly smiling? 

Except, this Aserathi had been kidnapped by humans. She claimed to have let them kidnap her. But that made no sense. Why would an Aserathi let a bunch of old and dirty men kidnap and tie her down?  

It was possible she was lying. Maybe she wasn’t that powerful an Aserathi. There were some Aserathi that didn’t have godly powers, that were just a fraction stronger than humans. 

Except, Ilaria walked around like she was a Scion. Was it an act, or was she actually powerful?   

It didn’t matter, Cael decided. She needed to go. 

“We don’t have space for you,” Cael said. “You need to leave. There is a bus that will take you back to London.” 

“I think I’m right where I need to be,” Ilaria said. 

Cael shook his head. “Not in my flat.” 

Ilaria walked towards him, each step a sultry move forward. “You’re going to throw me out? A poor woman who had just been kidnapped by horrible men? You’re going to throw me out onto the streets?” 

Cael knew it was an act. And the face she was making, pretending to look all innocent and vulnerable, it was pretty good. What he couldn’t understand was why she was doing it. 

And then it hit him. 

She had told him already. 

She was fucking with him. Because she was bored? 

“You’re bored, aren’t you?” 

“A little bit,” Ilaria said. “But I think that’s about to change. There’s something strange about this town. Aside from the gun. A gun,” she mouthed the word as if it were scandalous. 

“Maybe you should leave it to a Scion to investigate?” Cael asked, still determined to try and push her out.  

“Being a Scion doesn’t mean the Aserathi is particularly clever or powerful. Some get the position by knowing someone higher up, or being attractive, charming,” Ilaria took another step closer to him, her green eyes mesmerising. “Now, if an Archon were to ever show up, that you can guarantee is one very powerful individual.” 

Cael stared at Ilaria’s green eyes. It didn’t seem like it was a choice. He was being forced to stare, though there were no arms holding his head still, fingers prying his eyelids open. He wanted to turn his head and look away. Ilaria’s green eyes felt like an ocean, one he was drowning in. 

And then, Cael looked away. 

“That is so interesting!” Ilaria declared. “Not many are able to turn away from me.” 

Cael got a sinking feeling that Ilaria was not a weak Aserathi. She was toying with him. If he wasn’t careful, this could end badly for him and Asha. As much as he wanted her out, he couldn’t just pick her up and throw her out the window. 

“What do you want?” Cael asked, resignation in his voice. 

“For now, a place to stay,” Ilaria said, before instantly following up with, “Can I stay here? I promise to behave. I won’t turn this little one into a sex slave. But if she wants a bit of me…” she shrugged her shoulders, laughing.  

“Fine,” Cael said quickly. “Can we have the room now? We were going to…” he let his sentence trail purposefully as he wrapped his arm around Asha’s waist. 

“Oh, right. You two are going to make love,” the Aserathi smirked. “Fine. I will leave for now. But I do want an invite to your love making in future. Monogamy just doesn’t make sense for you humans. Your lives are so short. Don’t limit yourselves.” 

And with her unsolicited advice given, Ilaria walked out of the room, closing the door behind her. Cael felt a weight lift off his chest, if only momentarily. That Aserathi was trouble. He could sense it. How, he didn’t know. Maybe that was his Ashbound superpower. The ability to sense trouble. If he really were an Ashbound…

Although, as a human, pretty much any contact with an Aserathi was probably trouble, so maybe it wasn’t a superpower and more just common sense. 

“I thought she would never leave,” Asha said. “But now that she is gone, we need to hurry up.” 

Cael was thinking along the same lines. 

Except, Asha dropped her towel and stood naked before him. 

Cael was thinking more of packing a bag, sneaking out and riding off to the next town, or the town after, or maybe even heading up north, all the way to Scotland. Apparently, the Aserathi didn’t like the cold much. 

All of that went out of his mind as he stared at Asha. 

Cael's breath caught in his throat as he took in her naked form. Her breasts were full and firm and crowned with the dark inviting areolae. The soft swells of her stomach led to hips that flared out like an hourglass. Her legs, smooth and toned, were slightly apart, offering a glimpse of her pussy. 

“Do you like?” Asha asked, her cheeks burning, her voice quiet. 

“I do but…” Cael struggled to focus. He had never seen a naked woman before. He felt his cock begin to rise as his mind encouraged him to do things to her. He wanted to stare at her body and take it in. At the same time, he wanted to ravage her. 

“But?” Asha asked, worry in her eyes. 

Cael forgot about packing a bag and running away. That could wait. He pulled his shirt off and wrapped his arms around Asha, squeezing her firm but also soft breasts against his chest, he kissed her on the lips. 

It felt so damned good to have her warm body pressing against his own. As they kissed, his hands moved down her back, coming to her ass, he grabbed the cheeks, the tip of his fingers brushed against her pussy. He could feel the heat emanating from it, could feel the wetness. 

Their lips still locked together, he picked her up and carried her to the bed, where he lay her down gently, his body on top of hers. He didn’t want to part from her, but at the same time, his cock struggled against his jeans, looking for a way out. 

With some effort, Cael forced himself to climb off her. He stared at her lying naked on his bed. He’d known Asha for two years now. She had changed a lot in those two years. From a somewhat scrawny young girl, she had turned into a gorgeous young woman. 

Asha watched him as he took his jeans off. Her eyes widened as his cock flopped out and then rose up. 

“That’s going to go in me, isn’t it?” she asked. 

“Uhh… that’s the general idea, yeah,” Cael said sheepishly. 

“I can take it,” Asha said, nodding to herself, she repeated the words, “I can take it.” And then, she parted her legs to fully show her shaven pussy. 

Cael climbed onto the bed and lowered himself onto her. His cock felt for her pussy. Asha took hold of it in her hand and guided it to her opening. Though she was wet, Cael’s gentle pushes did not penetrate her pussy. He wanted to drive his cock in, but she was a virgin and he did not want to hurt her.

“I can take it,” Asha whispered. 

Cael pushed his cock against her pussy with more force. After some resistance, he felt it begin to enter. At the same time, Asha let out a small squeal as her face crunched in pain. She wiggled her bottom as his cock continued to enter her tight little hole. Her lips were parted. Cael bit them gently as he drove his cock in and out of her pussy at a slow pace. Asha began to moan as her eyes lolled back with every thrust. 

Being a virgin himself, having a hot naked woman pressed against him, her legs parted, her pussy wet, Cael did not last long. He shot load after load inside her, literally filling her up. And when he was done, he pulled out and lay beside her. 

It felt amazing to Cael. He wondered why he had put it off for so long. The timing hadn’t been right; he’d always told himself. But that was a lie, wasn’t it? The timing wasn’t ideal right now. There was a bloody Aserathi in the other room.  

Cael knew the truth. 

He had been madly in love with Clarissa. When she left, he supposed he had still held out some hope of her returning and of them building a life together. A stupid fantasy. After seeing her today, Cael realised he didn’t feel the same anymore about Clarissa. She was still attractive, but either she had changed, or he had changed. Maybe they had both changed. 

“Owieee,” Asha said as she shuffled her bottom. “That hurt so much but… it felt good too. When can we do it again?”


Chapter 7

Asha wanted to have sex again. Immediately. Cael, oddly, felt a nap coming along. As he snuggled beside Asha, their two bodies pressed together, he fell into a deep sleep. One that was broken by an incessant knocking on the front door. 

“What is that noise?” Asha grumbled. She reached for the pillow under her head and threw it at the door. “Stop the noise…” 

Cael climbed out of bed as Asha took his pillow and pressed it over her head. He pulled on his jeans and stumbled out of the room. As he walked down the corridor, he paused to look for Ilaria. He couldn’t hear her. Had she left? 

The knocking on the front door continued unabated. 

Cael opened it to find James and Joe. One tall, one short, both large around the waist, both a little dopey. They were the town's local police and worked for Mayor Bilkis. 

“You’re needed at the station,” James said. 

There was no station. “You mean the mayor’s office?” 

Joe nodded. He was the shorter one. 

It was dark outside. How long had Cael been asleep for? However long it had been, it wasn’t enough. “Why am I needed at the station at this hour?” 

“The Scion is here.” 

Cael lost a lot of his sleepiness at that. How could a Scion have gotten here so soon? “What does he want with me?” 

“We’re here to bring you in. Put a shirt on and let’s go. Hurry up, man,” James said as he shrugged his shoulders, before he muttered, “Fucks sake.” 

Cael stared at James, frowning. Being the bigger of the two siblings, James liked to act tough and throw his weight around a bit. He saw it all the time in the pub. James was loud, obnoxious and always making the women uncomfortable or attempting to pick a fight with the men. 

But he had never tried it with Cael. 

Because deep down, James knew Cael would punch him in the face and break his nose. He hunted people for a living. His role was of more value to the mayor than James, who was easily replaceable. 

So the question was, why was James behaving like an arrogant prick right now? 

Cael wanted to punch him in the face. But the timing wasn’t right. There was a Scion in town, a gun had been found and there was an Aserathi in his bloody flat. He looked back down the corridor. Unless the Aserathi had fucked off? Maybe she got bored and wondered off? That would be one less problem.  

“I’m going to put a shirt on,” he muttered. 

Closing the front door, Cael walked down the corridor. He paused to look into the open plan kitchen dining space and the other bedroom. Ilaria was nowhere to be seen. Maybe she had left. If so, best news of the day. 

He entered the bedroom to find Asha fast asleep, her naked body lying still on his bed. He wanted to join her so badly. Having deprived himself of a woman’s touch for so long, he craved her comforts desperately. 

But it would have to wait. 

He slipped on a shirt and as he was about to exit the room, he glanced at his sword. Should he grab it? What would the Scion think if he turned up armed with a sword? A device that could in theory kill the Aserathi? 

Cael left the sword behind. 

He didn’t want to do anything to set the Scion off. Once out the front door, James and Joe led him to their police car. It was an actual police car. It had the siren on top, which James turned on as they drove him towards the mayor’s office.

Cael sat in the back seat in the middle by himself, slouching, he spread his arms over the two spare seats. He had a bad feeling about what was to come. Maybe he should have given the idea of running away with Asha some more thought. 

* * *

The Scion was a tall man. He had black skin, white shoulder length hair and a scar on his left cheek a couple of inches long. It looked like he had been struck by a knife or sword. Except, Aserathi eventually healed completely when struck by human weapons. So whatever gave the man the scar was no ordinary weapon. 

James and Joe escorted Cael to the mayor’s office, where the Scion was, before quickly disappearing. The mayor wasn’t anywhere to be seen. On a normal day, at this time, the mayor was probably getting drunk at the pub, or at home sleeping.

The Scion told Cael to sit.

So he sat and stared up at the Aserathi. 

But he didn’t want to sit. He wanted to stand up and challenge the Aserathi. It was a dangerous urge, and Cael pushed it down. 

“Tell me everything,” the Scion said as he sat on the mayor’s desk, his arms folded across his chest, he stared at Cael with eyes that were unnaturally blue. 

He told the Scion what had happened the best he could. It was hard to believe barely a day had passed. He told how he knocked on the door, how he killed the first man before the second fired the gun at him and the third managed to escape. He left out the bit about Ilaria completely. If the Scion found out an Aserathi had been kidnapped by humans and tied down in a bathtub, it could spell trouble for the whole town.  

“You did not chase down this man. Why?” the Scion asked. 

“He disappeared behind the trees. The chances of me catching him were low,” Cael replied, still fighting the urge to jump to his feet and stare the Scion down, or at least, stare at him, their eyes level. 

“Humans are slow. But this time, it was to your advantage. We will track this man back to his base of operations,” the Scion said. 

How are we supposed to do that, Cael wondered.

But he didn’t say anything.

Instead, he remained silent and stared at the Scion, trying to size him up. He looked fairly normal, aside from those blue eyes that seemed to have a glow about them. Could this Scion shoot lasers from his eyes? Did he have super strength and speed?   

“This is the part where you ask how we will track this man,” the Scion said. 

Cael held back the urge to roll his eyes. “How will we track this man?” 

“There is more at work here, human. We’ve received intel there is an Ashbound here with delusions of grandeur. It’s possible these humans are part of a larger plot to create instability and give humans false hope,” the Scion said, the corners of his lips twitching in amusement. “But we will crush them. Like we always do.” 

Cael really wanted to climb to his feet, walk up to the Scion and punch him in the face. It was entirely possible he would break his own hand rather than the Scion’s nose. But he still really wanted to do it. 

“You’re a silent one, human. What is your name?” 

“Cael.” 

“Do you have a problem hunting down this Ashbound?” 

“What’s in it for me?” Cael asked. 

“The lives of everyone in this little town,” the Scion said almost immediately. “Is that enough for you?” 

Cael climbed to his feet and took a step forward. The Scion, who was resting against the desk, stood straight now. The Aserathi was definitely taller. Still. Cael felt he could take him. Ilaria didn’t seem so strong, aside from her ability to control Asha. Maybe the Aserathi were all hype. Stories of the Seven Sisters and the Archon seemed over the top with their god-like powers.

“Before you do something stupid, you should talk to your friend Clarissa,” the Scion said. 

“Clarissa?” Cael frowned. “You know her?” 

“I broke her,” the Scion grinned. “Had you rebelled against us, Cael, you would be dead now, along with that girl of yours, Asha.” 

Cael suddenly felt lightheaded. He took a step back, his ankle struck the chair leg. The Scion had asked him what his name was, but it had been a pretence? Not only did he know Cael’s name, but he also knew of Asha too. Did he know about Ilaria the Aserathi? 

“But I hear you haven’t joined any rebel groups, despite your talents. For that reason, Asha, your little pet, will survive. As will this town. For now,” he repeated the words. “You will find this Ashbound and you will show him no mercy. Do you understand?” 

Cael did understand the threat. 

It was further confirmation of Aserathi cruelty. 

This Scion was asking him to find an Ashbound. Cael had never seen an Ashbound in action, but again, he had heard the stories. They were humans that had been bathed in the green ash that fell from the skies when the Aserathi emerged. The Ashbound gained super strength, speed and other powers. 

The Ashbound were heroes that had given humanity hope. Some Ashbound were so powerful, it was said their strength could rival that of the strongest Scions, just falling short of Archons and the Seven Sisters. 

Cael was an Ashbound, apparently. He wasn’t a powerful one. But this Ashbound the Scion mentioned had to be strong. He had drawn a Scion all the way to a small coastal town. 

A potential hope for humanity, and Cael was being asked to kill him? And if he did not, the Scion would kill Asha and raze the entire town to the ground. 

“I will take your silence as understanding,” the Scion said. “I expect you to be efficient. Remember, there are many human lives at stake.” 

The Scion abruptly left the room, as if suddenly bored with Cael and the conversation. Cael was alone, his mind racing as his heart thumped. What was he supposed to do? Find an Ashbound and try to kill one of humanity's heroes? Could he do something like that even if he wanted to? Wouldn’t the Ashbound swat him aside? 

How was he supposed to find the Ashbound?

The Scion had mentioned something about the third man from the cottage leading him to the Ashbound. Sure, Cael could track the odd person here and there, but how was he supposed to track a man he knew nothing about?

By following his tracks in the dirt?

Doing that was a lot harder than many assumed.

Depending on the ground and soil density, tracks could disappear for miles before briefly reappearing.

That third man was a stranger from out of town. After seeing his two buddies be killed in front of him, it would be normal for him to have fled back to wherever he came from. 

Cael collapsed on the chair. 

He couldn’t do it… 

He wasn’t going to try and hunt down an Ashbound. 

Cael wasn’t going to betray his own kind. 

Which meant he needed to find a way to save the town and Asha from the Scion and the Aserathi. 

That was easier said than done… 

As he contemplated the dilemma, Clarissa appeared by the door. She looked tired. Her hair was ruffled and she yawned loudly.

“I was fast asleep,” she told him. 

“Why are you here?” Cael asked. 

“The Scion called me. And when a Scion calls, you come…” 

“Why did the Scion call you?” Cael asked.

“I’m here to help you hunt down the Ashbound,” Clarissa said, and then she walked into the room, a leash in hand. 

Cael would have screamed if fear hadn’t chased away his vocal cords. 

Attached to Clarissa’s leash was a dog that looked like it had spawned from hell. 

Two monstrous heads jutted from a single, sinewy neck, each one twisted with snarling hatred. Jagged fangs protruded from slavering jaws, dripping with venom that hissed as it hit the ground.

Eyes—six of them between the two heads—burned like molten coals and cast an infernal glow. Horns curled back from each skull, cracked and scorched like volcanic rock, and a thick sulfuric stench clung to its breath. From deep within its chest rumbled a growl that sounded less like a dog and more like a collapsing mountain.

Its paws were clawed like a demon's hands and from its spine jutted short, bone-like spikes that pulsed with dark energy. 

“What the fuck is that?” Cael managed to whisper. 

“It’s a-” Clarissa stopped. “I don’t know what it is… I suppose an Aserathi dog? They’re very good at tracking. It’s going to help us find that third man that ran away.” 


Chapter 8

Cael knew how to drive a car, but they weren’t as readily available as they once used to be. The last time he had driven one was about four years ago. He didn’t like cars much. They were so much bigger and bulkier than a motorbike. 

Clarissa’s car was bigger and bulkier than the average car. 

Apparently, it wasn’t a car.

It was an SUV. 

It looked like a car. 

It had four wheels, the usual number of doors and seats. 

It was a car. 

Maybe SUV was a fancy word people in London used for big cars. Fancy people were like that, weren’t they? Creating new words to sound all posh when there was no need. 

Having last driven a much smaller car over four years ago, Cael wasn’t keen on getting behind the wheel of this one. But it was either he drove the car, or he took care of the Aserathi hound. 

Cael expected the two headed dog to pounce at him. It looked like the sort of animal that would enjoy ripping things apart for no other reason but to rip things apart. And possibly because it liked the taste of blood. 

Naturally, wanting to stay as far away from the hound as possible, Cael decided to drive. Except, he didn’t get very far away from the beast. Clarissa led the hound to the back of her big car. She pushed the back row of seats down to make more space for the beast. And then, she climbed into the front seat beside him. 

Cael looked back at the dog. “It’s not going to eat me, is it?” 

“It’s not going to eat you.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes, Cael. I’m sure,” Clarissa grumbled. 

Cael didn’t like her tone much. In fact, right now, he didn’t like her much. She shows up after nine years completely changed. She worked for the Aserathi now. Sure, she might have had her reasons. But most humans had a word for people like her. 

Traitor.  

Forcing himself to look ahead and not worry about the monster literally resting behind him, Cael set off towards the cottage. As he drove, the sun began to rise. He was tired and hungry when they reached the cottage. 

He parked by the path that led towards the cottage and stepped out to stretch his legs. Clarissa led the dog out from the boot of the car. It didn’t look as scary in the daylight. Maybe because Cael was too tired to fear the thing as much, or maybe it was because it seemed to glow less in the daylight. 

“What happens now?” Cael asked grumpily. 

“Show me which route the man used to get away.” 

“And then?” 

Clarissa’s eyes narrowed. “And then the hound tracks his scent and leads us to him. What’s your problem, Cael?” 

“What’s my problem? You mean aside from the fact that I got woken up in the middle of the night, led to the mayor’s office and got threatened by a Scion who said he would kill everyone I know unless I betrayed my own kind?” Cael growled. 

Clarissa’s jaw tightened as she glared at him for a long time. “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” she finally said. 

“Yeah? Fucking enlighten me.” 

Clarissa took a deep breath, her chest rising, she sniffed and then looking away, she began to walk down the path towards the cottage, the hound following after her. 

Cael watched her go, confused. She had seemed so angry only seconds ago. Was she about to suddenly cry now?

With a deep sigh, he followed after her. Once in the house, he pointed to the window through which the man had made his escape. The hound picked up a scent immediately and it began to lead them in the direction the man had run. 

It was a grey and damp morning, the kind that clung to your bones. Cael trudged after Clarissa and the hound, his trainers soaked from the dew-slick grass. 

The two-headed beast jerked against the leash as it pulled them through the countryside, one head low to the ground, nostrils flaring, the other snapping at flies and muttering guttural growls. Clarissa walked beside the beast like a human would walk beside their pet dog.

Very casual and relaxed. 

She did not look back once. 

Cael wanted to grab her by the arm, turn her around and scream at her. He had loved her for so long. But she left him behind to run off with a man named Kane. He doubted she had thought about him once whilst in London. And now, she was back in his life, a completely changed person.   

They crossed fields thick with mud and nettles, dipped down into narrow hollows choked with bramble and fern. A stream twisted before them and the hound barrelled through, shaking off on the other side, showering both of them in cold droplets. 

Cael muttered curses under his breath, then wiped his face with a sleeve already damp with sweat and mist. His limbs ached, his eyelids felt like lead, and every rustle in the underbrush frayed his nerves thinner. 

They had walked for what seemed like hours. The man could have fled back to London by now. Was that the plan? To walk all the way to London? 

Naturally, the hound was tireless. It seemed possessed as it sniffed and snorted with relentless certainty. Clarissa didn’t seem fatigued. That, or she had gotten really good at hiding it. It wasn’t until they crested a rise and the trees thickened, forming a gloomier sort of green, did the beast slow. 

Then it stopped altogether, both heads swivelling to fix their gaze on a weather-beaten house nestled in the woods, half-hidden beneath ivy. 

The hound didn’t growl or bark excitedly like a normal dog. It gave a nod with both of its heads towards the house and then it sat down. 

“The man is in there,” Clarissa said. 

“You speak beast from hell language now?” Cael asked. 

She turned to look at him for the first time since they left behind the cottage and trekked through the woods for hours. “What’s your problem?” 

“You’ve already asked me that, Clarissa. You’re my problem! You left me behind with no thought, then you come back so many years later and now you’re working for the Aserathi!” 

“You think I wanted this?” Clarissa asked, her tone rising as she took a step towards him. 

The two headed dog raised its head and growled. It was a low growl, though it sounded dangerous enough. It gave another nod towards the house.

The house that had its front door open now. A man stood by the door and stared out at them. 

“Well done,” Clarissa muttered. “He’s seen us.” 

“Did the dog tell you that too?” Cael growled. 

“Oh piss off.” 

“I would love to do nothing more than piss off, but your psychotic boyfriend is going to kill everyone I know if I do that!” 

“He’s not my boyfriend, you piece of shit,” Clarissa snapped. 

Cael was going to respond with something hurtful. But the two-headed beast climbed to his feet and roared. It was a fearsome roar. But it did not deter the man who was now walking towards them. 

“What is he doing?” Clarissa asked. 

“He’s walking towards us. Did the dog not tell you that?” Cael asked. 

“You’re such a prick!” 

“A prick who doesn’t have his sword with him,” Cael said. And then, deciding he would be the mature one and stop arguing with Clarissa, he asked, “Will the dog eat him?” 

“Why does the dog have to eat him? Why can’t we just talk?” 

“Did you lose your brain cells in the big city?” Cael asked. “We’ve got a massive hound with two fucking heads. And that man is walking straight towards us. Either he is blind, and can’t see the hound. Or he doesn’t give a shit about the hound because he is a dangerous mother fucker.”

It seemed realisation dawned late on Clarissa. The man stopped twenty feet away from them. He looked like an ordinary man. Five feet ten in height, curly brown hair, a bit stocky, he had a sword by his waist.

“Nice doggy you got there,” the man said. 

“Is it him? The one that ran away?” Clarissa whispered. 

Cael didn’t get a good look at the man that ran away. But he doubted it was this man that stood before him now. The other one had fled like a coward. This man before him was not a coward. 

He stood with no apparent fear of the two headed beast by their side. Cael envied the balls on this man. 

“What are you doing here?” the man asked, a friendly smile on his face. 

“We’re looking for a fugitive. Our hound tracked him to this house,” Clarissa said, her tone calm. “Is there anyone else in the house with you?” 

The man nodded his head. “Just me and the missus. You’re welcome to have a look?” 

“It’s a trap,” Cael whispered.

The man’s eyes flickered towards him, almost as if he had heard. And then his smile widened. 

“A look would be great, if you don’t mind,” Clarissa said. 

Cael stared at her, eyebrow raised. How was it the man could hear him whisper when he was twenty feet away, but Clarissa couldn’t when she stood right beside him? 

He grabbed her by the arm to get her attention. “It’s a trap,” he hissed. 

“I know it is. But we need to check the house.” 

“Fine. Let's get the hound to eat the man first, then we can go and check the house.” 

Clarissa’s brows furrowed. “Why do you keep going back to the hound eating the man?” 

“I’ve been a bounty hunter for some time now. I can tell you something is wrong here. We should play it safe, have the beast eat him and definitely not walk into his trap,” Cael muttered. 

Clarissa’s lips spread into a smile. “Aww you’ve been a bounty hunter in a little town no one has heard of.” Her jaw tightened. “I’ve been fighting in London for a long time now, Cael. I’ve seen and fought things you can’t even imagine. I think I’ll be fine walking into that house.” 

“She’s right, you know,” the man said as he now leaned against a tree. “You’ll both be fine in the house. It’s just me and the missus,” he smiled widely. “Oh, I heard everything you both were saying. I really hope your beasty doesn’t eat me.”  

And then, the man pulled an apple out of his pocket and took a bite of it. 


Chapter 9

It was an ordinary house. 

It had a living room, a dining room, a kitchen, stairs that led up to three bedrooms on the first floor and a single bathroom. There was also a woman. The man’s missus. 

After a very thorough search by Clarissa, they ended up back in the kitchen where the man and woman sat at the table. 

“Told ya,” the man said as he continued to take bites of the apple. “Nothing here but me and the missus. This fugitive you’re looking for, what did he do?” 

Clarissa shook her head, annoyed. “The hound has never been wrong before.” 

“Oh,” the man said as he turned to his missus. “You should see the dog they have. It’s got two heads.” 

“Two heads?” the woman asked, her mouth remained open as her eyes lit up. “That sounds so cute!”  

Cael glared at the two of them. 

There was something clearly wrong with both of them. Two headed dogs were not fucking cute. 

His gut still told him something was wrong here. But they had found nothing except a nice house with good sized bedrooms and a well-proportioned garden at the back. 

The man that had fled the cottage wasn’t here. 

The Ashbound the Scion had come in search of wasn’t here either.  

Unless these two were Ashbound? 

They had to be, right? 

Why else would they be so calm? 

“Are you Ashbound?” Cael asked the man. 

The man nodded. “Yup. She is too,” he nodded at the woman sitting at the table. “She’s not my missus either. Oh, I’d love to fuck her, but she’s got her eyes on someone else,” he laughed. 

“You wouldn’t know what to do with me,” the woman chuckled as she playfully slapped the man across the table on the arm. 

Cael felt a shiver up his spine. 

They were both Ashbound? 

They had just admitted to lying. The man and woman were not in a relationship. So, if they had lied about that, this was a trap, right?  

He reached for the sword by his waist only to find it not there. Fuck. He should have made a detour and collected his sword before coming out here. 

He turned to look at Clarissa. She seemed calmed enough, though she had raised her hands, now formed into fists, she held them before her, ready to box, it seemed. 

And then, from outside came a howl.

The man and woman both jumped to their feet and drawing swords from beneath the table, they moved with incredible speed. In the blink of an eye, Cael found himself slammed back against the wooden panels beneath the stairs, a sword to his throat. Clarissa was by his side in a similar predicament, the woman holding a sword to her throat. 

The howling outside came to an end. 

The front door opened and in walked a man who held a hound head in each hand. He threw them down the corridor. The heads came to a stop by Cael’s feet. He looked down at the beast. It had its eyes open as it stared up. 

“Your Clarissa,” the man said, as he pointed a finger at her.

“And who are you?” she asked, not looking at all concerned by the sword at her neck. 

“I’m humanity’s saviour,” came his response. 

And then, he threw two balls of blue towards Cael and Clarissa. As the balls struck them, smoke emerged suddenly. It rose up rapidly, engulfing them. Cael was vaguely aware of the sword no longer being at his throat. 

But it mattered not. 

The smoke had entered his lungs. 

His knees buckled as darkness swept over him. 

The last thing he was aware of as his body hit the ground, as he looked up, was to see Clarissa still on her feet, her fists raised, she managed to throw a punch. 


Chapter 10

Cael opened his eyes to find himself sitting on his bottom, his back against a cold and damp wall, his wrists chained to that very same wall. 

It was a dark room and at first, he saw nothing. For a moment, he began to fear he had lost his sight. But then, faint light seemed to flicker in from somewhere. 

It was enough light for him to make sense of where he was.

He was in a basement. 

“Thought you would never wake up,” Clarissa said. 

She was chained to the wall a couple of feet away from him. 

“What happened?” 

“You fainted. I fought for a bit. But the drug weakened me. They won.” 

“You didn’t faint?” Cael asked. 

Clarissa shook her head. “I’m Ashbound, remember? I have super strength and super speed.” 

Right. What with everything going on, it had slipped Cael’s mind. But it made sense now why she was so relaxed and confident around danger. Unlike him, she was an Ashbound with actual powers. 

“Who was that man?” he asked. 

“I don’t know.” 

“He knew you.” 

“Yeah…” Clarissa sighed. “I made quite a name for myself in the city. Normal humans and Ashbound alike knew me.” 

“And now you work for the enemy,” Cael let out a mirthless laugh. 

Beside him, Clarissa took a deep breath. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall. And then, she let out a sigh. “You know… I was really looking forward to seeing you, Cael. I thought about you a lot in London… I wished I had never left. I wished I had stayed here with you. Sometimes, in London, during our earlier missions, we’d hide out in basements for days and nights as we waited for the Aserathi and their human collaborators to pass. It was dark, cold, wet. Sometimes I didn’t eat for days. You were what got me through it. I used to imagine returning to you, victorious over the Aserathi.” 

“It was a foolish dream. Defeating the Aserathi,” she let out a bitter laugh. “But that’s what kept me going. Dreaming of coming here to spend the rest of my life with you. Raise a family, go for long walks on the beach…” 

Tears began to roll down Clarissa’s eyes as she cried silently. Seeing her like that, hearing the words come out of her mouth, knowing how she had felt about him, Cael’s anger faded. He still cared for her, he realised. He wanted to hold her tight and wipe the tears away. Being in chains, he wasn’t able to do that. 

So instead, he said, “Hey…” 

Clarissa sniffed. “What?” 

“I didn’t know you felt like that about me… you never showed any signs…” 

“Oh I showed signs all the time. You just couldn’t read them.” 

“No you didn’t. What signs?” Cael asked in disbelief. 

“Well, for starters, I spent so much time with you.” 

“Because we were friends!” Cael protested. 

“Okay… I used to hold your hand a lot?” 

“As friends!” 

“I used to wear those short dresses and tight clothes to get your interest,” Clarissa said, now smiling. 

Cael shook his head. “But before you left, I told you how I felt. You could have stayed with me. But you chose Kane…” 

“When you told me how you felt… It was too late… I’d already… Kane and I… because I thought you weren’t interested in me… and Kane showed me so much attention.” 

She’d slept with Kane before they left the town. 

Cael felt sad inside. 

The girl he had loved for so long, had loved him back. If only he had told her sooner, rather than waiting until she was literally about to leave, things might have been different. 

Clarissa would never have left for London. They would have been together, working hard, managing just about, but enjoying each other’s company, happy. 

Instead, she went to London and came back a completely different woman. 

“Why do you fight on the side of the Aserathi?” Cael asked. 

“I already told you. I was captured by them. They broke me. They killed everyone I knew, they razed entire neighbourhoods just to punish me…” 

“And now you’re on their side. After everything they did to you? Make it make sense,” Cael mumbled. 

Clarissa let out a deep sigh. “I realised that the Aserathi were too powerful for us humans to overthrow. Some of the Scions in London had powers that seemed godly. And they were only Scions. Can you imagine the might an Archon or a Sister would have? Going up against them is foolish. It will only result in death and destruction. I’ve already seen too much of that…” 

“This Ashbound who called himself the saviour of humanity,” Clarissa scoffed. “If he does start a rebellion, all that it will achieve will be the death of thousands of us humans. If I can stop that from happening, then I will have atoned a little for all the death and destruction I caused.” 

Cael was silent as he mulled over everything Clarissa had just said. He could see her point, he supposed. She had firsthand experience of rebelling against the Aserathi and suffering the consequences. 

“What if they can succeed though?” he asked. “They killed the hound. What if they really can challenge the Aserathi? Don’t we outnumber them a hundred to one.” 

“When they first came, we outnumbered them thousands to one. We had bombs and tanks. We still lost. There are some Aserathi that have the power of gods, Cael. They're indestructible. Going up against them will only invite death and destruction.” 

“Mhmm,” Cael sighed. 

Growing up in an orphanage, Cael had wondered who his parents were, what they were like. He didn’t know how they died, but like most orphans, it was assumed they had either been rebels who fought the Aserathi and died or had been killed by the Aserathi as a punishment for human rebellions. 

He should have been filled with hate for the Aserathi. 

Whilst he didn’t like them, growing up, he’d never seen one and he hadn’t really given them much thought. His life in this little coastal town hadn’t been without its challenges, but life was okay. He had fond memories of growing up with his friends, with Clarissa. 

Clarissa had grown up an orphan too. She did not know how her parents had died, but like him, it was safe to assume the Aserathi had something to do with it. Unlike him, she had grown up with a hatred for them. He wasn’t surprised when she left to join the rebels to fight the Aserathi. 

Now, as Cael sat with his back against the damp wall, the irony wasn’t lost on him. Having met a Scion, having had his friends and his town threatened, he hated the fuckers. He wanted to fight back. Clarissa on the other hand, had done a complete U-turn. 

What she said did make sense, he had to admit… if he fought the Aserathi, it wasn’t just his life on the line. 

“What do you think they will do to us?” Cael asked. 

“If they were going to kill us, they would have done it already,” Clarissa said. 

“I suppose that’s good?” 

“Although, if they know a Scion sent us here, they might torture us first, hope to get some information out of us before they kill us.” 

Cael sighed. He pulled against the chains that bound him to the wall. Nope. He wasn’t breaking free. 

Light suddenly shone into the room as a door opened. There was a set of stairs leading down from the door. The man who had held a hound head in each hand now walked down the stairs. He was joined by the man and woman that held the swords to Cael and Clarissa’s necks. 

“Nice to see you awake, Cael,” the man said, before he turned to Clarissa. “You were just as impressive as they said. You’ll have lots of questions I’m sure, so let’s get down to it.” 

With more light now shining into the basement, Cael could see the space more clearly. It was a large room, at least a few hundred square feet. It was mostly empty, save for the wall on his side having manacles and chains attached to it. Opposite him were a dozen cages made of thick iron rods. There were also a few wooden chairs lying around. 

The man introduced himself as Malcolm.

He pulled a chair and sat before them. He was the leader of Falkor. That was the name of his organisation. They were going to fight the Aserathi and eventually defeat them. They were constantly looking for new recruits. They knew of Cael and his skills with the sword. But it was Clarissa who they were really interested in. 

“You’ve actually killed Aserathi,” Malcolm said as he leaned forward in his chair, his eyes gleaming. “You’re exactly what we need to take us to the next step.” 

“You can’t defeat the Aserathi. You should stop right now. Disband. Go into hiding,” Clarissa said, sounding almost bored. 

“How do you know about me?” Cael asked. 

“We have members in your town and dozens of towns in the area,” Malcolm said before he turned his attention to Clarissa once more. “I have a secret weapon. One that is sure to defeat the Aserathi.” 

Clarissa let out a sigh. “Do you know how many rumours I chased in London about biological weapons that, once used, would only target the Aserathi? Not a single one turned out to exist. Humanity had its chance. We lost. You need to stop. Or you will cause thousands of innocents to die.” 

Malcolm leaned back in his chair. “I must admit, I am disappointed by your lack of faith. But it matters not. Once you see my weapon, you will change your mind.” 

“Fine. Show me this weapon of yours,” Clarissa said. 

Malcolm smiled as he climbed to his feet. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the blue balls that let out smoke. 

“There is really no need for that,” Cael began. 

But it was too late. 

Malcolm stepped back as he threw the balls at them. 

As the smoke began to rise once more, Cael pulled at the chains that held him back. It was no use. Before the room darkened, he was aware of Clarissa beside him, glaring up at Malcolm, no fear in her eyes. 


Chapter 11

Cael woke to find Clarissa gone. He was still chained to the wall in the very same basement. 

He supposed he wasn’t important enough for Malcolm to take. 

“Fuck,” Cael cursed as he became aware of the woman sitting on the chair, her face inches away from his. 

“You’re awake,” she said. 

“Yup… I am… Do you want to move your head back a bit?” 

The woman shook her head. 

“Okay…” Cael sighed. He supposed having her face so close to his wasn’t the worst thing happening to him right now. “Where is Clarissa?” 

“Malcolm took her away,” the woman said as she smiled at him. 

“Took her where?” 

“You’re really handsome, did you know that?” the woman asked. 

“Um… thanks. Where did Malcolm take Clarissa? What is he going to do to her?” 

“Once I take the mixture, I imagine I'll only desire Malcolm,” the woman said, ignoring his questions. “One man for the rest of my life…” she let out a nervous laugh. 

Cael had no idea what the woman was talking about. So he asked her. “What are you on about?” 

“I suppose there’s no harm in telling you. Once you take the mixture, you’ll be one of us,” the woman said. 

“That’s true,” Cael said, even though he still had no idea what she was talking about. “So… what are you talking about?” 

The woman introduced herself as Sandy. She was an Ashbound, but she did not have any powers. There were many like her, she said. Ashbound without powers. But that was going to change. Malcolm had created a mixture that would give her powers of strength and speed. 

“It’s also going to make me devoted to him,” she said as she smiled sadly. 

“Why will it do that?” Cael asked. 

“Malcolm is an Ashbound, but a really powerful one. You didn’t see it, but he killed that two-headed dog with ease. He has super strength, speed and his blood is special. Drinking it will give me powers, but it will also make me devoted to him.” 

“So… this mixture is his blood?” Cael asked, feeling a bit nauseated. 

“His blood mixed with the blood of an Aserathi,” Sandy said. “I am already committed to the cause and to Malcolm. But once I take the mixture, I’ll only be attracted to him. Which is fine… he’s a handsome man but… you’re really handsome,” she said as she stared at him, a deep longing visible in her eyes even in the dimly lit room. 

So that was Malcolm’s plan? 

To feed his blood to as many human Ashbound as he could and create a super army? 

It was a bit gross, but that aside, it wasn’t a terrible plan. And all these people would be devoted to him? If nothing else would be achieved, it would make Malcolm one incredibly powerful person. 

Is that why they had taken Clarissa? 

Was Malcolm right now feeding Clarissa his blood? She wouldn’t take it voluntarily. How would they force it down her throat? 

Malcolm’s blood mixed with that of an Aserathi… That's why they had kidnapped Ilaria.

Were they going to bleed her dry?

Or keep her alive to use as a permanent blood bank?

She was the first Aserathi he had ever met. She was nicer than the Scion, who Cael was beginning to hate with a passion. He wouldn’t be in this position if the Scion hadn’t threatened Asha and the entire town. Clarissa wouldn’t be forced to drink blood if it weren’t for the Scion. 

“What do you say to a bit of fun before… you know,” Sandy’s cheeks turned red. 

Fun? 

Oh. 

Sandy was attracted to him. 

Well, obviously she was attracted to him, he scolded himself. She had made that obvious from pretty much the second he opened his eyes. Could he use it to his advantage? Was there an opportunity to free himself? If she released him from his chains, he was confident of being able to overcome her. 

“What did you have in mind?” Cael asked. 

“Oh we can’t do what I have in mind,” Sandy laughed. “...I would want to devour you.” 

“Yeah… we… we can do that… it sounds fun,” Cael stammered. 

Sandy’s eyes fluttered. She leaned in and claimed his mouth with a passionate kiss, her tongue dancing with his.

Cael kissed her back, surprised by how good her mouth felt against his. He felt the chains dig into his skin as he leaned into her. Sandy's hands were gentle but firm as she began to explore his bound body. She tugged at his shirt, her fingernails scraping against his bare skin as she pulled it up and over his head, revealing the defined muscles of his chest and stomach.

Sandy's eyes widened at the sight of Cael's bare torso. She took a moment to drink in his maleness. Her breath grew shallower as she leaned in, her nose brushing against his skin, she inhaled his scent.

Her tongue darted out, tracing the line of his collarbone before her mouth found his nipples. She sucked gently at first, then with more urgency, her teeth grazing the sensitive flesh. Cael's body jerked in response, his cock stirring in his confinement.

Cael watched as Sandy's hands moved to the belt around his waist. Unbuckling it, she tugged at his trousers and pulled them down his leg. His cock, now semi-erect, grew in her presence, straining against the fabric of his underwear. Sandy's gaze dropped to it, and she bit her lip, her eyes full of lust.

She reached out and hooked her fingers into the waistband of his underwear, slowly peeling it away from his hips. Cael's cock sprang free and began to rise.

He wanted to curse.

Despite his circumstances, being chained to a wall and all, Cael couldn’t hide the fact Sandy had turned him on.

She dropped to her knees and took his cock into her mouth. Cael's eyes rolled back in his head as she sucked him, her lips moving with a rhythm that spoke of experience and passion. Her tongue swirled around the sensitive head, teasing and taunting, until he was fully hard and now throbbing.

Sandy pulled away from his cock and climbed to her feet. Cael let out a groan, wondering if she was just teasing him.

But then, she began to strip.

Her skirt fell to the ground, revealing her long, shapely legs and the dampness between her thighs. The blouse followed, and then her bra, exposing her large, firm breasts with their pink, erect nipples. She stepped out of her underwear, standing naked before him, her body a vision of beauty. He took in the sight of her, his cock now pulsing with desire.

Sandy's eyes never left his as she reached down and cupped her breasts. Dropping to her knees, she offered them to him.

"Suck my breasts, please," she begged, her voice a seductive purr.

Despite his position, Cael leaned forward as much as his chains allowed and took one of her nipples into his mouth. He sucked greedily.

Sandy positioned herself over his erection, the heat from her pussy radiating against the tip of his cock. Cael's eyes widened as she began to lower herself, the anticipation of her tight, wet warmth enveloped him. When she took him inside her, it was with a slow, deliberate motion that had him groaning into her chest. She was soaking wet, and he slid in easily, filling her completely.

The chains clanked against the stone wall as she began to ride him, her movements controlled and rhythmic. The sensation was unlike anything he'd ever felt before, the mix of pleasure and pain sending sparks of electricity through his body.

He sucked harder on her nipple, eliciting a moan from her, which only made her grind faster against him. Her breasts bounced with each movement, and he couldn't resist the urge to bite down, making her gasp.

Sandy's nails dug into his skin as she found her rhythm, her hips moving in a circle, grinding against him in a way that made every nerve in his cock sing. Cael's mind swam with sensation, the heat of her pussy clamping down on him, the taste of her skin, the smell of their combined arousal. It was overwhelming, and he could feel his climax building, a pressure that threatened to tear him apart from the inside out.

Her moans grew louder, echoing off the walls of the chamber. Sandy's breasts bobbed with her movements, and Cael released her nipple to watch her face, to see the pleasure etched there. Her eyes were screwed shut, her mouth open in a silent scream.

With a final, desperate push, she slammed down onto him, her walls tightening around his cock. Cael felt the beginnings of his orgasm, a tingling in his balls that shot up his shaft and through his entire body. He threw his head back, roaring as he came, his hot seed spurting into her, filling her up. Sandy's body convulsed, her own orgasm crashing over her in waves, her muscles clenching around his cock.


Chapter 12

Cael didn’t understand what had happened. 

But something had happened, that much he was sure of. 

After having what he had to admit was amazing sex, Sandy fell asleep on him.

His cock still in her pussy, her body slumped against his and she was out cold. And then, she woke with a jolt and stared at him for a long time.

She kissed him on the lips. It was a deep and passionate kiss. She then rested her head on his chest as she sighed deeply many times. 

And then she let him go. 

As in, Sandy unlocked the manacles fastened around his wrists. 

It was a strange thing to do and she was aware of it because she said, “I don’t know why I’m letting you go. I’m probably going to get into a lot of trouble. You should go before I change my mind.” 

Now free, Cael shot to his feet, pulled up his trousers and bolted out of the house. It was still the same house the hound had led them to. He spotted the beast’s headless body on the ground as he ran past.

Cael had a good sense of direction. In his line of work, he needed to have one. He ran for what seemed like hours until he arrived at the cottage from which he had set off with Clarissa earlier that day. 

It was only when he got into her massive car did he pause to catch his breath. 

Cael sat in the front seat of that car for a long time, his hands on the steering wheel, he stared ahead at nothing. There was too much going on in too short a space of time. It was overwhelming. He needed to get some rest and clear his head. 

With that in mind, Cael turned the car on and drove back to his flat. As he stepped out of the car, he paused by the front door. 

Ilaria. 

Was she still here? 

He had no idea what her agenda was, why she was still sticking around, if she was around, but he didn’t want to see her. At least not now. He needed peace and quiet to process what was going on. 

With his hand on the knob, his head resting against the door, Cael sighed. 

What was going on? 

How had his whole world turned upside down so quickly? It was supposed to be just another job. Three men had taken over a cottage that didn’t belong to them. Go in, get them out, get paid, go home. 

Cael sighed again. And then he opened the front door. 

“Oh fuck,” he grumbled. 

Ilaria stood in the corridor, her arms folded across her chest. “You’ve been gone awhile,” she said, frowning. 

“Yeah I-” Cael stopped. Why was he explaining himself to her? “You’re not my mum.” 

“Well, I should hope not,” Ilaria said, now smiling mischievously.

“I need to rest,” Cael said. As he walked down the corridor, he turned sideways to slip past her.

It didn’t work. 

She basically placed a hand either side of his waist and then pushed her body right up against him. 

She stared up at him now, her lips pursed. “I’m a really important Aserathi, you know.” 

“Okay…” 

“You should be honoured that someone like me is interested in you. I don’t know why I am, but I am,” Ilaria said. Her hands moved from his waist and rested on his chest. “You are handsome,” she said, as she felt his body, “But there are many handsome men out there… I could have any one of them, you know.” 

What Cael knew was that Ilaria was a bit full of herself.

Sure, she was attractive.

Pretty face, nice eyes, slim, but curves in the right place. But to say she could have any man she wanted? Yeah, she probably could, he had to admit. It wasn’t saying much though. Some guys would fuck anything on two legs.  

“You don’t believe me, do you?” she asked, as she looked up at his eyes. “You think I’m lying.” 

“Honestly,” Cael said, “I don’t think I understand what on earth is going on here…” 

“What do you mean?” Ilaria asked, frowning. 

“Why are you here?” Cael asked, frustration building within him. “You’re an Aserathi. You were kidnapped by some guys. One of them got away. Don’t you want to go out there and hunt him down? Get some of that famous Aserathi revenge?” 

“Kill him, his whole family and a few towns worth of people in the vicinity?” Ilaria asked, her tone soft. 

Fuck. 

Was she going to go and murder a bunch of people because of what he had just said? Could she murder a bunch of people? Ilaria was an Aserathi, but was she really powerful? She claimed to be, but as a general rule, powerful people, human or Aserathi, didn't feel the need to go around announcing it every few seconds.

It was possible that she could have Aserathi friends in high places… a pretty girl like her could probably sway a Scion or two into committing atrocities for her.  

Fuck. 

Was he going to be responsible for the deaths of innocent humans because he wanted to sleep? That was why he was a bit grumpy, wasn’t it? Because he was tired and wanted to sleep, clear his head and then figure out what needed doing to sort this mess out. 

“You think all Aserathi are unimaginably cruel and evil beings, don’t you?” Ilaria asked, her gaze distant, her shoulders hunched, she looked… sad. 

“Well… if the shoe fits,” Cael mumbled.

“And humans are so good, are they? Isn’t human history littered with wars and atrocities? You had two world wars. Who were you fighting? Yourselves. That’s how evil you lot are,” Ilaria said as her eyes flared in anger. 

It was a fair point, Cael supposed. He did know a little of human history before the arrival of the Aserathi. It wasn’t exactly a shining example of equality and justice. 

Ilaria’s brief moment of anger faded quickly. She leaned against the corridor, her arms folded across her chest, her brows furrowed, she looked annoyed now. 

“I’m sick and tired of humans judging every single Aserathi as demons that have spawned from hell to devour their souls. When I first saw you, I don’t know why, but I thought you would be different. But you’re not,” Ilaria said as she looked up at him. “You’re just like the rest of them. You have a blind hatred for us Aserathi… and to think, I wanted to be intimate with you,” she let out a bitter chuckle. “I’ll be out of your hair, Cael. I hope your life goes well.” 

Ilaria walked down the corridor, opened the front door and stepped out. She closed the door without looking back. 

She was gone. 

Ilaria walking out was the most normal thing to have happened since he met her. 

She was a problem he had worried about from the moment he found out she was an Aserathi. And unlike the rest of his day, where the problems seemed to pile up and not have any solutions, this one had just solved itself. 

So why did he feel bad? 

He knew why. 

Because if she were human, he wouldn’t have treated her the way he did. 

If he had found a human girl in the bathtub, tied down by bad men, Cael would have brought her back to his flat, he would have made her some tea, he would have asked her if she had a place to stay, he would have asked her if she needed help getting back to wherever the men had kidnapped her from. 

Humans were evil too. 

Ilaria had been right about that. 

That didn’t mean all humans were evil. 

Could the same be said about the Aserathi? 

What if Ilaria was the first good Aserathi and he had pushed her away? 

Fuck, Cael cursed mentally. He had a feeling he was going to regret this. 

He rushed out the front door and charged down the street. 

Ilaria hadn’t gone far. 

Cael paused to stare at her, his brows furrowed. 

Ilaria was moving in what could only be described as slow motion. She turned her head to look back at him. Cael noted how that didn’t occur in slow motion. 

“How long have you been standing there?” Ilaria asked, eyes narrow. 

“Long enough,” Cael said, his arms now folded across his chest. “That whole long speech you gave earlier, was it just spiel?”  

“It wasn’t spiel. It was the truth. Normally, I would have left by now. But for some reason, I don’t want to go… I want to stay with you. Why is that, Cael? What’s up with you?” 


Chapter 13

Cael sat at the table with Asha and Ilaria in his little kitchen. In front of him was a bowl of choco cereal. It was a good twenty years old, based on the date on the package. But it was still good. At some point, during the war with the Aserathi, humans had managed to create really long lasting foods. 

There were three bowls of cereal on the table. Two were empty. The third was full. 

“Are you not hungry?” Asha asked as she eyed Ilaria’s full bowl. 

“I’m very hungry. But not for-” she stopped to look down at her bowl. She lifted a spoon of choco hoops covered in milk, then dropped it, letting it hit the bowl with a splash “What is this?”

“It’s cereal…” Cael said. “How do you not know what cereal is?” 

“What do you do with it?” 

Asha stared at Ilaria, eyes wide, mouth a little open. “What-” she shook her head and blinked rapidly a couple of times. “Are you asking what we do with cereal?” 

“I know you eat it,” Ilaria said, as she played with her food. “But why do you eat it? What is it even made of?” 

“It’s made of-” Asha began, before she stopped and reached for the cereal box. She squinted as she tried to read the ingredients. But it was an old package and the printing had faded. “It’s made of wheat… I think…” 

“Wheat that’s a hundred years old?” Ilaria asked as she continued to stare at the cereal, a pout on her face. 

“Not all of us live like Aserathi, eating-” Cael stopped, not knowing what it was that Aserathi did indeed eat. 

“What do you normally eat?” Asha asked as she leaned forward, eyes wide in fascination. “What’s it like being an Aserathi? Is it like… you know. All the clothes you could ever want to wear, all the food you could ever want to eat? Do you all live like princesses?” 

“There is some of that,” Ilaria said slowly. “But like humans, some Aserathi have more than others and… like humans, we quibble and fight each other. Death and destruction is always around the corner.” 

That’s what Cael’s life felt like right now.

Like there was trouble around every corner. But unlike the Aserathi, he didn’t sleep on a nice comfortable bed and eat steak every night. His cereal, which he had enjoyed only moments ago, now didn’t seem that appealing anymore. 

As Asha asked questions about life as an Aserathi, and Ilaria responded, Cael’s thoughts turned to Clarissa. Taken by Malcolm to be forcibly converted into a believer in his war.

He imagined she would probably be happy with a bowl of cereal right now. 

Having rested and eaten, Cael’s head was a little clearer. But it didn’t make it any easier when it came to deciding what to do next. And he had to do something. Staying in his flat and burying his head in the sand wasn’t an option. 

But what was he supposed to do? 

Free Clarissa? 

Even if he did figure out where Malcolm had taken her, freeing her meant going up against Malcolm, who was an Ashbound that had a plan on beating back the Aserathi. As he sat there in the kitchen, Asha and Ilaria casually chatting about things that he could only describe as girl stuff, Cael realised he did not want to stop Malcolm. 

Ilaria might have been okay for an Aserathi, though he wasn’t completely convinced she was nice and normal for human standards. He was not fond of her species. If an Ashbound wanted to fight back against the Aserathi, Cael did not want to go up against him. 

But he couldn’t leave Clarissa at the mercy of Malcolm.

His mixture didn’t just give Ashbound increased powers. It also made them loyal to Malcolm. That didn’t sit right with Cael. It was one thing to voluntarily take the mixture, like Sandy was going to. It was another thing to have it shoved down your throat or injected into you against your will. 

Cael wasn’t naive. He didn’t think Malcolm was some sort of saint. He was certain Malcolm would force the mixture into Clarissa. 

The things Clarissa had said whilst they were both in captivity played on his mind. She had liked him all along. How had he never seen the signs? When he finally told her how he felt, she had committed to the cause of fighting the Aserathi. And to Kane. 

But now she was back. And it seemed she still had some feelings for him? How did he feel about her? He wasn’t in love… not anymore. But he still cared about her… she was his first and oldest friend. 

Then there was the bloody Scion. He would come calling at some point. Cael did not have any good news for the Scion. Not only had he made no progress in catching Malcolm, who he assumed was the Ashbound the Scion had been referring to, he had managed to lose the two headed beast. 

He hoped it wasn’t the Scion’s favourite pet beast…  

“Cael?” Asha called his name as she placed a hand on his back. 

She was staring at him, concern in her eyes. Ilaria was staring at him too, but her expression was unreadable. 

“Cael?” Asha repeated his name. 

“What’s up?” he asked. 

“Asha called your name like five times,” Ilaria said. 

She did? Cael had only heard her say his name twice. He must have zoned out. “I was thinking,” he muttered. 

“Humans can't think and listen at the same time?” Ilaria asked. “No wonder we won the war so easily.” 

Cael glared at her.

Ilaria didn’t seem to notice. “What were you thinking about?” 

“It’s been a long day,” Cael said, yawning. He could do with another nap. 

“Where have you been all day?” Asha asked. “I was waiting for you.” 

Oh, right. Cael had taken Asha’s virginity and basically disappeared in the middle of the night. Not something a good boyfriend would do. 

He told them both what had happened, how James and Joe, the local policemen, knocked on his door in the middle of the night and took him to the mayor’s office, where a Scion waited for him to discuss the gun he had recovered the day before. 

“A Scion?” Asha gasped, her eyes wide. “What did he look like?” 

“They look just like you and him,” Ilaria said.

“Is it true?” Asha asked, apparently still gripped by the description of the Scion. 

“More or less. He had white hair, blue eyes and a scar on his cheek.” 

“Oh?” Ilaria’s interest suddenly seemed to peak. “That’s Cravin.” 

“Okay?” Matthew frowned. “Do you just know all the Scions by description or..?” 

“Cravin’s got a bit of a reputation for being cruel. You should keep an eye on him,” Ilaria said casually, before asking, “Do you have apples?” 

“Apples?” Asha asked. 

“Yup. Apples. Red, round, sometimes sweet, sometimes not so much. It’s a fruit. You-”

“We know what apples are,” Cael cut her off. “And no, we don’t have any apples.” 

“Ugh,” Ilaria made a face. “Fine. Carry on with your story.” 

After glaring at Ilaria for a few more moments, Cael did continue with his story. But he didn’t get far before Ilaria interrupted once more. 

“Ooo that’s not good,” Ilaria said. “Calvin doesn’t make threats lightly. He’s going to do something bad.” 

“But he said everyone was safe for now,” Cael protested. 

“Nah,” Ilaria shook her head as she stared at the bowl of cereal before her that had now disintegrated into mush. 

“What do you mean nah?” Cael asked, feeling his frustrations begin to grow. 

“Calvin is what you humans would call an evil sadistic bastard,” Ilaria said. 

“That’s what we call all Aserathi,” Cael said. 

“Ha - funny,” Ilaria smiled for a second. “But really. This guy is bad news. He loves to kill humans and drink their blood.” 

“My blood?” Asha asked, suddenly looking very pale. 

Cael wasn’t sure how seriously he should take Ilaria.

It was partly the way she spoke.

So casual about things that were dark and horrific.

And it was partly the things she was saying.

Calvin drank human blood? Why? Just why would he do that? The Aserathi weren’t vampires. 

“He might not drink your blood,” Ilaria said nonchalantly. “But he does drink human blood. A lot. Like how I drink wine,” she continued, and then she looked around the kitchen. “Do you have wine?” 

“I don’t have wine,” Cael said through gritted teeth. “Can I finish my story?” 

“Ugh,” Ilaria grumbled again. “No apples, no wine… fine. Finish your story.” 

Cael kept it brief and the details sparse in the hopes of finishing his story quickly before Ilaria interrupted again. He told of how Clarissa appeared in the mayor’s office along with a two headed hound. Asha’s mouth opened, her eyes widened, but she remained silent, holding back her questions as she waited for him to finish. He told them how they drove to the cottage, and with the help of the hound, followed the scent of the third man that had escaped. 

The hound led them to a house. There wasn’t much of a fight. The hound was killed and he, along with Clarissa, were captured. 

“They killed an Orthrus?” Ilaria asked, her interest again peaked, as if everything he had said earlier had been dull and mundane. “How?”  

Cael assumed that was the name of the two-headed dog. He shrugged his shoulders. He hadn’t witnessed Malcolm killing the two-headed beast. 

“They’re very hard to kill,” Ilaria said. “This Ashbound man must have talent.” 

Cael continued telling what had happened. How he was trapped in a basement, how Clarissa was taken away and how Sandy freed him. 

He left out a few details. 

In Ilaria’s presence, he didn’t want to give away the fact that Malcolm had a mixture that could create super humans. He still didn’t trust her. She was an Aserathi. Her loyalties would lie with her own kind. 

And he left out why Sandy had freed him. 

He didn’t fully understand it himself. She had sex with him and then… she let him go. Cael was aware women found him attractive. But… He barely knew Sandy. It didn’t make sense for her to betray Malcolm and free him just because he had a handsome face.

He wasn’t that handsome. 

“Sandy just let you go?” Asha asked, her voice quiet. 

“Well… yeah,” Cael said, shrugging. 

“Why would she do that?” Ilaria asked, an eyebrow raised. 

“I don’t know,” Cael said quickly. He shrugged his shoulders again and then wondered if he was shrugging his shoulders too much. “What am I supposed to do? I need to free Clarissa, but I don’t know where she is.” 

“You need to be more focused on stopping this Malcolm fella. Otherwise Cravin is going to do some carving,” Ilaria said, her lips twitching. “Get it? Like… carving humans and his name is Cravin. I can never tell if humans have a sense of humour,” she finished, her brows creased. 

“It’s not funny…” Cael muttered. “You Aserathi killed so many of us…” he felt a sudden rage as he stared at Ilaria. His parents, Asha’s parents, both were probably killed by the Aserathi and here she was making jokes? 

“Right. Sorry about that…” Ilaria said, now wearing a grim smile. “Um… so what are you going to do?” 

Cael didn’t know the answer to that. He had been thinking about it since he escaped from the basement and so far he had no answer. 

There was a knock on the door. 

“Who’s that?” Asha asked as she jumped in her seat. 

Cael climbed to his feet and walking down the corridor, he headed towards his room and in the opposite direction of the front door. Grabbing his sword, he walked down the corridor, this time towards the front door. 

“What are you going to do with your sword?” Asha asked, fear in her voice.  

“Yes, Cael. What are you going to do with your sword?” Ilaria asked, an eyebrow raised.  

He stopped by the front door, sword in one hand, his other hand on the door handle. It was a good question. 

What was he going to do with his sword? 

He assumed it was James and Joe on the other side. They had come to check up on him, probably escort him back to the mayor’s office to report to the Scion. 

Who else could it be?

Malcolm and his crew? 

He doubted it. Cael wasn’t important enough to be chased all the way to his flat.  

If it were James and Joe, was he going to kill them? 

No. 

As annoying as they were, and useless, stupid, slow, breathe too loud… the list was endless, he realised. But he wasn’t going to kill them over that stuff. So why did he have the sword? 

Because it was his go to thing when in danger. 

Slash at things with his sword.

Cael let out a deep sigh. 

It wasn’t the answer right now. 

He held the sword behind his back and opened the door. 

“Oh, hey,” Cael said in surprise. It wasn’t at all who he expected. “Sandy.” 

She leapt at him, arms spread open. Cael dropped the sword and spread his arms out, not because he missed her so much, but because she came at him with a speed that could have knocked him to the ground if he didn’t catch her.  

She slammed her chest into his and wrapped her arms around his back.

“Thank God you’re okay. I was so worried,” Sandy said as she kissed him on the lips.  


Chapter 14

Cael stood in the corridor to his flat, Sandy in his arms as she kissed him on the lips. He kissed her back. It was mostly instinct. If an attractive woman kisses you, your brain automatically decides you kiss back, right? 

And then, his brain really kicked in and he moved his head back and his lips away from Sandy. He let go of her and stepped back. 

“Sooo this is Sandy, huh?” Ilaria asked. She stood in the corridor, leaning against the kitchen door, a smirk on her face. “She’s kinda hot.” 

Asha was in the corridor too. She looked crestfallen as she stood awkwardly, her fingers twiddling. 

“Um… what uhh.., what are you doing here, Sandy?” Cael asked. 

“I couldn’t stop thinking about you… I don’t know why… You were chained to the wall and you couldn’t even move when we had sex… you couldn’t hold me with your powerful arms… but it was still the best sex I ever had… I had to come and see you,” Sandy said. 

“You had sex with her?” Asha asked, her voice barely above a whisper. 

“Wow, Cael. I am impressed. Which is odd, because I’m not usually impressed by humans,” Ilaria said as she stared at him with renewed interest. 

“I didn’t have sex with her,” Cael protested. “Well, I did but… the plan was to overpower her and escape when she freed me from the chains but… she didn’t take my chains off. She kinda pulled my trousers down and-” Cael stopped, deciding he had shared enough information. 

“You must have been so afraid, chained to that wall,” Asha said as she gave a weak smile. She then turned and walked down the corridor and into his bedroom. 

“You only had sex with me to escape?” Sandy asked, her face now crestfallen. 

“Sandy, I was chained to a fucking wall. There was a psycho that was going to force feed me a mixture that was going to turn me into his slave. Yes, I wanted to get the hell out of there. Yes, that’s why I had sex with you,” Cael said, feeling frustration growing inside him. 

“The mixture would have given you powers too,” Sandy said sullenly. 

“I don’t want powers if it’s going to turn me into anyone’s slave!” Cael snapped. 

He turned and marched down the corridor towards his bedroom, ignoring Ilaria as he passed her. Once in his room, he found Asha sitting on the bed, her legs crossed, she stared up at him and smiled. Again, a weak smile.

“You don’t have to explain yourself to me,” Asha said before he could talk. “We didn’t agree to be exclusive or anything. It’s not like I’m your girlfriend,” she added as she stared up at him, a longing in her eyes. 

Cael sat on the bed beside her. He placed a hand on hers, their fingers interlocked. “The plan was to escape the moment she unchained me. But she never did… she unbuckled my belt and pulled my trousers down and… I kept waiting to be free, but she sat on my lap and it just happened.” He squeezed her hand. “I do really like you, Asha,” he added softly. 

“I like you a lot too,” Asha said. She turned her head to look up at him and smiled. “Um… what about Clarissa?” 

“What about her?” 

“Do you still love her?” 

“What?”

“You used to love her, didn’t you?” Asha asked slyly. 

“How do you know that?” Cael asked.

Asha shrugged her shoulders. “There are rumours about you… most say you might be gay, some say you were in love with this Clarissa girl who left you for an Ashbound named Kane.” 

Pretty accurate rumours, Cael thought. He wondered why he was surprised. It was a small town. “Wait, there’s a rumour going around saying that I’m gay?” 

“Yes,” Asha nodded. 

“Why?”

“Because you turned down a lot of women, probably.” 

“That is fair,” Cael nodded. 

“I know you’re not gay,” Asha chuckled as she freed her hand from his and placed it on his lap. “So… Do you love Clarissa?” 

“I don’t love her…” Cael said softly. At least, not in that way. He did care for her. As a friend. And he did find her attractive. But did he love her? Not anymore… 

“You know… a guy like you could be with any woman or… many women… I’m okay with that,” she said as she looked up at him serenely. 

“Um… okay.” 

“So, if you want to sleep with Sandy, or Ilaria, or Clarissa, that’s fine by me,” Asha said. 

She continued to stare up at him, waiting for a response. Cael had no idea what to say to her. What was he supposed to say? Should he thank her? Was this a trap of some sort? 

Lucky for him, the door to the bedroom opened and in walked Ilaria. “We need to talk,” she said. 

“Yeah, let’s do that,” Cael said eagerly as he climbed to his feet. “What do we need to talk about?” 

“Malcolm, and how he is creating a mixture that can give humans powers. This could be a problem,” Ilaria said. 

“Right,” Cael nodded. He did not want to talk about that. 

“Why didn’t you mention his mixture earlier?” Ilaria asked. 

Cael shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t think I really understood his mixture potion thing,” he lied.

“You can’t leave out things like that, Cael. Our partnership isn’t going to work if you do that,” Ilaria said, her arms now crossed over her chest. 

“Partnership?” Cael repeated. What was she talking about? They were not partners. She was more like a leech he couldn’t seem to pull off. But he didn’t say that part out loud. She was an Aserathi. 

“Yes, Cael. Partners.” Ilaria let out a deep sigh. “Asha, can you kindly leave the room please.” 

Asha climbed to her feet and walked out without a question or even a look back at Cael. 

“Did you just mind control her?” Cael asked, frowning. 

“Sit, Cael,” Ilaria said. 

Cael looked down at the bed. He did not want to sit. He looked back at Ilaria. “Did you try to mind control me?” he asked. “And why do you keep using my name?” 

“Cael? Because it’s your name…” 

“I know, but you don’t hear me saying Ilaria at the end of every sentence.” 

“Sit,” Ilaria hissed. 

Cael glared at her. 

There was something about her that radiated power. 

It wasn’t always there. 

Almost as if she kept it hidden on purpose. 

But right now, he could feel it. 

This was not some weak Aserathi that could be kidnapped by men and kept bound in a bathtub. Not unless she wanted it to happen… 

“I’m going to sit, but only because I want to,” Cael said. And then, he sat back down onto the bed. 

“We need to go over some ground rules,” Ilaria said as she now paced up and down his room. 

“Who are you?” 

“I’m Ilaria, Cael. Do keep up.” 

“Who are you really? A powerful Scion? Are you Marthuris?” he asked with a slight chuckle. 

“Marthuris is a man, Cael. Do I look like a man?” 

Cael shook his head. Ilaria did not look like a man at all. 

“Glad to know you can see that I am not a man. Now, ground rules,” Ilaria said. She stopped pacing up and down the room and instead walked towards him, stopping as the tip of her feet touched his, she looked down and placed her hands on his shoulders. “You cannot keep any secrets from me. Do you understand?” 

Cael stared up at her. There it was again. That power radiating from every fibre on her body. And then it happened. His head rose, then dropped. 

It was a nod. 

One his head had given. 

But not one his brain had commanded his head to do… 

“What the fuck…” Cael mumbled. “You used your powers on me, didn’t you?” he whispered. 

Ilaria parted her legs and hiked up her dress. And then, she sat on his lap, her face inches away from his. “I don’t want any secrets between us, Cael. I’m one of the good ones. You need to trust me.” 

She had a funny way of showing she was one of the good ones, Cael thought, what with forcing him to nod against his will. 

“Do you have any secrets to share with me?” she asked softly as her green eyes seemed to pierce into him. 

“No,” Cael shook his head. 

“Are you sure?” 

“Pretty sure,” Cael replied, honestly. He didn’t have anything left to hide from her. 

“Why is it then that I want to have sex with you?” Ilaria asked, frowning. 


Chapter 15

Ilaria sat on Cael’s lap, facing him, her legs that were spread either side of his outer thighs, she had now wrapped around his waist. 

She was incredibly flexible, he noted. 

“Why do I want to have sex with you, Cael?” Ilaria asked, frowning. 

And it was a frown on her face. Like she couldn’t understand why she would be interested in him. 

Was she a speciesist? 

As an Aserathi, did she see it beyond her to be attracted to lowly humans? 

No. That couldn’t be right. Ilaria had no problem making a move on Asha. 

“You’re tall and handsome, Cael. You’re fairly capable for a human. Normally, I wouldn’t be surprised that I am attracted to you. Humans look identical to us Aserathi. But it’s not just me. Sandy, whose only job was to make sure you didn’t escape, couldn’t control herself for a single day. She had to have you. And now, she’s in your flat, having betrayed her whole cause for you. Isn’t that a little suspicious?” 

“It’s a bit odd…” Cael admitted. It was something he had wondered himself.

“So, the question is, why?” Ilaria asked. 

“I don’t know,” Cael replied honestly. 

Ilaria stared at him for a long time, her lips parted slightly. And then, her voice husky, she said, “I’m going to have sex with you now, Cael.” 

“Yeah, I don’t want to do that right now,” Cael said as he placed his hands on her shoulders with the plan to lift her off his lap. 

“Nonsense. Of course you do,” Ilaria replied as she held his hands in hers, interlocking fingers. 

“Nope,” Cael said as he tried to free himself from her grip. It was not easy. He found she was very strong.  

“Look at me, Cael,” Ilaria said. 

When he did not look at her, she let go of his left hand, slapped him across the cheek, then took hold of his hand once more. 

Now Cael stared at her, eyes wide. “What the fuck!” 

“I needed to get your attention,” Ilaria said calmly. 

“That hurt!” 

“There is an imprint of my hand on your cheek…” Ilaria said, before adding, “I forget how soft you humans are.” 

“Are all Aserathi like you?” Cael growled. 

“I like to think I’m unique,” Ilaria said as she fluttered her eyelids. “Why?” 

“You’re fucking insane! Why the hell would I want to have sex with you? You just slapped me. Really hard!” 

“Asha is cute. Sandy has a nice pair of tits. But I’m way hotter than both of them. And, as an Aserathi, I have hundreds of years of experience. You will have the best time of your life, Cael,” she said, her voice sultry. 

Cael stared at Ilaria. She did not look a year above twenty three. Or maybe twenty four. “You’re not hundreds of years old.” 

“Oh, you flirt,” Ilaria grinned.

And then she kissed him on the lips. 

Her lips were soft, as was her tongue. Her mouth had this intoxicating scent to it. He wanted more. So he kissed her back. At the same time, his body relaxed, no longer resisting. Noticing as much, Ilaria released her grip on his hands.

Pulling away from him, she climbed to her feet, a mischievous grin on her face, Cael sat on the edge of the bed, his heart racing, his eyes taking in Ilaria’s form. She was dressed in a simple green silky dress that clung to her curves.

With a seductive smile, Ilaria began to unzip her dress, revealing the lacy black lingerie beneath. Cael's eyes wandered over her body, his breath hitching as he took in the sight of her. He reached out, his fingertips brushing against her smooth skin, and she leaned into his touch, kissing him on the lips as she removed her lingerie. It fell at her feet, and she was naked before him, her body a masterpiece of sensual curves and soft, inviting flesh.

Her hand moved to his shirt, and she began to unbutton it with a practiced ease. As the fabric parted, her eyes traced the lines of his muscles and the definition of his chest. She leaned in, her breath hot against his skin as she kissed his neck, her teeth grazing his earlobe.

Cael groaned, the sound deep and animalistic, as she undid his belt and unzipped his pants. His cock sprang free, hard and eager, and she took it in her hand, stroking it gently before lowering her head to take him into her mouth.

Cael's eyes rolled back in his head as she sucked him, her tongue swirling around the tip before she took him deeper. She played with his balls, massaging gently in her hand as she bobbed her head.

His fingers threaded through her hair, gripping it gently as she worked him closer and closer to the edge. And then, with a teasing smile, she pulled back, leaving his cock glistening with her saliva, she guided him to the bed, her own legs parting as she lay on her back.

Looking up at him, Ilaria's eyes sparkled with mischief as she reached down to spread her pussy lips with her fingers, exposing herself to him. "Suck me," she murmured, her voice a siren's call. "I want to feel your mouth on me."

He leaned in between her legs. The scent of her arousal was intoxicating, and he took a moment to breathe her in before pressing a tentative kiss to her inner thigh.

Ilaria's legs fell open wider, inviting him closer. He took the cue and as his mouth sucked on her pussy, she gasped, her hands tightening in his hair.

Her taste was like nothing he'd ever experienced. It was sweet and tangy and unique.

It was addictive.

He licked and kissed her, his tongue probing her folds and finding the hard little nub at their apex. She moaned, arching her back and pushing herself against his face, guiding him to the spot. He latched onto her clit, sucking and nibbling gently, his eyes locked onto hers. Her breathing grew ragged, her chest heaving as she watched him.

"More," she gasped, her voice strained with need.

Cael obeyed and slid a finger inside her, feeling her wetness and the warm embrace of her pussy. He drove his finger in and out of her pussy as he sucked on her clit. The way she responded to him, Cael had never felt so connected to another person.

Her breath grew shorter, her moans louder, until she was panting, her nails digging into his back. He could feel her approaching climax. Her muscles tightened around his finger as her thighs closed in around his head. Cael redoubled his efforts, eager to make her come.

With a sharp cry, she did, her body convulsing as he continued to suck and lick, not stopping until she was limp and sated.

“You did good, babe,” Ilaria whispered. “Now fuck me,” she added, her eyes glazed with passion.

Cael didn't need any more encouragement. He positioned himself between her legs, his cock pulsing with desire. He guided the tip to her wet entrance, feeling her heat surround him as he pushed in.

Ilaria's eyes widened as he filled her, her hands gripping the bedsheets as she adjusted to his size. With a deep, animalistic groan, Cael began to move, his hips driving into hers with a rhythm that was instinctual, primal. He watched her face, her eyes squeezed shut, her mouth open in a silent scream of pleasure.

Her breasts bounced with each impact, and he leaned down to take one in his mouth, sucking and biting at the sensitive peak as she writhed beneath him.

As he sucked on her breasts and drove his cock in and out of Ilaria’s pussy, she took his hand in hers and guided it to her curvy ass. Cael gripped her ass cheeks and pulled at them.

But Ilaria wanted more.

She guided his thumb to her rose bud and pushed. Cael felt the tight ring of muscle give way as his thumb entered her ass. 

The sensation was new and strange, but as he felt her body react, the way she gasped and arched her back, he knew he'd found another button to push, another way to make her crazy with need.

Cael fucked her harder, his thumb moving in tandem with his cock, feeling the way her pussy gripped him as she grew wetter, tighter around him. Her breath was coming in gasps now, her body taut as a bowstring, and Cael knew she was close to her second orgasm.

With each stroke, he pushed his thumb a little deeper into her ass, feeling her sphincter clench around him. The dual penetration was driving her wild. He could feel her orgasm building, could see it in the way her toes curled and her eyes rolled back. Cael was close to shooting his own load.

Suddenly, she stiffened beneath him, her whole body tensing as she came, her pussy spasming around his cock.

Cael groaned, feeling the waves of her pleasure crash over him. He couldn't hold out much longer. With one final, powerful thrust, his cock pulsed as he emptied himself into her. His body collapsed onto hers, and for a moment, they were one, his cock in her pussy, his thumb in her ass.

Their bodies slick with sweat, Cael rolled of Ilaria and lay beside her on the bed, feeling satisfied.  


Chapter 16

Cael sat in Clarissa’s oversized car, one hand on the driving wheel, his other hand rested on the gearbox as he drove a gentle thirty miles per hour down the A Road. 

The tarmac was in good condition. 

He could have probably gone faster, maybe forty miles an hour. But he didn’t want to risk it in case he came across a pothole the size of a bathtub on a bend. 

Sitting beside him was Ilaria. 

She had nothing with her when she came to his flat. No bag, no suitcase. But somehow, she had managed to find a change of clothes. She was dressed wearing a really short black leather skirt and a white blouse. 

Cael had never seen clothes so nice. Not a single mark on them. Not a single tear, or loose stitching. 

It took some effort to keep his eyes on the road, so short was her skirt. 

Sitting in the backseat was Sandy.

He would have preferred her at the front. Especially seeing as she was going to guide them to where Malcolm had taken Clarissa. But Ilaria sat in the front. And there was no telling an Aserathi to move. They were stubborn as fuck. 

The plan was to rescue Clarissa. 

Cael had been clear about that to the point where he had held Ilaria’s hands, asked her to focus on the words coming out of his mouth, and then nod if she understood. 

“We’re going to rescue Clarissa. Not kill Malcolm. Do you understand?” Cael asked. 

“I like your hands. So firm, but soft. But also kinda rough,” Ilaria grinned.

“Can you please focus? Listen to the words coming out of my mouth. Save Clarissa. Leave Malcolm for now. Do you understand?” 

“Oh I understand olrite,” Ilaria’s eyes fluttered. “I understand why Sandy and Asha are hooked on you. That cock of yours… It really knows how to push the buttons,” she purred. 

“Buttons? There are buttons?” 

The conversation was properly derailed by that point. Cael wasn’t sure if Ilaria was intentionally teasing him, or if she really did not hear what he was saying. He made a mental note to reiterate the plan once they reached the location. 

The countryside around them stretched out in rolling swathes of muted green and golden yellow. Early autumn fields were dotted with round hay bales and grazing sheep. Farming was one of the few sectors that recovered quickly from the war. Everyone needed food.  

Hedgerows lined the edges of the road, their growth wild and tangled, sprouting elderflowers and blackberry vines that clawed toward the tarmac. Here and there, copses of old trees stood in the distance like sentinels—oaks, ash, and the occasional chestnut. The sky overhead was pale and cloud-streaked, heavy with the weight of a mild but unsettled afternoon.

The A road, once a proud arterial route, bore the scars of the war and the decades without real attention that followed. Long, jagged cracks webbed across the surface. The white lines had faded to nothing, and every few miles they passed over a shallow dip or rise where the road had slumped slightly with time. Potholes came in irregular intervals—some minor jostles, others deep enough to send a jolt through the suspension and make Cael grimace. Signs leaned at awkward angles, rust spreading from their bolts.

Off to the side of the road, occasional cottages came into view—long-forgotten places that had been reclaimed by time and the encroaching wild. One, half-collapsed, had ivy threading through the empty window frames and a roof sagging in the middle like a broken spine. Another stood silent and whole, but all its windows were blackened or missing, the garden overtaken by nettles and rose thorns. A low stone wall, once tidy, lay crumbling in parts, as if something had pushed through long ago and no one had ever returned to repair it.

“Here,” Sandy said suddenly, tapping Cael’s shoulder. “Next left. Take that lane.”

Cael nodded and turned off the A road, the car’s wheels crunching over loose gravel as they transitioned onto a narrow country lane. 

The new road was barely wider than the car itself, flanked by tall hedges and encroaching foliage. Ferns brushed the side mirrors. The lane dipped into hollows and rose in steep little humps, occasionally veering around tight bends that left Cael blind to what was coming next. Overhead, branches arched together like a tunnel in places, blotting out the sky in flickering green shade.

They passed more dwellings here, scattered like ghosts among the trees. A row of three stone cottages leaned into one another, windows boarded up or shattered, chimneys crumbling. One had its door swinging loose on one hinge, revealing only darkness inside. Moss had overtaken the roofs, and weeds pushed up through what remained of the cobbled paths. Another house, brick-built and once grand, sat in the bend of the lane, its upper floor charred black, ivy curled up the walls like fingers reclaiming a ruin.

Birdsong echoed faintly in the hedgerows. A hare darted across the road ahead of them and vanished into the underbrush. Cael found that reassuring. Everything else around here looked so dead and deserted. 

“Pull over there,” Sandy pointed.

Cael eased the car onto a grassy verge at the edge of a slight clearing and turned off the ignition. He glanced around. There was nothing in sight. No buildings. Just fields and trees. 

“There’s a farmhouse not far from here. But we should walk. They will have lots of… security,” Sandy said. 

Cael stepped out of the car and headed to the back. He opened the boot and reached for his sword. It was a rescue mission. The plan was to sneak in, find Clarissa and sneak out. But plans rarely worked without any hitches. 

“What sort of security are we talking about?” Cael asked. 

Sandy shrugged her shoulders as she stood a couple of feet away from him, her arms folded across her chest, she stared at him, a longing in her eyes, a pout on her lips. 

“You don’t know?” 

“Not exactly… I only went once because-” she stopped. 

“Because?” Cael asked, frowning. 

Sandy’s cheeks began to burn as she stared down at her feet. “Malcolm wanted to meet me to see if… he ranks his women and-” she stopped again. 

Cael didn’t understand any of that, so he looked to Ilaria. The Aserathi was leaning against the car and staring ahead at the fields. 

“It is a beautiful world, this one,” she said. 

Ilaria was hundreds of years old, she had said, even though she didn’t look it. Which meant, Ilaria wasn’t born on Earth. She had come from another planet. The Aserathi home world.

“What’s your home world like?” he asked, suddenly forgetting all about Sandy and whatever it was that she was hiding. 

“It’s not like this,” Ilaria said as she continued to stare ahead at the fields and the trees. “It’s hotter in some places, other places, it’s darker… and around every corner, you find monsters lurking…” 

Cael slid his sword between his belt and stood beside Ilaria, his hands on his hips. “Is that why you came here? Because of the monsters?” 

Ilaria shook her head. “The monsters were a nuisance, sure. But I don’t know why we came. One day, I was in Virelya, the next moment, I was pulled into this planet that was so much softer.” 

“Virelya? That’s the name of the Aserathi home world?” Cael asked. 

Ilaria turned to look at him, a smile on her face. “Why am I telling you this?” 

“I don’t know,” Cael shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe because we’re friends?”  

“Are we?” Ilaria asked, her smile spreading. 

“Well… we did have sex,” Cael muttered. 

“You had sex with her too?” Sandy groaned. 

* * *

There was a farmhouse not so far, Sandy said. That’s where Clarissa would be kept. Sandy led the way through the fields. Cael followed after her as Ilaria walked beside him. 

She still had that smile on her face. 

It was a strange smile. Like she looked satisfied in a content sort of way. As if she had just found some inner peace as she sat in a field of daisies, meditating.  

They crossed a field of wildflowers and walked onto a single file narrow path, barely wider than a sheep trail; it had once been carved over time by feet and weather but was now mostly overgrown by weeds. 

The path dipped into a shallow valley, where a narrow stone bridge arched over a winding stream. The water below was slow and clear, catching the light like melted glass. Moss clung to the rocks beneath the surface, and reeds swayed at the edges. 

As they crossed the bridge and climbed the small slope at the far end, the compound came into view. 

It was an old farmhouse, sturdy and gray with slate tiles and thick stone walls stained dark from years of rain. A metal gate stretched across the drive, closed but not locked, with barbed wire strung along its top. Beyond the gate, the yard held signs of life—two men in worn jackets patrolled slowly with lean, alert dogs at their sides. 

One of the men carried a rifle slung casually over his shoulder. 

Cael hit the ground with an urgency. Beside him, Sandy and Ilaria remained on their feet. He stared up at them, eyes wide. “Get down!” he hissed. 

Sandy obeyed. She dropped to the ground beside him, rubbing her shoulder against his. 

Ilaria remained standing. “That man has a gun.” 

Cael grabbed her by the skirt and tugged. 

It wasn’t the right thing to do. 

Her skirt dropped to her ankles. 

Ilaria looked down, eyes furrowed, she stared at him. And then, she smiled. “Hey, Cael…” 

“Sorry about the skirt, but can you please drop down so we don’t get caught?” 

Ilaria pulled her skirt back up to her waist and then dropped to the ground beside him. The grass was long and hid them well from the man with the gun. 

“Sorry about pulling your skirt down,” Cael whispered. 

“It’s okay…” Ilaria continued to smile at him. 

He briefly wondered if there was something wrong with her. He didn’t recall her hitting her head recently, though that would have explained why she kept smiling like a simpleton.

“What’s the plan?” Sandy asked. 

Cael stared ahead at the compound. Sneaking in would be hard. The dogs would smell them instantly. He couldn’t charge them either. One man had a gun. Until the other day, Cael had never seen a gun before. They were banned. Now two in as many days? 

“How fast do bullets fly?” he asked. 

The smile on Ilaria’s lips faded. “Pretty fast.” Her brows furrowed. “Why do you ask?” 

“Think I can dodge them?” 

“You?” Ilaria asked. And then her lips spread into a smile. But this wasn’t a content smile. “Are you asking me if you can dodge a bullet?” she asked, her smile now a laugh. 

That was what Cael was asking. He’d been shot at before. Sure, the bullet had speed behind it… but was it always that fast? He had a feeling Ilaria thought it was a stupid question. “I have good reflexes,” he said defensively. 

“A bullet flies so fast, even the Archon cannot always dodge them. That’s why they’re banned. Even if they can’t kill an Aserathi, they sure can hurt a lot. You, my sweet Cael, cannot dodge a bullet.” 

Cael wanted to disagree. But he supposed Ilaria did have a point. If the Aserathi banned them, he supposed bullets were probably always pretty darned fast. 

And that's when he realised how out of depth he was. This wasn’t the sort of thing he was used to doing. Sure, he could take care of himself when threatened by the average man, or men. He was good with a sword. 

But going up against men with guns and dogs? Getting past them to charge into a compound potentially full of Ashbound men and women with powers? 

Sandy leaned in to whisper in his ear, “You don’t have a plan, do you?” 

“No,” Cael said glumly as he shook his head. 

“I’ll take care of the man with the gun and the dogs,” Ilaria said. “You two run inside, find Malcolm and kill him.” 

“That’s not why we're here,” Cael hissed. 

“We’re not?” Ilaria asked, appearing genuinely confused. “What are we doing here?” 

“Rescuing Clarissa,” Cael said, sighing. She really hadn’t been listening to a word he had said. “We’re not here to kill Malcolm.” 

“Okay,” Ilaria nodded, smiling. “You save Clarissa and I’ll deal with the two men up front.” 

She had agreed too easily. It was obvious she either hadn’t listened to what he had said, or she had listened, but was going to kill Malcolm anyway. Cael looked at Ilaria. Like, really looked at her. He couldn’t feel that power that had radiated from her earlier, but he knew it was in there.

Ilaria might not be a Scion level Aserathi, but she was still powerful. 

If she found Malcolm and wanted to kill him, Cael didn’t think he could stop her. She would be much too strong for him. 

But was she strong enough to kill Malcolm? He was a powerful Ashbound, wasn’t he? 

And then Cael realised he didn’t want Ilaria to die either. She was a bit odd but-

But she had climbed to her feet and was now walking towards the metal gate. The dogs had noticed her and were now barking. The man with the gun slung over his shoulder now held it in his hand, pointed in her direction. 

“If we’re going to save Clarissa, we should probably do it now,” Sandy said. “While they’re distracted?” 

Cael really wanted to finish his conversation with Ilaria. But it was too late for that now. Keeping low, he moved along the tall grass and towards the compound. He needed to focus on the task in hand. There would be trouble in the compound. More guards with guns, Ashbounds, even Malcolm himself could be in there. 


Chapter 17

The light was starting to thin as the sun began to dip over the horizon, casting long shadows across the yard. The compound lay quiet except for the barking of the dogs. Cael crouched low behind a hedge as he watched Ilaria walk towards the gate, slow and confident as if she had nothing in the world to fear. 

Which was probably true. 

Aserathi didn’t have much to fear, did they? 

Ilaria raised her hands slightly as she walked past the gate. The two men stiffened at her approach. The man with the gun pointed it at her. The Doberman pinschers continued to bark. 

“Easy boys,” Ilaria said, her voice low and honeyed. 

Cael couldn’t tell if she was talking to the men or the dogs. 

“I’m so sorry to have wandered in like this. I think I took a wrong turn somewhere… You wouldn’t believe how confusing these country paths are…”

The man with the gun relaxed somewhat as his gun lowered, now pointing at Ilaria’s feet. “You lost?” 

Ilaria gave a small, bashful laugh. “Terribly. I’ve been walking for hours. You don’t happen to have a map—or maybe just a drink?” she asked as her smile curved. “Look at those muscles on you… strong men,” she gushed. 

From behind the hedge, Cael rolled his eyes. “That shit can’t work,” he muttered. 

“Of course it will work. Have you seen her? She’s a fucking hottie,” Sandy said, before asking, “Are you jealous?” 

“Why would I be jealous?” Cael frowned. 

“I’m jealous when other girls talk to you,” Sandy muttered. “Or when they have sex with you…” she added quietly. 

Cael didn’t know how to respond to that. 

So he stayed silent and watched Ilaria talking to the men who were both smiling. Any second now and she would move to the right, the men would turn their backs and he could make a run across the yard and towards the compound. 

But Sandy wasn’t done talking. 

“I love you, Cael,” she blurted. 

He turned to look at her. “I don’t think you do.” 

“I’ve loved before. I know what the feeling is like. But this is so much more intense,” Sandy said as she glared at him, intensely. 

“You’ve only known me for a few hours at best. Maybe it’s lust?” 

“It’s love,” Sandy said firmly. “I love you.” 

If they had been dating for a few months, and Sandy had said she loved him, Cael supposed he might feel obliged to say it back. Or say something back at least. Like, thanks. But right now, he did not want to encourage whatever this was any further. 

Lucky for him, Ilaria had moved into position. The men had turned their backs across the path that Cael would run. 

Emerging from the hedge, he climbed over the low wall and dashed across the yard. He reached the compound wall and pressed his back against it. Ilaria and the men had vanished from sight now, but he could still hear them talking. 

It was safe to say, they were enamoured by the Aserathi.

And then he spotted Sandy walking towards him. 

Walking. 

Not running. 

Not keeping low. 

He wanted to tell her to get the fuck down. But he decided against making any sounds or gesturing wildly with his hands. Sandy had that psycho look at her face. He’d seen it before. Usually when he was confronting someone who refused to surrender. 

Lucky for him, Ilaria had the men so enchanted, they did not notice Sandy. 

As she came to stand before him, Cael grabbed her by the arms and pulled her to stand beside him, her back against the wall. 

And then, he took a deep breath and tried to calm himself.   

It did not work. 

“What the fuck was that? You could have been spotted!” he hissed. 

“I have to know how you feel about me…” Sandy said, now looking more tearful than angry. “Will I be a part of your life or will you discard me?” 

Cael struggled to process the words coming out of Sandy’s mouth. Discard her? Who even talked like that? She wasn’t some doll he might throw away. For starters, he was much too old to play with dolls or action figures. 

Sandy was crazy. 

Either she had always been a little crazy, or something had happened to her recently that had turned her crazy. Either way, this was not the time or place for this sort of conversation. 

“I’m not going to discard you,” he said. “But can we focus on getting in and out of this place alive? We can talk about it later?” 

Sandy nodded, looking visibly relieved. She leaned in and kissed him on the lips. Cael swallowed uncomfortably as he looked up at the compound wall. 

There was a window cracked open to his left. Keeping his back against the wall, he slid across to it. Placing his fingers under the frame, he eased it open the rest of the way. He was about to pull himself up when Sandy placed a hand on his shoulder. 

“Can you hoist me up?” she asked, her voice low. 

Cael nodded. He linked his hands together and held it out for her to use. Sandy placed a foot on it and pushed herself up. As she disappeared into the compound, he pulled himself through the window and dropped into a narrow corridor that was dimly lit.  

They were caught instantly. 

A figure stepped out from the shadows. 

He held a long gun in his hands. 

“Seriously”? Cael groaned. “Where did all these guns come from?” 

He had to give credit to the man. He did not ask questions. He did not hesitate. He pointed the gun and pulled the trigger. 

Cael reached for his sword. But before he could pull it out, Sandy jumped in front of him. At the same time, the man who had pulled the trigger, staggered back as the gun recoiled and struck him in the chest. 

The bullet that shot out of the gun missed Sandy, who stood before him like a human shield. The bullet struck the ceiling and punched a hole through it the size of his head. Cael pulled Sandy back as chunks of shattered wooden planks dropped down on them. 

Were guns just dangerous weapons to fire or did no one really know how to use them anymore, Cael wondered. 

“My hand is broken!” the man with the gun said. 

Correction, the man that had formerly held a gun in his hand. It lay beside him now as he held his hand up in shock. 

“It’s broken!” he repeated.    

The corridor was dimly lit, but Cael could still see the man’s hand and the fact that it was broken. He pulled his sword out and stepped forward. 

“What are you going to do with that?” the man asked as he stared at Cael’s sword. 

“I was going to… stab you with it,” Cael said. 

“Would you not? I don’t want to die…” the man said anxiously. 

Cael stopped walking towards the man. He had killed many before. But it was usually his instincts kicking in during the heat of battle. He’d never had one of his opponents ask not to be killed. Usually, they never had the chance. 

“You shot me,” Cael said. “I should kill you…”

“But you’re not going to now?” the man asked, hope in his eyes. 

Cael sighed. He didn’t want to be in this damned place. He didn’t want to go against humans that were going to fight the Aserathi. All he wanted to do was to free Clarissa. Cael placed his sword back between his belt. 

“Do you know where Clarissa is?” he asked as he looked down the corridor. 

“Clarissa?” the man frowned. “There’s a few women kept here… she might be one of them?” he shrugged. 

“Where are these women kept?”

The man climbed to his feet. “I can show you?” 

Cael nodded. He looked back at Sandy. Her chest was rising and falling rapidly as she stared at the gun that lay on the floor. She had jumped in front of him when the man had fired it. Maybe she really did love him? 

“You okay?” 

Sandy nodded quickly a few times before a shaky smile appeared on her face. 

Cael held his hand out to her. 

She stared at it for a while. And then, she took it. 

“Lead the way,” Cael said to the man with the broken hand.  

The man made it to the end of the corridor when Ilaria appeared and ended his life by snapping his neck. 


Chapter 18

Cael stared at the man’s limp body as it rested with its back against the wall. Ilaria stood before him, a satisfied smile on her face. 

“Why did you do that?” he asked. 

“He shot at you. He could have killed you,” Iaria said, frowning. “I saved your life.” 

“How do you know he shot at us? You weren’t here,” Sandy said as she glared at Ilaria. 

“I heard a gunshot. I can see a gun lying on the floor over there. Neither of you two had a gun. Powers of deduction?” Ilaria said, glaring back at Sandy. 

“He was going to lead us to where the women were kept,” Cael mumbled as he sighed. 

He’d seen many dead bodies before. He had killed many men himself. But somehow, this one was affecting him… Why? He barely knew the guy. 

“It’s not a massive compound. I’m sure we can find your woman,” Ilaria said, grinning. 

“Your woman?” Sandy asked. “You’re sleeping with her too?” 

Cael closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Sandy had thrown herself in front of him. She was essentially willing to sacrifice her life to save his. The least he could do was be patient when her insanely jealous tendencies reared its head.

“I’m not sleeping with Clarissa,” he said to Sandy. “Want to lead the way?” he asked Ilaria. 

Ilaria did lead the way as she walked down the narrow corridor. She moved with a calm and measured gait that made it hard to tell if she was stalking prey or simply strolling. 

Cael’s movement was much stiffer. 

The lighting was sparse with weak bulbs that were spread too far apart. His hand rested on his sword, ready to react if someone jumped out of the shadows. 

He got lucky earlier, when the now dead man fired at him. If his aim had been good, Sandy would be dead now. He needed to be better prepared. 

They came across the first room almost without meaning to. It was a dry lab—long steel benches lined with microscopes, racks of vials, and half-filled logbooks. The air was sharp with chemical fumes, the kind that burned faintly in the throat. Across the hall, the next room was its opposite: humid, the walls sweating moisture, a low hum coming from filtration tanks. The water inside them was cloudy, shapes shifting just enough to suggest something alive but unseen.

“What is this place?” Cael muttered. 

“It’s where Malcolm perfected his mixture,” Sandy said. 

“By experimenting on what? What were those things?” Cael asked. 

“Something that shouldn’t be here…” Ilaria said. 

Cael waited for her to explain. But she did not. In fact, her face crunched, Ilaria no longer seemed so relaxed. 

The deeper they went, the less sense the place made. Empty storerooms stood beside high-tech workspaces. Rooms that looked abandoned for years sat across from others where the floor was still wet from a recent mop. It was as if the building had been patched together from a dozen other facilities, the seams showing everywhere.

Then Ilaria slowed. She glanced over her shoulder, catching Cael’s attention, and tipped her chin toward a door ahead with reinforced glass in its upper half.

Cael stepped forward and looked through.

At first, his mind refused to fit the image into something logical. 

Rows of cages. 

Not for animals. 

For people. 

For women.

They were all naked. 

They knelt, sat, or leaned against the bars with a strange stillness, their expressions unreadable. 

Every single one of them was beautiful. Cael hated that he noticed how stunning each woman was, but it was hard to ignore. They had gorgeous bodies with perfect curves and pretty faces. 

He stepped into the room and walked amongst the cages, his gaze drifted over the rows until it caught sight of a familiar face in the back corner.

Clarissa.

She was seated with her back against the bars, knees drawn up slightly. Her eyes were closed. Cael rushed over to her and placed his hands on the cage. He gave it a gentle shake. 

Clarissa opened her eyes. She leaned forward and stared at him. A moment passed before recognition seemed to appear in her eyes. “Cael?” 

“I’m going to get you out,” he said. He pulled at the bars on the cage. They were firm. “Move back,” he told her as he drew his sword. 

Clarissa’s eyes widened at the sight of his sword and she shuffled to the left on her bottom. Cael struck the bars on the cage with as much force as he could. There was a loud clang, followed by even louder sounds of the women in the other cages who were now screaming. 

“Really smooth, Cael,” Ilaria said, rolling her eyes. “Every single guard in the building is going to be here soon.” 

She was right. He didn’t have long. He slammed his sword against the cage with all his strength, striking it repeatedly. 

It did no damage. 

“What the fuck is this thing made of?” Cael growled. 

Ilaria placed a hand on the cage and let out a soft chuckle. “Aserathi metal.” 

Aserathi metal looked the same as human metal. But clearly it was so much stronger. The bars on the cage weren’t thick. He should have caused some damage. 

There was so much Cael wanted to ask Ilaria about what she had just said. Where did Malcolm get Aserathi metal from? Had a ton of Aserathi metal come through during the Deadly Merge? Was it a good material to use to create a sword? 

But now was not the time for those questions. 

“How do I break it?” he asked. 

Ilaria grabbed the bars on the cage with both hands and ripped them apart with ease. 

“Wow…” Cael muttered. 

Ilaria was strong… 

Really strong… 

But before he could marvel at the strength the Aserathi had, the women in the cages suddenly fell silent and every single one of them stared at the door.  

Cael turned to find Malcolm standing there, a frown on his face. 

“You’re not planning on taking my prized possession, are you?” Malcolm asked. 


Chapter 19

Malcolm wasn’t alone. Standing behind him were three women covered head to toe in black armour. They carried in their hands blades that were completely circular with handles in the centre going from one end to the other. 

The weapons looked dangerous, but Cael wasn’t sure how practical they would be. His sword was already drawn, and Cael felt an urge to charge at them. He was about to give in to that urge when Clarissa, now free thanks to Ilaria, charged out of her cage and ran past him and towards Malcolm. 

She was an Ashbound. 

She was much stronger than the average human and had a ton of fighting experience. 

Sure, she was naked. 

And didn’t have any weapons on her. 

But Cael felt confident he was going to witness a masterpiece in badassery. 

So when Malcolm held his arms out and Clarissa, all naked, practically leapt into them, all naked, wrapping her arms around him, her body, all naked, hugging him tightly, Cael was confused.

And a little jealous, he realised…  

“My good little girl,” Malcolm cooed as he kissed Clarissa on the lips. 

“What is going on…” Cael mumbled, dumbfounded. 

“He’s used the mixture on her,” Sandy said. She stood behind one of the cages and stared at Malcolm, her skin pale, her eyes wide, she was terrified. 

“I’m really disappointed in you, Sandy,” Malcolm tsked. 

“I won’t take the mixture. I’d rather die,” Sandy said quickly. 

“That’s an extreme reaction,” Malcolm said, eyes narrowed. “I suppose it doesn’t matter whether you want it or not. You were supposed to be delivered to me,” he continued, his voice a drawl as he looked at Ilaria. “You are pretty. You’ll make a nice addition.” 

“That’s not going to happen,” Ilaria said, smiling. 

“On, princess, it really is going to happen. I am stronger than any Ashbound ever. My strength is growing every day. Soon, I will be able to challenge Marthuris himself and from there, it is a short step to the Archon Stormhowl.” 

“It is not a short step from Marthuris to the Archon Stormhowl,” Ilaria scoffed. “And if you think it is, you really don’t know much about Aserathi.” 

Malcolm’s face tightened. “I will bring a new order to the world. Aserathi can join me, or they can die,” he said. And then, he looked at Cael. “The same goes to you. Join me. Or die.” 

Cael didn’t have to think. Seeing Clarissa naked in a cage, seeing the dozens of other women in a similar position, he knew for certain that some of them had been forced to strip and take the mixture. 

Was stripping completely naked even necessary or was Malcolm just a cruel bastard? 

Either way, it was obvious Malcolm was not the saviour of humans. He was more of what they already had. Except, he was Ashbound and not Aserathi.  

“Let Clarissa go and I won’t kill you,” Cael warned. 

“You think a puny human like you can even touch me?” Malcolm asked, his voice rising, a vein appeared and throbbed on his forehead. “You want Clarissa? Take her!” 

Malcolm shoved Clarissa. The power in his hand sent her flying forward. She hit the ground with a thud and looked back at Malcolm, confused. 

“Kill him, my little bitch,” Malcolm said. 

Clarissa turned to face Cael. As she lay on the floor and looked up, he could see recognition in her eyes. Her lips even parted and a word was whispered. Cael didn’t hear the word, but if he had to guess, he would say she said sorry. 

Was she really going to attack him? 

He did not have to wonder for long. 

Clarissa came at him like a storm, her bare feet whispering over the cold stone floor, her skin gleaming in the dimly lit room. Cael’s sword was already in his hand, but it wasn’t like he could use it. 

This was Clarissa. 

He knew her. Loved her once. Maybe still loved her? 

Clarissa moved with inhuman speed, weaving between the cages, her bare shoulders brushed cold metal as she closed the distance. Being naked, her breasts though firm, did bob about. This wasn’t the time and place to ogle her gorgeous body. But Cael was human and it was distracting. 

As she caught up to him, her fists lashed out, each strike a blur, he just about managed to sidestep and avoid having his head smashed in. 

Literally. 

Clarissa was insanely strong. Though her fists had not connected to his body, a few had struck the cages. The very same ones that he managed to do no damage to with his sword, she had bent the bars with her fists. 

“Clarissa!” he called out as he slipped between two cages, moving his head back at the same time, he wasn’t quick enough to avoid complete contact. Her knuckles grazed his cheek and left a stinging sensation. “It’s me, Cael! Stop it.” 

She did not stop it. 

His sword was useless. He did not want to kill her. So he threw it aside and raised his hands. Perhaps he could punch some sense into her. 

It was the wrong move to make. 

Clarissa was stronger than him and she had so much more experience as a fighter, having battled Aserathi in the City of London. 

She struck him in the stomach and face multiple times in the space of a few seconds. Cael dropped to his knees before he fell back, crashing into a cage. He made a mistake trying to go toe to toe with her. He should have kept on trying to dodge. Or use his sword to hurt her just enough to stop her from being so lethal. 

But it was too late now.

She stood over him, her naked figure blurry, he could make out the sword in her hand. His sword that he had thrown away. 

As his vision cleared some, he realised she was no longer standing over him. Her naked bottom rested on his chest, her face inches away from his. 

“I used to love you, Cael. But no more. I would do anything for Malcolm. He is a God. My God… It’s a shame you have to die… I think I might miss you,” she said, a puzzled look on her face, as if she was uncertain if she really would miss him or not. 

Cael wanted to fight back. He did not want to lie there and accept death. Mustering what strength he had left, he curled his hands into fists and struck her face as hard as he could. 

Clarissa didn’t even attempt to stop his punches. She let him hit her. His fists struck her cheeks, her nose, her chin. They did nothing. He wasn’t at full strength, Cael told himself. And it was true. Her attack had left him weakened. But he wondered, even at full strength, if his punches would have made much impact. 

“I’m going to drive your sword into your chest, Cael,” she said slowly. 

True to her word, she raised her sword and held it over his chest. 

As she was about to drive it past his flesh, from behind, Ilaria grabbed Clarissa by the hair and pulled her off him. She didn’t stop there. Ilaria sent Clarissa flying across the room like a ragdoll. Her head slammed into one of the cages and she slumped onto the ground, eyes closed. 

“She’s not dead,” Ilaria said as she pulled him to his feet. 

“Are you sure?” Cael asked. “She looks pretty dead to me.” 

“She’s unconscious. See those breasts of hers?” 

Cael nodded as he stared at Clarissa’s chest. 

“Perv,” Ilaria said, grinning. “Their rising and falling. She’s alive.” 

Now that she mentioned it, Cael could see Clarissa’s chest rise and fall. He reached for his sword that lay on the ground and came to stand beside Ilaria. Opposite them was Malcolm and his three armed women. 

“Do you think you can handle the women?” Ilaria asked. 

“All three of them?” Cael asked. 

Ilaria nodded. “I’ll take Malcolm. I have a feeling he might be a challenge.” 

“Oh, I’ll be more than a challenge!” Malcolm roared. “I will rip your throat out and shove it up your pussy!” 

“Well, that’s just gross,” Ilaria said as she made a face. 

Cael kept his sword steady, his eyes locked on the three women flanking Malcolm. Each of them carried the same strange weapon—a perfect steel circle with a handle at its centre, glinting in the low light like a predator’s smile. 

Ilaria stood beside him completely unarmed. He supposed she didn’t need a weapon. 

Being an Aserathi was weapon enough. 

Malcolm didn’t seem to fear her, a cold smirk on his face. 

Without a word, he raised one hand, his palm flat toward Ilaria. Power rippled through the air, invisible but crushing, and in an instant she was hurled backward much like how she had tossed Clarissa only moments ago - like a rag doll. 

The crash echoed through the vast room as her body slammed into the iron cages, rattling the bars so hard the women inside began to shriek. Cael’s stomach clenched, and he spun around to look back. But before he could take a step, she was already on her feet, shaking the dust off. 

“I’m fine,” Ilaria said, her voice steady despite the hit. “Worry about them.” Her chin jerked toward the three armed women as they fanned out, their circular blades catching the flicker of light.

They came at him fast, their movements precise, the strange weapons seemed to spin in their hands. Then suddenly, they came flying at him. Like Frisbees. But faster and way deadlier. 

It took all of Cael’s skill and concentration to stop the first round of attacks. He ducked, dodged and parried the spinning blades. One whistled past his neck, missing it by less than the width of a hair. 

He had no time to recover before the second wave of attacks came. Either the women were Ashbound who could summon the circular blades to return to their hands, or they were using some sort of magnetic device to achieve the same result. 

The spinning disks of death came at him again. This time, there was more speed to them. One caught him along the arm, another cut a thin line across his chest. They were shallow cuts, but enough to sting, enough to remind him how narrow his margins were. 

Cael kept his breathing even, trying to force his focus to sharpen, his eyes on the three women that circled him, he charged at the one closest. Startled by his sudden bolt, she stumbled back and tripped. As he moved in to strike with his sword, he was aware of the two disks flying towards him. By turning his body, he was able to dodge one, but the other struck him in the leg. It cut into his flesh and touched the bone. 

Cael felt the pain shooting up his body. But he wasn’t going to let his efforts be for nothing. He continued on towards the woman now on the ground. Her eyes widened in shock as he struck at her wildly with his sword. It cut through her armour, sending blood splattering out from her chest. 

The disk was still buried in his leg. Cael screamed out loud when he felt it tugging to free itself. He hit the ground with a thud, his vision blurry, his head felt like it was going to explode. He was vaguely aware of the two women approaching him, ready to finish him off. 

And then, from out of nowhere, Sandy appeared behind the two women. She had a metal bar in her hand that she had wrestled free from one of the damaged cages. So focused were they on him, they did not notice her at all. Which was saying something because Sandy was not being discreet at all. 

With a guttural roar, she struck them from behind with her metal bar. It was a strange thing to see highly skilled people suddenly lose all their training and composure. They reacted poorly. One turned and stared at Sandy, frozen to the spot, she took another whack straight to the head and collapsed. The other woman dropped her disks and darted out of the room. 

Cael wanted to climb to his feet, but with the disk buried deep in his leg and the other cuts to his body, it was painful to move. From his position on the ground, he watched as Ilaria battled Malcolm. 

And what a battle it was. 

Malcolm was incredibly powerful and strong. 

Not only did he have the power of telekinesis but was shooting out bolts of lightning from his finger dips. And his punches and kicks which missed their target and struck the wall or cages, showed the force of someone so much stronger than your average man. Brick and cement crumbled and metal bars bent with apparent ease. 

But Ilaria was equal to him in skills, if not magical abilities and incredible strength. Her movements were a blur. She weaved through his bursts of telekinesis force and flickers of crackling energy and punished him with brutal punches and sharp, driving kicks that sent him staggering back. 

For a moment, Cael was certain Ilaria was going to win.

And then, she managed to connect with a well-placed kick to Malcolm’s chest. He flew across the room and crashed into a wall. But he rose to his feet quickly and smiled at Ilaria. 

“You’re not bad. But I have the power of a God,” Malcolm grinned. 

He lifted his hands above his head. 

The room seemed to groan as cracks began to appear in the walls. 

Malcolm brought his hands down like a hammer. 

The ceiling shuddered as large cracks appeared. Dust rained down, followed by slabs of shattered concrete. The air filled with a deafening roar. 

Cael had no time to react. 

He stared up at the ceiling as it came crashing down on him. Sandy dropped to her knees beside him and took his hand in hers. She gave it a squeeze and professed her love for him. 

Cael wanted to tell her to get the fuck out of there, to save herself. But there was no time. Any second now, and they would both be buried under rubble. 

Except, Ilaria rushed towards them, moving at lightning speed, she stood over them, her arms spread out. 

And then the ceiling collapsed on top of them. 


Chapter 20

Dust hung thick in the air, clinging to Cael’s tongue, he felt it in his lungs with each ragged breath. The world was a muted, gray haze, broken only by the muffled coughs of the caged women and the low groan of shifting stone. He lay on his side, blinking grit from his eyes, the roar of the now collapsed ceiling still ringing in his skull.

Ilaria’s silhouette loomed above him, her form haloed in a faint shimmer that wavered like heat over sand. He had known she was powerful, he had felt it radiate from her on occasions. And now, it was on full display. 

She had shielded them from chunks of concrete and rods that would have surely crushed him. And she had done it without any damage to herself.  

Cael pushed himself upright and held back a cry as a white-hot jolt stabbed through his leg. Glancing down, he found the source. The disk the women were throwing at him, one was buried in his thigh. Gritting his teeth, he wrapped his fingers around the flat handle and yanked. 

“Oh, fuck,” he groaned as the disk slid free, his hand now wet with his blood. 

He tossed the disk aside, the clang lost in the debris-strewn room. He took Ilaria’s extended hand and climbed to his feet, grunting. 

Around them, as the dust settled, he could see the cages had held, more or less. The bars were bent, their locks twisted, but they hadn’t crumbled. The women inside were all alive and they stared at him, a feral look in their eyes.  

“He’s strong…” Ilaria murmured as she surveyed the damage around her. “Much too strong for an Ashbound.” 

“Aren’t some Ashbound supposed to match the power of your Archons?” Sandy asked. 

“That’s a myth humans invented to make themselves feel better,” Ilaria scoffed. “The strongest of the Ashbound battling an Archon is like a mouse going up against an elephant.” 

That was a big mismatch, but Cael felt like he’d heard of stories where the mouse had actually beaten an elephant? “So… how strong is Malcolm? A tiger versus an elephant?” 

“Ha - tigers are pretty fierce animals. No. Malcolm is like a mouse, but one that someone has given vitamins to. Or steroids.” 

That didn’t sound very strong. A mouse on steroids was still a mouse. Cael wondered if Ilaria was mocking Malcolm by likening him to a mouse on steroids, and at the same time, taking a dig at all humans. 

“He seemed to give you a run for your money,” Cael muttered. 

Ilaria gave him a wide smile. “Well, I guess I’m not an Archon then, am I?” 

She might not have been an Archon, but Cael was certain she was hiding her true strength. She had done it before when she let the men kidnap her and keep tied down to a bathtub. How strong was Ilaria really? Was she holding back against Malcolm too?  

Cael turned his attention to the room and the women that were now banging their hands against the bars and screaming at the same time. It was a lot of noise, but he managed to get the gist of what they wanted. 

Out. 

They wanted out of the cages. 

With the bars being bent from the weight of the ceiling, the cages were easier to break through. As Ilaria and Sandy set about freeing the women, Cael went off in search of Clarissa. She was in the exact spot Ilaria had thrown her before the ceiling collapsed. 

Lucky for her, she was nestled between two cages. There were some cuts and bruises along her legs and a lot of dust on her naked body, but other than that, she was fine. 

She was awake too. 

Clarissa stared up at him, a frown on her face. “What happened?” 

“You tried to kill me,” Cael said. 

“I remember that,” Clarissa said, rolling her eyes. “Where is Malcolm? Is he okay?” 

“He ran away just after he collapsed the ceiling and tried to kill all of us. Including you,” Cael said pointedly. 

“Where did he go? Is he coming back?” 

“Remember when I said he tried to kill all of us, including you?” Cael asked, his brows furrowing. “Did that register at all or like… is your brain fizzled and a mess?” 

“I need to find him,” Clarissa said as she held her hand up. 

Cael stared at her hand. 

“Help me up?” Clarissa asked impatiently. 

“So you can go and find Malcolm?” 

“Yes. He’s important. He’s going to save humanity from the Aserathi.” Clarissa’s eyes fell on Ilaria. “Who is she?” Her eyes narrowed. “What is she? I saw her hold back the ceiling. Ashbound?”  

“Sure,” Cael said, deciding it probably wasn’t wise to let Clarissa know Ilaria was an Aserathi. In her current state of mind, it would not be so good. He took her extended hand and pulled her up. “So, you’re done helping the Aserathi?” 

“Why would I help the Aserathi?” Clarissa asked indignantly. Now on her feet, she brushed the dirt from her skin. 

“You gave a long speech about how helping the Aserathi would save lives and all?” Cael asked, and when Clarissa stared at him blankly, he wondered how badly her brain had been damaged or altered by Malcolm’s mixture. 

Around them, Sandy and Ilaria had freed the women from their cages. Some had disappeared, but a few huddled together by the door. 

Ilaria came to stand by Cael. “We should have killed some of them,” she said. And then, she stared at Clarissa, a smirk on her face. 

Cael didn’t know how to respond to that. 

Kill them? 

The women were victims. He turned his head to look at Ilaria. The Aserathi was focused on Clarissa in a very obvious way, her eyes moved from her breasts to the slit between her legs, before she looked at Clarissa’s face and smiled. 

“You’re pretty,” Ilaria said. 

“What is wrong with you?” Cael hissed at her. 

Ilaria turned to look at him, hurt in her eyes, her mouth opened, but no words came out. 

Clarissa walked past them briskly and headed for the door. 

Ilaria, still staring at him and looking very much offended, grabbed Clarissa by the arm and pulled her back. 

“Let go of me!” Clarissa growled. 

“Nope,” Ilaria said. 

“You have no idea who I am or what I can do,” Clarissa threatened. 

“Your beloved Malcolm had to collapse the ceiling to get away from me. You really want to test me?” Ilaria asked. 

For a moment, there was defiance written on Clarissa’s face. It gave way to a pout. “Let go of me,” she grumbled. 

“You either come with us and we fix you, or I can kill you now,” Ilaria said. 

“No one is killing anyone,” Cael said quickly. 

“I’ll kill her and them,” she nodded at the three women that hadn’t run off, though perhaps now they were all beginning to wish they had, “Unless they come with me.” 

“Where are you going to take them?” Cael asked. 

“To your little flat, of course,” Ilaria said, smiling widely. 


Chapter 21

After searching the compound for clothes and not finding any, they decided to head back to Cael’s flat. 

Clarissa needed some convincing. 

On more than one occasion, on their journey to the car, she tried to run away. So annoyed was Ilaria, she threatened to kill her. Only a stern look from Cael stopped her. 

“Take your clothes off,” Ilaria said. 

Cael, who was walking at the front of the little group with Sandy by his side as they headed back to the car, turned his head in surprise. Clarissa and the three other girls were naked. Who had Ilaria just asked to take their clothes off?

“Why are you holding Clarissa by the hair?” he asked, frowning. 

“She keeps trying to run away!” Ilaria snapped, now looking seriously annoyed. “Take your clothes off!” 

Ilaria was looking at him. 

“I’m not doing that,” Cael shook his head. 

“Not you,” Ilaria grumbled. “Sandy. You can keep your bra and panties. But I need your blouse and skirt.” 

Sandy, who was standing directly behind Cael, took hold of his hand and squeezed it tightly. “Why do you want my clothes?” 

“I’m going to use them to tie Clarissa up so she will stop trying to run away. You have no idea how annoying it is. If she does it one more time, I will kill her and then Cael will become upset… which is odd because, I don’t want you to be upset with me, Cael,” she murmured. 

“Shall I give my clothes to her?” Sandy whispered in his ear. 

It was an odd thing for Cael to have an opinion on. 

He didn’t want to tell Sandy to take her clothes off. But he knew for certain that Ilaria was very close to losing her shit with Clarissa. The Aserathi did not have much patience. 

“I don’t mind,” Sandy said. “If it makes you happy…” she added. 

It didn’t go unnoticed by Cael that Sandy wanted to make him happy. Or that Ilaria too didn’t want him to be upset with her. It made no sense to him why either woman cared so much about how he felt. 

Sandy had risked her life to save his by jumping in front of him when the man fired the gun.. The least he could do was give Ilaria his own clothes to use as a makeshift rope to tie Clarissa with. 

Except, Sandy had already stripped down to her bra and panties. 

She was wearing really nice ones too. 

They were black but silky and there was mesh around her nipples and the slit between her legs that had the effect of revealing her modesty, but at the same time, hiding them just enough to make him want to stare.    

Ilaria took Sandy’s clothes and fashioned them into bondage. Using Sandy’s skirt, she bound Clarissa’s hands behind her back and with Sandy’s shirt, she created a noose and tied it around Clarissa’s neck. 

“I’m going to explain this real nice and simple, because your brain is not braining properly,” Ilaria said, talking to Clarissa the way Cael had seen women talk to babies, or some men talk to women. “If you try to escape, I will pull this,” she held up the sleeve of Sandy’s shirt, “the rest of her shirt will tighten around your neck, you will suffocate and I will watch you die. If that happens, there will be a huge smile on my face. Because you really are pissing me off! Run away now, I dare you.” 

Clarissa, naked with her hands tied behind her back, her breasts seeming to jut forward proudly, glared at Clarissa. “I know what a noose is, idiot,” she growled. 

“Oh, I’m the idiot, huh?” Ilaria raised her hand in a fist.  

“Can we just go please?” Cael asked. 

Ilaria stopped with her fist inches away from Clarissa’s face. As she stared at him, the anger seemed to fade away. And then, she frowned. “I don’t like this Cael. I don’t like this at all… I really want you to be happy with me…” 

Pulling Clarissa along, Ilaria walked up to him and wrapped an arm around him. She kissed him on the lips, before letting out a deep sigh, she rested her head on his chest. 

“I don’t like this one bit…” Ilaria murmured. 

* * *

They made it back to Cael’s flat without much more drama. It was a tight fit in the car. Cael sat in the driver’s seat. Joining him at the front was Ilaria, who spent the whole journey staring at him. 

It was very distracting. 

In the back was Sandy, who was wearing only her bra and panties. She was joined by the naked Clarissa and three other women that were also naked. All four of the naked girls had been either forcefully fed Malcolm’s mixture, or had voluntarily taken it, according to Ilaria. 

Cael knew Clarissa had been forced to ingest the mixture. The change in her was dramatic. He didn’t know the three other girls, but they didn’t seem like they had been fed Malcolm’s mixture by force or voluntarily taken it. For starters, unlike Clarissa who was generally belligerent and had tried to escape and run back to Malcolm on many occasions, the three other girls had been generally compliant and hadn't tried to escape once. 

But Ilaria was certain all four girls had been fed Malcolm’s mixture. How she knew, it was a mystery to Cael. 

What she planned to do with the women was also a mystery to him. He wasn’t going to let her kill them, but he also wasn’t so keen on having them stay in his flat. It was a small space, and if they turned out to be crazy like Clarissa, his small flat was wholly unsuitable to hold prisoners. 

Cael parked the car outside his flat and opened his front door. Ilaria ushered the girls into the kitchen. Using Sandy’s clothes, she fastened Clarissa to the table, then grabbed Cael by the arm, led him down the corridor and to his bedroom. 

“We have a problem,” Ilaria said. 

“Just the one?” Cael asked as he dropped his bottom onto his bed. 

“Yes.” 

“Really?” Cael asked. “Cuz I can think of a lot of problems. There are three naked women in my kitchen. There’s Clarissa, who has gone crazy. Malcolm got away and is definitely up to no good. There’s Cravin, the Scion, who is probably going to try and kill me. Oh, I think Clarissa might try to kill me again. Malcolm too. That’s if I don’t die from my wounds already. Look,” Cael lifted his leg to show the spot where he had the severe injury from the disk.

“Shhhh,” Ilaria said as she pressed a finger to his lips. “You need to calm down, babe. Those things aren’t important.” 

Turned out, holding a finger to someone’s lips did not stop them from talking. “I think they are important,” Cael protested.

“Those are just minor issues,” Ilaria said as she sat next to him on the bed. “I have a solution to fix Clarissa. I’ll find Malcolm and take care of Calvin. And your wounds-” she stopped with a knowing smile on her face. “Have a look at your wounds.” 

“Sorry, you’re going to just solve everything with the snap of a finger?” Cael asked, frowning. If it were that easy, why the hell was he having guns fired at him and spinning disks of death thrown at him? 

“Look at your wound,” Ilaria said, smiling patiently. 

Cael did not like that smile. It reminded him of the carers in the foster home he’d grown up in. They wore a similar smile on their faces when he’d done something, which according to them, was stupid. But they didn’t want to tell him what he had done that was stupid. They wanted him to figure it out himself. They would sit there and wait as he basically spilled his guts telling them about all the stupid things he had done. 

And after his confessions came the cane. 

Except, he supposed Ilaria wasn’t going to cane him.

Was she? 

No… she wouldn’t.  

So he looked down at his leg. It was covered in blood. But he didn’t feel the pain from earlier. Now that he thought about it, the sharp throbbing pain had vanished some time ago. 

Cael widened the tear in his jeans to get a better look at his wound. What he expected to find was a deep cut in his flesh and if he looked closely enough, exposed bone. 

But there was no deep cut in his flesh. 

There was a thin line where the disk had cut into him. 

It had healed. 

“Wow,” Cael murmured. “That’s amazing… Am I invincible?” he asked in awe. 

“Oh, calm down babe,” Ilaria chuckled. “You’ve got basic Aserathi style healing abilities is all. Don’t go thinking you’re a god now.”  

That was the second time she had called him babe. Was it a progression in their relationship? And then Cael briefly wondered what his relationship with Ilaria was to begin with. She seemed to really care about him, which was… nice? 

He had made love to her, and though it had been under some strange circumstances, it didn’t mean he hadn’t enjoyed it or enjoyed her body. Under normal circumstances, he imagined he would have developed some sort of feelings for her? 

But nothing about the past few days had been normal. 

It was like a few years’ worth of trouble had been crammed into a few days. He felt exhausted, both mentally and physically. As he sat on the bed, he suddenly wanted to take a nap. 

But then he remembered Ilaria had said there was one problem and that none of the ones he had listed were problems. 

So what was the one problem? 

So he asked her as much. 

“Right,” Ilaria nodded. “Ashbound powers tend to mimic Aserathi powers, but at a much weaker level. You remember the whole elephant mouse comparison right?” Ilaria asked and continued without waiting for him to answer. “I’m pretty certain that one of your Ashbound powers is the ability to get women to-” she stopped as her forehead creased. 

Cael waited patiently for her to continue. 

But Ilaria seemed lost for words. 

“Hello?” he waved at her. 

“Hey,” she smiled at him. And then she frowned. “Fuck.” 

“What’s going on?! What do I have the ability to get women to do?” 

Ilaria took a deep breath and then sighed. “I think when you have sex with us, you make us fall in love…” 

Cael did not understand. “Isn’t that normal? People who have sex tend to develop feelings for each other…” 

“Yes,” Ilaria nodded diplomatically. “But with you it’s more intense and dangerous…” 

Cael still wasn’t understanding. “How is this more of a problem than all the stuff I listed?” he asked, too tired to list the stuff again. 

“Sandy was supposed to keep you from escaping, yet she does the complete opposite after she has sex with you. Does that seem normal?” Ilaria asked. 

It was something Cael had wondered about. “Some people are just… really intense.” 

“And Asha?” 

“Asha hasn’t done anything weird.” 

“She’s wanted you for a really long time. You think her plan was to share you with a bunch of other women?” 

Cael shrugged his shoulders. He hadn’t had much time to think about these things. Sure, some women around him were behaving a little oddly of late, but when compared to all the other stuff going on, it just didn’t seem that important. 

The fact that Ilaria seemed so concerned about it was strange. 

“What’s this really about? Are you worried because you might have feelings for me?” he asked. 

“Honesty, yes I am a little concerned about how I feel for you… with every passing moment, I seem to want you more. Right now, I want to hug you. I want you to hug me back. I want you to wrap your arms around me and hold me tight. I want to kiss you. I want you to make love to me tenderly. I want you to take me roughly and make me feel like a woman… I want you, Cael… And it’s a problem.” 

Cael was used to women flirting with him. But he wasn’t used to them professing such feelings so openly like Ilaria had just done. Or jump in front of him and use their body as a human shield like Sandy had done. 

Maybe Ilaria was onto something. Two girls suddenly and desperately wanting him was more than a coincidence, right? 

“Let’s say my Ashbound power is that women develop feelings for me when I-” he stopped and shook his head in slight disbelief. “When I have sex with them…” he continued, “What do you want me to do? Stop having sex?” 

“It’s too late for me,” Ilaria said softly. “But it’s going to be a problem,” she added with a murmur. 

Cael raised his hands in frustration. “I’m really sorry you forced me to have sex with you, Ilaria,” he grumbled. 

Ilaria closed her eyes, took a deep breath and held it for a moment, before letting it out slowly, she opened her eyes and held his hands in hers. “It’s going to be a problem later, but we will deal with it later. Right now, actually, having sex with women and getting them to fall in love with you will be helpful.” 

“Yeah?” Cael asked as he held back a yawn. That exhaustion was catching up with him. He wanted to just lie down on the bed and take a nap. He was finding Ilaria a little exhausting too. “How so?” 

“I think if you sleep with Clarissa, it might reverse the loyalty she feels towards Malcolm,” Ilaria said. 

“She just tried to kill me,” Cael scoffed. “There is no way she’s going to want to sleep with me.”

“I’ll hold her down while you… fuck her,” Ilaria said. 

Cael felt his tiredness go away in an instant as he stared at Ilaria. “Sorry… what the fuck?!” 


Chapter 22

Cael didn’t get a chance to process Ilaria’s proposal of him raping Clarissa. A yell came from the kitchen, followed by screaming. He could make out Sandy’s voice, along with Asha’s. 

Cael jumped to his feet and ran down the corridor. At the same time, Clarissa appeared at the other end of the corridor, having stepped out of the kitchen, she had a knife in her hand. 

“I need to kill you, Cael,” she said as she took a step towards him. “I’m sorry, but it’s got to be done.” 

Ilaria joined them in the corridor. But rather than move forward and subdue Clarissa, she leaned against the wall, arms folded across her chest. “See? You need to have sex with her,” she said. 

“What?” Clarissa asked, her step faltering as she came closer. “We’re not having sex. Do you not see this knife? I’m going to kill you. I no longer desire your body.” 

“It’s not rape because she desired you before Malcolm meddled with her brain,” Ilaria said. “You should really consider it. Or, I’ll have to kill her.” 

Cael felt a migraine coming. He raised his hands and held them spread out, one pointing towards Ilaria, the other towards Clarissa. “Can you both just give me a minute, please, for fucks sake!” 

“Sure,” Ilaria said. “Nothing will change though. She’s still going to be a psycho. I’ve seen this before. That Malcolm must have gotten his hands on an Aserathi potion.” 

Clarissa though, did not want to give him a minute. She advanced, her bare feet soundless against the carpet, the knife glinting in her hand. Her eyes were wrong—glassy, fixed on him like prey. 

“Clarissa!” Cael snapped at her, hoping to shout some sense into her. 

It did not work. 

She came at him fast—faster than anyone that slight had any right to move—and the first cut opened along his forearm before he could twist aside. He gritted his teeth as he blocked her next strike, but the edge still kissed his chest, hot blood welling. 

The corridor left no room to dodge; they were trapped in each other’s reach, except he had no weapon. Her strength was staggering, the kind that could punch a hole through a door. Except, she was driving a knife at him with such force. 

It took everything he had just to deflect her arm and keep her from slicing his head off or burst his heart. 

She really was out to kill him…

Pain flared in his thigh as she slashed low. She followed it up with a punch from her other hand. 

Cael literally flew back and hit the ground. As he lay on the floor, he was vaguely aware of Ilaria standing over him, her arms folded across her chest. She had made no attempt to help him so far. So much for caring about him, loving him and all that crap. 

He touched his face as he climbed to his feet. He expected to find it covered in blood. But there was none. Then he noticed the cuts on his body were healing.  

“You shouldn’t have any teeth,” Clarissa said as she stared at him, a frown across her face. “Why do you have teeth?” 

“Because your punch should have knocked them all out?” Cael asked.  

Clarissa nodded. 

“Hey, look,” he pointed behind her towards the front door. 

It worked. 

She turned her back to him as she stared at the door. 

Cael charged at her and grabbed her by the wrists from behind. She snarled and twisted, but he pressed her against the wall before he spun her to the ground and mounted her, keeping her body pressed against the carpet. 

She thrashed beneath him, all Ashbound fury and inhuman strength. But somehow, he seemed to match her strength. 

A few paces away, Ilaria remained leaning against the wall, arms folded, she watched him fairly nonplussed.

“Thanks for the help,” he grumbled. 

“You’re getting stronger,” Ilaria said. “This is really bad news.” 

“You make no sense,” Cael said as Clarissa tried to bite him. “Stop it!” he snapped at her. “I don’t want to hurt you, but you really need to stop trying to kill me!” 

“You’re an enemy of Malcolm’s. I will kill you like I killed Sandy and the Indian girl,” Clarissa growled. 

Cael had heard Asha and Sandy screaming before he ran out of his bedroom. He was supposed to check up on them when Clarissa appeared in the corridor. 

“You… you killed them?” Cael mumbled. 

Clarissa didn’t reply. 

She did try to bite him again.    

Cael let go of her wrists and climbed off her. As he headed towards the kitchen, he was aware of Clarissa trying to stab him from behind. This time, Ilaria decided to intervene. She grabbed Clarissa by the hair and pulled her back before she wrapped her arm around her neck. 

Cael entered the kitchen to find the three other naked women standing in a corner huddled together. 

On the floor of the kitchen lay Asha and Sandy, their bodies completely still. 


Chapter 23

They were alive. 

Unconscious. 

Bruises on their necks. 

Sandy had blood on her arm. 

But they were still alive. 

It turned out Asha had walked into the kitchen just as Clarissa managed to break free from her bounds. Clarissa was in the process of strangling Asha when Sandy picked up the kitchen knife. She was subdued quickly, and was stabbed in the arm during the process. 

It was good fortune that stopped Clarissa from killing either girl. Apparently, after subduing Sandy, she was in the process of strangling her to death when she heard Cael come out in the corridor. Grabbing the knife, she left both girls on the ground, unconscious as she came for him. 

Cael carried both girls to Asha’s bedroom and laid them on her bed. Leaving them to rest and recover, he went to his own bedroom, where Ilaria had taken Clarissa. 

Opening the door, he found Clarissa lying on his bed, eyes closed, her naked body was spread out like a starfish. 

“She’s fine. Not dead, just unconscious,” Ilaria said, noticing the concern in his eyes. “Do you have rope?” 

Cael nodded. Of course he had rope. What sort of bounty hunter didn’t have rope? “Are you going to die her down?” 

“Yup.” 

“Why starshaped? And why to my bed?” 

“You need to cum inside her, babe,” Ilaria said. 

It made sense why Ilaria had placed Clarissa on his bed, her arms and legs spread out. Tie her down, keep her down, her legs spread open as he inserted his cock into her pussy. 

He shook his head. “I’m not raping her…” 

“Okay, babe. But she did try to kill you and she thought she had killed Asha and Sandy. If you don’t fuck her, I will kill her.” 

“Those are my choices?” Cael asked. 

Ilaria nodded. 

“Before I go doing something that is going to traumatise me for the rest of my life, how do you even know it will work?”

Ilaria sat on the bed beside Clarissa’s hip. “Come, sit,” she said, tapping the bed beside her. 

It was hard not to look at Clarissa’s naked body, spread out on his bed so invitingly. As hard as he tried to keep his eyes away, they always seemed to end up staring at her pussy. He took a deep breath and walking towards the bed, he stared straight ahead at Ilaria. 

Her hand continued to tap on the bed beside her. Cael sat a foot away from her tapping hand. He didn’t want to get too close to her. The girl was odd. She was too matter of fact about things. 

“I won’t bite,” Ilaria said, a smirk on her face. 

Cael didn’t move any closer. 

Her smirk turned into a frown. But she moved on quickly enough. 

And then she told him. 

Ashbound powers mimicked those of the Aserathi. Some Ashbound could run really fast, but the Aserathi with powers of speed was much faster. Some Ashbound could make the ground tremble, but the Aserathi with the same power could do so a hundred times more powerful. Some Ashbound had super strength. But where the Ashbound could punch through a wall, the Aserathi could pick up a tank and toss it aside, Ilaria said, 

Cael had heard of tanks. 

They were supposed to be these formidable weapons humans had built to battle each other. Made of heavy metals, they stood immobile and fired large explosive rounds from their cannons. 

Except, to the Aserathi, they were not immobile. Cael had heard the stories of tanks being tossed aside by Aserathi. 

“There is one power that is not common at all. It’s the ability to make others fall madly and desperately in love with you. For a long time, no one realised it was even a power. Normally, the Aserathi men that had this power were incredibly handsome and intelligent. When others fell in love with them, it was assumed to be just that. Natural love. But the secret power eventually came out with Maelthor the Undying. He appeared from nowhere and gained a lot of high profile Aserathi supporters that were fanatical in their devotion to them. He grew strong enough to challenge all the Seven Sisters. A devastating war was fought against him. After that, the Seven Sisters became aware of those that had the ability to suddenly and easily gain great power by sleeping with powerful Aserathi. Not only did they have the loyalty of the women they slept with, they also began to have the same powers those Aserathi had.” 

“And that’s happening with you, Cael. You're gaining some of my powers. You’re getting stronger. You’re healing quickly. As an Ashbound, my… love for you isn’t as strong as it would have been were you an Aserathi and had the same power. But I still… I do love you… as does Sandy and Asha.” 

Ilaria paused and took a deep breath, her chest rose slowly. 

“This is the problem I was talking about, Cael. I do love you… So I can’t cause you harm. But you need to keep a low profile and not sleep with Aserathi women anymore. Otherwise you will catch the attention of someone high up the Aserathi hierarchy and they will come for you.” 

Cael had been injured a lot in the past. Cuts and bruises were an occupational hazard. But his body had never healed like this before.  

“I know if you cum inside Clarissa, it will reverse the effects of the potion Malcolm fed her. But if you choose not, I will have to kill her. There is no other way,” Ilaria said.  

“Why do you have to kill her?” Cael asked, sighing. He turned to look at her naked body lying on the bed. Again, his eyes drifted to her parted legs and the slit between them. “Why can’t we just let her go?” 

“Because Malcolm is a problem that I will take care of. I’m not going to let her go so she can then run off to him and join his army of lunatics.” 

That made sense. 

“What if we keep her prisoner until you deal with Malcolm? If he is dead, she can’t be loyal to him, can she?” Cael asked. 

“Yes. She can and she will hunt me to exact revenge at which point, I will kill her. You either cum inside her, Cael, or every other path leads to her death,” Ilaria said nonchalantly. And then, she reached forward and held his hand. “Babe, I do need you to make a decision quickly.” 


Chapter 24

Cael stepped out of the bedroom and closed the door shut behind him. He leaned against it and closed his eyes. 

If he thought about it rationally, what Ilaria said made sense. Clarissa had been forced to take a mixture that had messed with her brain and turned her into a psycho that was devoted to an evil bastard.

Prior to being forced to take Malcolm’s mixture, Clarissa had mentioned she had loved him. She still might have loved him. If Malcolm hadn’t appeared in the picture, he supposed there was a high chance he would have slept with Clarissa anyway… 

He paused to think about how his opinion on Malcolm had changed so quickly. Seeing a bunch of women in cages naked would do it, he supposed. 

Cael had the antidote for Ilaria. All he had to do was give it to her. Those were the words Ilaria had used. Antidote. 

She made it seem so simple. 

If only it really were that simple. 

The antidote was him sleeping with Clarissa… against her will. He’d asked if his sperm was the answer. Because he could ejaculate in a cup and then sort of, pour it inside her vagina… That was really weird in itself, but somehow less than what Ilaria wanted him to do. 

Except, Ilaria didn’t think that would work. 

“You need to cum inside her.” 

So here Cael was, standing outside the room, Clarissa inside, lying on the bed, still unconscious, naked. He either had sex with an unwilling Clarissa, or Ilaria killed her. 

Fuck. 

Even if he did keep Clarissa away from Ilaria, she would constantly try to escape or try to kill him. There would never be an end to that. If she did manage to escape, she would go back to Malcolm and most likely die in a futile battle against the Aserathi. 

As much as he hated it, Cael realised he only had one option.

He had to sleep with her… 

Cael stepped back into the room. 

His eyes fell on Clarissa ling on his bed, unmoving, her skin a deep, rich black that stood out starkly against the white sheets. Her legs were spread wide, highlighting her utter naked.

Ilaria was also naked. “I’m going to help make it easier for you,” she said.

She walked over to him, her breasts swaying slightly with the movement. As she kissed him on the lips, her hands worked to remove his clothes. Once Cael was naked, she reached for his cock, their lips still locked together, she guided it to her pussy, rubbing his tip against her wetness.

And then, she pulled her lips away, but her hand remained, holding his cock, she led him to the bed, towards Clarissa, who was still unconscious.

Ilaria climbed onto the bed and lowered her pussy onto Clarissa’s face. She then reached for Clarissa’s legs and pulled them back. It had the effect of holding Clarissa down in case she woke and also spreading her legs apart to reveal her pussy and her rosebud.

Cael couldn’t help but stare at Clarissa’s pussy. The pink slit against her black skin was so inviting.

He had spent many years thinking about making love to her, of driving his cock inside her, of holding her naked body in his arms.  

Never did he imagine it would be like this.

The circumstances were dreadful.

But his cock was fully erect.

Of course it would be erect.

Before him on the bed were two incredibly attractive and naked women. Wanting to get this over with as quickly as possible, Cael climbed onto the bed. Ilaria, resting her naked pussy on Clarissa’s mouth and holding Clarissa’s legs back, jutted her chest forward, her breasts jiggled for a second.

As Cael’s cock rested on Clarissa’s pussy, he kissed Ilaria on the lips, his hands played with her breasts.

He couldn’t delay the inevitable.

He drove his cock into Clarissa’s pussy. It was tight and not as wet as he was used to. Ilaria seemed to have noticed because she leaned down and brought her mouth to Clarissa’s pussy.

Ilaria was incredibly flexible, Cael thought, as he admired her back and her ass. As his cock came out of Clarissa’s pussy, Ilaria took it in her mouth before she then licked on Clarissa’s pussy.

Cael’s cock slid into Clarissa’s pussy with much more ease the second time. As he began to fuck her, he noticed Clarissa’s body begin to move. She was awake and trying to free herself.

But Ilaria held her down in place.

Cael increased the speed of his thrusts, driving his cock all the way in until the tip hit the end, his eyes moved from Clarissa’s naked body to Ilaria’s.

It wasn’t long before he shot his load inside Clarissa, filling her up, it spilled out from the edges of her pussy and ran down her inner thighs.


Chapter 25

Cael stood in the shower, his left hand rested against the tiled wall as the cold water ran down his body. 

He had done the deed… 

And now, Ilaria was tying Clarissa up properly to make sure she could not escape. She wouldn’t lose her loyalty to Malcolm instantly, apparently. 

It would take a day or two. 

If it even worked…

The door to the bathroom opened. Cael turned his head to see Asha standing there. A few days earlier, being naked in front of Asha, he would have scrambled to grab a towel and cover himself. 

Now, he turned to face her, fully naked.

Asha walked into the shower room and up to the enclosure. She opened the glass door. Her eyes started at his groin, before moving up his body and to his face. 

“Umm… Cael… I don’t really understand what’s going on,” Asha said. 

He didn’t understand what was going on either. His whole life had been turned upside down in the last few days. It seemed one strange random thing after another was happening to him. He had no control over these things and it was beginning to piss him off. 

He needed to get control. 

He was going to take control. 

“What exactly don’t you understand?” he asked.

“Umm… There are three naked women in our kitchen. Clarissa tried to kill me. Sandy keeps asking me how much I love you and if I would take a bullet for you,” Asha shook her head confusedly. “I don’t understand any of that. But what I don’t really understand is how I feel about you. I’ve had a crush on you for so long. But now, the feelings are so much more intense and… I don’t understand how they can change so quickly in such a short space of time,” she murmured.

Cael knew why. 

He had yet to tell Asha or Sandy about his Ashbound power. 

Making women fall madly in love with him by ejaculating inside their vaginas. When he thought of it like that, it was so ridiculous. 

“I can’t stop thinking about you and… Can we have sex?” Asha asked. 

Without waiting for a response, Asha stripped away her clothes and walked into the cubicle. Her eyes fell on his cock and dropping to her knees, she lowered herself. The heat of her breath washed over his cock, which was now semi erect.

Asha wrapped her hand around the base and leaned in, her lips parting to take him into her mouth. The sensation was electric, sending shockwaves of pleasure through Cael's body as she began to suck him in earnest, her head bobbing in a steady rhythm.

Her mouth was warm and wet. Cael felt himself growing hard, his hips bucking slightly in response to the pressure of her lips. Asha took it all, her cheeks hollowing as she took him deeper, her hand pumping in time with her movements.

Cael's breath came in ragged gasps as he leaned back against the cool tiles, his hands tangling in her wet hair. The water cascading over them both only added to the eroticism of the moment.

Asha's eyes flicked up to meet his, her pupils dilated with lust. Her other hand slipped between her legs, her fingers teasing her clit, as she sucked him deeper still.

With a low groan, Cael released his load into her mouth. The sensation was overwhelming, a white-hot wave of pleasure that washed over him. Asha continued to look up at him, her eyes gleaming with satisfaction as she took it all, her cheeks bulging slightly with his cum. She swallowed it down, her hand never once stopping its gentle exploration of her own pussy.

Asha continued to suck on his now softening cock as her hand rubbed on her pussy. Leaving his cock in her mouth would have been the least Cael could do as she rubbed herself to orgasm.

But there was a knock on the door.

With a desperate moan, Asha stopped sucking his cock and sighing, she climbed to her feet and passed him the towel.

Wrapping it around his waist, Cael walked down the corridor and opened the front door. It was James and Joe. 

“What do you want?” Cael grumbled. 

“That’s no way to talk to the law of the town,” James said. 

Cael held back from rolling his eyes. “What do you want?” he asked with a forced smile. 

“The boss wants an update,” Joe said. 

“Belkis?” Cael asked. 

“The Scion wants to see you. He’s the boss when he’s in town,” Joe said. 

* * *

Cael sat in the mayor’s office, waiting for Cravin the Scion, wondering what he should say to the man. What could he say? He was supposed to find Macolm and kill him. Cael hadn’t done that. 

Quite the opposite. 

He had lost the two-headed dog the Scion had loaned him. 

Clarissa had switched allegiance. 

And not only was Malcolm not dead, he was gathering a large army of powerful Ashbound completely devoted to him. 

All in all, the Scion would consider it a clusterfuck if he were told the full truth.   

Cael was mentally exhausted. He couldn’t remember if the Scion had explicitly threatened him, or had implied death or torture would follow if he were unsuccessful. But as he sat waiting, he wondered if he should have brought his sword with him. 

He ran his hands through his hair, deep in thought. 

The past few days, things had just happened to him and he did not like it. He needed to take control, to make his own decisions and live with the consequences. 

Cael wasn’t afraid of death. 

Every time he hunted someone down, there was a chance he was going to die. He’d had many close calls too, when swords or knives an inch to the left or right could have caused him serious injury or death. 

He wasn’t afraid to die. 

So why was he afraid of confronting the Scion?

As he sat there waiting for Cravin, Cael had an epiphany. 

Meeting an Aserathi for the first time in, he was either shocked, surprised, startled or some similar feeling that he had confused for fear. 

He wasn’t afraid of the Aserathi. Not Cravin, not Ilaria.

As he sat and waited, he felt an anger begin to rise within him. This was his world. The Aserathi were the invaders. They had murdered and killed so many humans. And despite the humans surrendering, the Aserathi continued to use and abuse humans. 

Cael was minding his own business, going about his job, trying to eke out a living. He hadn’t done anything wrong, and yet, he had been threatened by an Aserathi, he had been sent off to do the bidding of an Aserathi. 

The way he was feeling right now, when that Scion walked in, things were going to get heated. Cael glanced around the mayor’s office in search of a weapon. 

But there were no swords lying around. He climbed to his feet and kicked the chair over. He was about to break a leg off to use as a weapon when he heard shouting and screaming. 

Cael poked his head out the door and looked down the corridor. The shouting had ceased. There were a couple of screams. And then, silence. 

Stepping back into the mayor’s office, Cael broke a leg off the chair and stepped back out. He stared at the chair leg in his hand and deciding he could probably do more damage with his fists, he threw it aside. 

Cael walked down the corridor towards where the screams had come from. As he turned a corner, he spotted Joe and James. They lay on the floor dead, gaping holes in their chests. Cael had never liked the two, but they didn't deserve death.  

Who had killed them? 

Cravin? 

Why? 

James’s hand rested on the sword still sheathed by his waist. He was killed before he could draw it. Cael wondered if the sword would have been of much help to James. He wasn’t known for his level of skills with the blade.

The hole blasted in his chest suggested an Aserathi had killed them. Which made him think of Cravin again. But why would the Scion murder the two local policemen of the town that were working for him?

He parted James' cold fingers from the sword’s handle and drew the blade from its sheath. Now armed with a familiar weapon, Cael felt more confident as he wandered down the corridor, following the trail of bloody footsteps. 

And then he really looked down at the footsteps. 

There were two sets of steps. 

One set of steps seemed to step directly on top of the other, but anyone looking closely could see two sets. It was like they had tried to disguise their separate tracks to merge into one, but went about it very lazily. 

Two sets of steps. 

Did that rule out Cravin? 

The Scion had come alone to town, as far as Cael knew. 

Ashbound? 

Had Malcolm decided to launch an attack on the mayor? If so, he was brave. Surely he must know there was a Scion here? Everyone in town and the neighbouring towns probably knew. 

Cael headed on down the corridor, following the bloodied footsteps, his own boots striking a steady rhythm as they hit the ground, their echo sounded unnaturally loud in the silence that followed Joe and James screams. 

The image of the two men lying on the floor, eyes still staring wide, glazed in terror, holes punched through their chests was going to stay with him for a long time. 

James’ sword was in his hand, but he began to wonder how useful it would be against a being that could kill someone in such a fashion. 

The corridor was long, lined with closed doors that loomed like silent sentinels. The overhead lamps buzzed faintly, their dim glow casting shadows that seemed to shiver with every flicker of light. 

Cael’s breathing was even, but his pulse had quickened. 

He wasn’t a stranger to death. 

But the holes in James and Joe’s chests had him a little on edge. Whether it was done by an Aserathi or an Ashbound, if they had killed James and Joe like that, they would most certainly try to do the same to him. 

He could have turned and fled. 

It might have been the wise thing to do. 

But he was tired and pissed off. A dangerous combination. 

And then he heard the muffled voices. Low and tense, they seemed to reverberate down the corridor ahead. Cael froze for a moment and tilted his head as he tried to make out the words. 

There was no mistaking the cadence. Two men were talking in sharp hostile tones. But he couldn’t understand a word of it. His feet now light on the floor, he moved on, soundless like a ninja. 

The closer he got, the more familiar the voices sounded. 

The corridor widened into an open archway. Cael slipped to the side of the arch and peered into the room beyond. It was the town hall’s main chamber, a high-ceilinged hall that was used for meetings and celebrations.

In the centre of the hall stood two figures. 

Cael recognised them both instantly. 

Malcolm and the Scion, Cravin. 

And then he spotted the third body. 

Crumpled on the floor like a discarded rag was the body of Belkis, the town’s mayor.  

“I’ve never killed a Scion,” Malcolm said, his voice deep and calm, it was edged with steel. He held in his hand a sword and the pool of blood by the mayor’s neck indicated that was how Malcolm had killed him. 

But he did not need to use a sword. Cael had seen Malcolm bring down a ceiling without even touching it. 

“Ashbound scum,” Cravin spat. “I will rip your guts out and feed them to you as you die.” He lifted his hands and from empty air, a sword shimmered into existence. 

That was impressive to see for Cael. 

He had never seen magic before. 

He didn’t even know Aserathi could do things like that. 

And the words Cravin had uttered, I will rip your guts out and feed them to you as you die, they should have terrified any man. 

But Malcolm let out a chuckle. He wasn’t afraid. 

Their duel began. 

The clash of their swords sent sparks across the hall, the sound of steel ringing like thunder between the walls. Cravin’s speed was shocking, his blade flashing from high to low to side in less than a breath. 

But Malcolm met each strike, his movements deliberate, powerful. 

Cael had never seen Malcolm fight with such skill. And he knew the Ashbound had more in reserve. He had yet to use his ability to move things without touching them. 

And then it happened. 

The chairs at the side of the hall began to quiver. And then they flew across the room towards Cravin, forcing the Aserathi to spin and deflect mid-attack. The floorboards uprooted themselves and came at the Scion from all angles, some managing to make it through his defences and hitting him in the face. 

Cravin snarled as he punched aside a chair and pressed forward, his sword a blur. But Malcolm matched him stroke for stroke. He was faster than when he faced Ilaria. 

Much faster. 

How was that possible?  

Cael, who had watched in fascination from the doorway, now slipped into the room unannounced. If he really had to pick, he supposed he hated Malcolm more for what he had done to Clarissa, for what he had made Cael do to Clarissa. In an ideal situation, both these men would kill each other, or at least, wound each other enough for him to swoop in and finish the job as they lay injured on the ground. 

Crouching low, Cael moved along the wall until he found a stack of chairs pushed against the corner. He ducked behind them and watched as the fighting escalated. 

Cravin lunged forward with a savage strike that would have to split Malcolm in half had it connected. But the Ashbound twisted aside and at the same time, he raised his free hand and sent an entire table skidding across the hall as though it were kicked by a giant. 

It slammed into the Scion, but Cravin barely flinched. He spun with speed and force and this time, he caught Malcolm, his blade struck the arm. Blood sprayed and Malcolm let out a snarl. 

But he did not falter. 

He responded with a surge of power, sending chairs, tables, floorboards and even the lightbulbs all flying towards Cravin. As the two continued to battle, their speed and fury terrifying to behold, Cael began to wonder if he was out of his depth here. 

He might have gained some healing abilities, but his strength and speed was nothing compared to the two men before him. Even in a weakened state, they would be difficult for him to dispatch. 

Minutes seemed to stretch into eternity. Then, the turning point came. Cravin pressed hard, his blade darted toward Malcolm’s chest. But Malcolm caught it on his own sword, twisted—and with his free hand, slammed invisible force into the Scion’s side. Cravin stumbled, just half a step, but it was enough. Malcolm’s blade rose, then swept in a clean, brutal arc.

Cael’s breath caught. 

The sword carved through flesh and bone, severing Cravin’s head in one decisive blow. 

The body collapsed, twitching, blood pooling on the polished floor. 

The head rolled once before Malcolm bent down and lifted it by the hair. The Scion’s eyes were still open, still burning with the last embers of life, before they dimmed into nothing.

Silence filled the hall, broken only by Cael’s heartbeat thundering in his ears.

Malcolm had killed an Aserathi… 

And not just any Aserathi. 

A Scion. 

Was he the real deal? 

Could Malcolm really overthrow the Aserathi? 

Would Malcolm be any better than the Aserathi, Cael wondered as he remembered the naked women held in cages. Seeing Malcolm stand there all victorious, a manic smile on his face, Cael felt his blood begin to boil. 

This was the man that had destroyed Clarissa’s mind. 

The sword gripped firmly in his hand, he was about to step out from behind the chairs and confront Malcolm when from the far side of the hall, he spotted a shadow moving.

A woman walked forward, her movements graceful, she was tall and cloaked in black. Cael couldn’t see her face, but he could feel her presence. 

She was radiating power like he had never felt before. It was like standing on the beach as the tide came in. Except, the tides were like twenty feet high waves. And instead of water, it was fire. 

“See the power I have given you?” the woman asked, her voice silky and smooth. “You have killed a Scion, something that would have been well beyond your abilities only a week ago.” 

Malcolm bowed his head slightly as his posture softened and his eyes lowered, as though some invisible tethers bound him to her will. 

Cael frowned from behind the chairs. Who was this woman? And how had she given Malcolm powers? Was it even possible for anyone to give someone else powers?  

And then his eyes widened as he recalled where he had felt such power radiating from someone before. 

Ilaria. 

He had felt this type of power radiating from Ilaria on occasion. 

Did that mean the woman before Malcolm was an Aserathi? 

The woman’s hand rose and her fingers drew a slow circle in the air. A rift of swirling light and shadow opened in the centre of the hall. 

It was a portal. 

From his position behind the stack of chairs, Cael could see what lay beyond. A wide street with large houses of white. 

He had seen pictures of houses like that. He was pretty sure that portal led directly to London. 

“Come,” the woman ordered, her tone brooking no refusal, she stepped into the portal.

Malcolm followed, throwing aside Cravin’s head, he stepped into the portal’s glow and disappeared.

Cael stared at the dead body of the Scion. Then he stared at the portal. There was something really wrong going on here. He was pretty certain Malcolm was working for an Aserathi, which meant the Ashbound was not on the side of humanity. 

Malcolm was now an evil bastard working for the enemy. 

Cael knew little about the Aserathi, but he knew enough to know being able to open up a portal that could lead to a place hundreds of miles away was no mean feat. That woman was powerful, and she had just encouraged and aided Malcolm in the killing of a Scion. 

Were the Aserathi battling each other? And if so, was his little town going to get caught in the middle of their war? 

Cael decided he wasn’t going to sit around all passive as shit hit the fan. 

He was tired of things just happening to him. It was time to take control. If he could achieve nothing else, he was going to try and murder Malcolm, the evil bastard who was now a traitor to humanity.   

Stepping out from behind the stack of chairs, he broke his cover and sprinted across the hall towards the portal. Cael’s legs moved fast, pounding against the ground as he neared the shimmering portal ahead. The air crackled with energy, the fabric of reality warping and twisting around the edges of the portal, like ripples in a pond.

Cael stepped through the portal. The world around him blurred as he crossed the threshold.  For a split second, everything felt weightless, like he was falling through a dream. 

Then, his feet slammed down onto solid ground, and he skidded to a stop. 

The streets of London stretched out before him, bathed in the dull, gray light of an overcast sky. The buildings, lined up in neat rows, were all white with timeworn edges, their facades cracked and crumbling in places. Some had gaping holes in the walls, others had their windows boarded up, giving the whole street a sense of quiet, lingering devastation.

London. 

Cael was a long way from home now. 


Chapter 26

Cael’s heart hammered in his chest as he stood at the edge of the street, his eyes wide with wonder. 

He was in the City of London. 

He had seen pictures of London and heard stories of the great battles that took place between the humans and the Aserathi back when there was a human government in charge and an actual human army. 

But seeing pictures and hearing stories did not prepare him for the vastness of what lay before him. 

The street stretched endlessly in both directions, lined with row upon row of towering white houses, their once-pristine facades now cracked and scarred. Some were partially collapsed, their windows shattered, while others were eerily boarded up, like they were trying to keep whatever had happened outside at bay.

Beyond the white houses’ rose up buildings of damaged glass so tall, Cael wondered what sort of balls humanity had before the Aserathi arrived to have the guts to stay in such structures. 

Buildings made of glass. It was audacious.  

He blinked, taking it all in—the looming houses, the wide cobbled roads, the faint smell of damp and decay hanging in the air. It was like a ghost city, stuck in time. There were no people in sight. Just silence.

Cael was so caught up in the sight that he almost forgot why he was here. He quickly snapped his focus back to the task at hand. Malcolm and the mystery woman were already moving up the street, walking at a steady pace. 

Cael darted behind a rusted car parked by the side of the street and crouched low. The wheels of the car were half-sunken into the ground, like it had been left there untouched for years. He kept his eyes on the two figures, watching as they slipped between two buildings and made their way toward one of the larger houses.

The house Malcolm and the woman approached was in even worse shape than the others. The front door was barely hanging on its hinges, and the white paint was peeling off the walls in large, uneven patches. 

Malcolm and the woman disappeared inside. 

Cael moved silently, slipping from car to car, using the wreckage of the street to stay hidden. Each step was careful as every sound was amplified in the eerie silence. His shoes crunched on the gravel road, but it was drowned out by the faint whistle of wind through the broken windows.

He reached the house Malcolm and the woman had disappeared into and paused. 

The door was closed and the windows boarded up. He had no idea of knowing what was on the other side. It could be a hall so vast, he could slip in without being noticed. Or it could be a corridor so small, just the act of opening the door and walking in would lead him to crash into Malcolm and the mystery woman. 

He had witnessed Malcolm’s power. It had grown so much since he had battled Ilaria. 

This mystery woman said she had given Malcolm those powers. 

If she could give such power to Malcolm, she would probably be a far more formidable opponent than the Ashbound.  

Walking in could mean instant death. 

He could turn back and head for the south of England. Assuming he made it back home without dying in London first, killed by one of its many human gangs or the Aserathi, what would he do? It wasn’t like he could reverse everything that had happened over the past few days and go back to his old life. 

The mayor was dead, as were James and Joe, the two local policemen. There was a dead Scion too in the townhall. Even though Cael cared little for Cravin, his death would invite trouble. 

Cael knew he had to walk inside the house. Turning around and going back would be going back to the chaos that had encompassed his life over the past few days. A life where he was a passive participant as shit continued to hit the fan.   

Cael opened the door and walked inside. 

To his relief, Malcolm and the mystery woman were not waiting for him. The air inside was cold, damp, and smelled like old wood and mildew. Shadows stretched across the hall, and the faint sound of footsteps echoed from further in.

Cael’s eyes darted around, trying to keep his bearings. The house was in ruins—broken furniture lay scattered on the floor, and what was once a grand staircase was now half-collapsed, its railing hanging limply from the second floor. Dust floated in the air, disturbed only by the occasional gust of wind that made it through the gaps in the boarded windows. 

He crept down the hallway, staying low, listening. Malcolm and the woman were just ahead, talking in low voices that Cael couldn’t quite make out. 

Cael’s heart was still racing as he pressed himself deeper into the shadows. The house loomed around him—silent, dark, and unsettling. The air was thick with dust, and every step he took on the creaky floorboards felt like it echoed through the entire building.

Ahead of him, Malcolm and the woman briefly appeared in his sight before disappearing past a door. Cael crept to that door and placed his ear against it. There were no sounds coming from within. 

They couldn’t have made the journey to this very specific house for no reason other than to find a nice room to have a chat in. There had to be something else here. Was it another lab? Was this Malcolm’s London base of operations to create more of his Ashbound super soldiers?  

With a cautious glance over his shoulder, Cael darted toward the stairs at the end of the hall. They led up to the second floor and the steps groaned under his weight as he ascended. 

The floor above was littered with debris. Cael’s eyes flicked quickly to the window at the far end of the hallway. It was open and a cool breeze ruffled the broken curtains. The first floor was dark—much darker than the hallway downstairs. Dust particles floated lazily in the faint light that filtered through the boarded windows. He crouched low, careful to avoid making any noise as he moved further into the shadows.

Then he heard it: footsteps. 

Not from above, but from below. Cael froze, listening intently. It was Malcolm’s heavy footfalls, unmistakable even through the thick silence. He was coming up the stairs, moving purposefully, his voice muttering something under his breath.

Cael moved swiftly, darting along the corridor, he dashed into a dark room just as Malcolm reached the top of the staircase. He held his breath, his heart hammering in his chest, he watched as Malcolm passed, unaware of his presence. 

As Malcolm’s footsteps faded down the hall, Cael stepped out of the room and followed closely. The man was moving quickly, as if he knew exactly where he was going. He stopped at the far end of the house, where an old, rusted door creaked open to reveal a set of narrow, descending stairs. Without hesitation, Malcolm descended, and Cael followed at a safe distance, his steps light but urgent.

The stairs led to a large, open basement—dimly lit by flickering torches that barely cast any light on the crumbling stone walls. It was a sprawling space, far bigger than Cael had expected, and it seemed to stretch endlessly beneath the house. To his surprise, the basement wasn’t empty. 

There were hundreds of people here—humans, clustered in tight groups, murmuring among themselves. Some were sitting on the ground, others stood in small groups, talking in low voices.

Cael kept his distance as he weaved through the crowd, trying not to draw attention to himself. His eyes scanned the basement, searching for Malcolm. But amongst the crowd, he could not find the Ashbound man. 

And then, as if on cue, the room fell completely silent and all eyes turned towards the end of the basement opposite the stairs. 

Malcolm came into view, standing on a dais, tall and confident, he began to talk.  

“Brothers and sisters,” Malcolm said, his voice echoing through the cavernous basement. “Today, we stand on the precipice of a new world. For too long, we have lived under the shadow of the Aserathi. They came to our world and brushed humans aside like we were insects, and they gods. But they are not gods. The Aserathi are parasites, feeding off our land, taking everything that we hold dear.”

A ripple of agreement ran through the crowd, heads nodding, murmurs rising. Malcolm raised his hand, silencing them.

“The Aserathi time is up. In the next few hours, we will strike back, and we will take London for ourselves.” Malcolm’s voice was sharp, full of conviction. “We will rid this city of their presence and in doing so, we will show the rest of the world that the days of cowering in fear of the Aserathi is over.”

The room stirred again, the crowd visibly excited, some even shaking their fists in the air. As far as speeches went, Malcolm certainly had the gravitas nailed on. 

“They think they are invincible,” Malcolm continued, pacing now, his arms raised in triumph. “But they will learn that humanity always rises to the challenge. We have grown stronger, we have grown faster, and this beautiful group before me is more united than ever before. We are the Ashbound, forged in their ashes when they took our world, we will avenge our ancestors and hit them hard.”

Malcolm’s voice dropped suddenly, becoming darker, more intimate, as if he were sharing a secret with the crowd. 

“Today, we take action,” he said. “Three points of attack. We will hit Buckingham Palace, where the Aserathi Scion Marthuris resides. We will bring chaos to his doorstep. We will cause such destruction, such confusion, Marthuris will wish his ancestors never set foot on our world!”

Buckingham Palace. 

Malcolm was certainly brave.

Or insane.

It was one thing killing Cravin in a small town hall in the south of England. It was another thing entering Buckingham Palace. The palace was the very same one that Thaleira, one of the Seven Sisters, stayed in when she visited the United Kingdom. If the Archon were in the country now, Buckingham Palace would be the place they stayed at. 

Walking in there was madness. Even with an army of Ashbound, it was suicidal. 

Malcolm’s gaze swept the room, his eyes gleaming with fervour. “We will strike two Aserathi fortresses to the north and south of the palace at the same time. Aserathi from the palace will rush out to support those two fortresses, leaving the palace defenceless. Once in, we will burn Buckingham Palace to the ground. And from its ashes, a new rebellion will arise!”  

The crowd erupted into cheers, their voices rising like a wave.

Cael wanted to scream at them. This plan of Malcolm’s made no sense. Burning down Buckingham Palace would not weaken the Aserathi. It would only enrage them enough to send them on a genocidal trip up and down the country. 

Malcolm’s expression hardened. His eyes scanned over the crowd with a cold calculated gaze. 

“You all know your roles,” he said. “You know where you need to be. The Aserathi will learn today that humanity has not failed, that humanity will never fail!”

As he finished his speech, a group of armed women stepped forward, moving with a purpose. They positioned themselves around Malcolm, their hands rested on the hilts of swords at their waists. Slung over their shoulders were guns of various sizes and lengths. 

The crowd began to move forward. Cael noticed they were all armed. Most had swords, but a few carried guns too. 

The basement was large, but it was not infinite. As the crowd surged forward, Cael wondered where they were going. And then, he spotted the tunnels at the far end. 

There was no dilly-dallying amongst the crowd. They knew where they were going and which tunnel would lead them to their desired destination. 

With his eyes on Malcolm and the groups that followed him, Cael set off after the Ashbound man as he entered a tunnel towards the far corner of the basement.   

It was happening now. 

This very moment, Malcolm and his followers were going to launch an attack on the Aserathi that could spell the beginning of the end of humans in England. 


Chapter 27

Cael’s senses were wound tight as a bowstring. The tunnel that led towards Buckingham Palace was narrow and oppressive. The air thickened with every step, heavy with the stench of damp stone and old earth. He could taste it on his tongue—metallic, suffocating. The ceiling above them seemed to press lower and lower, as though the entire weight of London sat upon his shoulders.

Ahead of him, Malcolm’s followers trailed in a grim, tense procession. Their boots scuffed against the uneven stone floor, echoing faintly in the confines of the passage. No words were spoken by the group and the silence clung to them like a second skin.

Cael could hear his own heart beating. It felt like a drum against his ribs, steady and relentless. He flexed his hands, forcing the blood to move, but the adrenaline was already there, coiling through his veins, humming with a rhythm that was not entirely his own. His body was restless, muscles tight, his instincts screaming for release.

If he understood correctly, this tunnel would lead into Buckingham Palace. Once there, he would be surrounded by Aserathi. 

Cael wondered why he was here? What was his plan? Why had he followed Malcolm down this tunnel? He couldn’t stop the war that Malcolm was about to start. Most likely, Cael was going to die a pointless death. 

He could turn around and sneak back down the tunnel. He was right at the back. No one would know. 

But he found he couldn't turn away. Something told him there was more at play here than met the eye. Was it just a gut feeling? Cael didn’t like to rely on those. He preferred logic. 

The mystery woman. She had complete control over Malcolm, which meant this was her plan. Why would she lead Malcolm and his crew, which in reality was her own crew, to their deaths? 

“Wait.” 

Malcolm’s voice cut through the dark like a blade.

At once, the procession froze. The sound of boots scuffing stone died instantly. The stillness that followed was suffocating, thicker than the tunnel walls themselves. Time stretched unbearably, each second dragging like a weight. Cael stood unmoving, his body rigid. His breath sounded too loud in his ears.

Why had they stopped? 

Had Malcolm come to his senses?

Finally, Malcolm spoke, his voice low, sharp, and steady.

“The attack at the other locations has begun. The Aserathi are leaving Buckingham Palace.”

Malcolm raised a hand, gesturing toward the ceiling. A faint crack echoed above them, like thunder buried deep underground. And then, with a deafening boom, the stone roof shattered.

The explosion was violent, tearing open the earth in a rain of rubble and dust. The air filled with grit, choking and blinding. Cael threw up his arms, bracing against the storm of debris. Chunks of rock slammed into the floor, clattering and bouncing into the narrow tunnel. Dust swirled like a fog, turning the world into a choking gray haze.

A hand gripped his shoulder—firm, urging. The crowd surged forward, scrambling toward the gaping hole above them, their breaths ragged, their movements frantic.

Cael pushed upward, his boots slipping against stone slick with dust. And then he broke through.

The world above blinded him at first, the sudden space and light was overwhelming after the claustrophobic dark. He pulled himself up onto polished marble, the cold stone smooth beneath his palms. Rising, he found himself staring at grandeur beyond anything he had ever imagined.

The hall was massive. Golden chandeliers hung like jewelled suns from the high, vaulted ceiling. The marble floor stretched wide, polished to such a sheen that Cael could see the distorted reflection of his dust-streaked face.

Rich red and gold tapestries lined the walls, embroidered with scenes of ancient battles. Tall columns rose like sentinels, their surfaces carved with intricate designs, each one a story etched in stone. Statues stood in the corners—regal, cold-eyed figures carved of flawless marble—watching silently, as though passing judgment on the intruders who had dared defile this sacred space.

The air smelled of polished stone and aged wood.

Cael’s breath caught in his throat. He had never seen such magnificence. Never stood in a place that demanded reverence with its mere existence. For one heartbeat, he felt small, insignificant, as though he were a trespasser in the very heart of civilization.

But the beauty was short-lived.

Their entrance into Buckingham Palace had not been subtle. 

As Cael stood in the hall along with the other humans, the lot of them covered in dust, he became aware of the other group in the hall. 

They looked like humans. 

But they were not. 

They were Aserathi. 

And there were hundreds of them. 

Cael’s heart stuttered. Malcolm’s plan of attacking two other locations to send the Aserathi away from Buckingham Palace hadn’t worked. 

The Aserathi in this hall outnumbered his human crew. 

But Malcolm’s followers didn’t flinch. 

The Ashbound raised their weapons, their eyes blazing not with courage, but with something else. 

Something darker. 

Madness. 

Cael had seen that look in Clarissa’s eyes. 

They surged forward with a frenzy that bordered on suicidal, blades raised, mouths twisted into grimaces that were half-snarl, half-ecstasy.

Malcolm was at the head of them, leading the charge. 

He was a storm, his sword moving with terrifying grace, each strike clean and precise. With his other hand, he flicked through the air, and an invisible force followed his command. Statues shattered as if struck by unseen hammers. Aserathi were ripped from their feet and hurled across the hall, their bodies cracking against stone.

Those near Malcolm fell like paper. One moment, their heads were attached to their perfect bodies; the next, Malcolm’s blade separated flesh from bone in a clean, merciless arc. A head hit the marble floor with a dull thud. It rolled to a stop at Cael’s feet.

Gunfire cracked through the hall, sharp and deafening as Malcolm’s crew fired without hesitation. 

Or aim.

A bullet flew past Cael’s ear, missing it by an inch, it left a ringing sound in his head. 

The Aserathi might have been caught by surprise by the ferocity of the attack. But they recovered quickly. The more skilful of them surrounded Malcolm, their swords drawn, they battled him with skill.  

The remaining Aserathi engaged Malcolm’s crew. 

The fight had reached Cael. He pulled his sword out as an Aserathi lunged at him. His instincts kicking in, Cael managed to dodge the blade by twisting sideways. As he struck with his own sword, aiming for the Aserathi neck, another came at him from the left. 

Cael managed to dodge the second blade, but from behind, a foot connected on his back and sent him sprawling forward. As he hit the ground hard, Cael rolled forward and jumped back onto his feet. 

It was then did he notice something was different about him. 

That kick had power behind it. At the very least, it should have left him gasping in pain, his vision blurry. It probably should have broken his spine. 

Instead, Cael was back on his feet like nothing had happened. 

Now, as he fought the Aserathi that circled him, he noticed his movements were faster. He dodged their attacks with ease. His own strikes landed with unnatural strength, each one cutting through flesh and bone in a way that startled Cael. 

Ilaria did say that he was going to have some of her abilities. Was this what it felt like being an Aserathi? Having this insane strength and speed? He could get used to it…   

The power inside him seemed to grow with every heartbeat. His muscles thrummed, his reflexes sharpened, his mind honed to a razor’s edge. 

Through the melee, his eyes caught onto her.

The mystery woman that seemed to control Malcolm. 

She moved along the edges of the hall, untouched by the chaos. Calm. Silent. Purposeful. Her steps were unhurried, almost languid. 

Cael struck down the Aserathi before him with a swift, desperate blow. Before another could set its eyes on him, he dashed towards the door the mystery woman had just vanished through. 

As a sword swung at him, Cael dropped to his knees and slid underneath it. He struck the Aserathi along the knee as he passed, before jumping to his feet, he rushed out the door, leaving behind the chaotic battle.  

The door led out of the hall and down a corridor. Up ahead, the woman turned left. Cael rushed after her, turning left down another corridor. He got there just in time to see her taking a right. 

How big was this place? 

As he turned right, the corridor led out to a courtyard that was vast, pristine and framed by towering walls and archways of stone. 

From the very centre of the courtyard rose a spire.

It towered hundreds of feet into the sky, sleek and sharp like a blade of the earth itself. Its surface was smooth, black as obsidian, glinting faintly as though swallowing the light rather than reflecting it. The stone seemed alive, humming with a power that made Cael’s skin crawl.

The woman stood before the spire. 

Her hands traced the surface, her fingertips gliding along the unnatural stone as though she were caressing a lover’s skin. The air around her seemed to thrum with an invisible resonance that vibrated in Cael’s bones.

He crept closer, his movements quiet, cautious. His breath caught in his chest, he stared up at the spire in wonder. It was so tall and so black. 

“Is there any reason you’re following me around like a creepy stalker?” the woman asked. She turned her head. Her eyes locked onto his, and a smile curled her lips. “Well, hello handsome.” 


Chapter 28

Cael had so many questions to ask the woman. Who was she? What was she? What was she doing here? What had she done to Malcolm? 

But he was distracted by the power radiating from her. 

Like tidal waves of flames, they kept washing over him. His head began to ache and he took a staggering step back as he grimaced. 

“What are you?” the woman asked as she stared at him, a frown now across her face. 

“I was going to ask you the same,” Cael mumbled. “What are you?” 

“Normally I can tell if someone is an Aserathi or if they are human. It’s the smell. Humans smell like sheep that haven’t been sheared in forever. You don’t have that smell, but something tells me you’re not an Aserathi.” 

Humans smelling like sheep that hadn’t been sheared? Cael knew that smell well, what with living in the countryside near many farms and fields. 

He did not smell like unsheared sheep. 

But her words did confirm his suspicion. 

“You’re an Aserathi. But what are you doing?” he asked as he forced himself to take a step forward. 

“Human,” the woman said as she stared at him. And then, she smiled. “Does the name Moraine Hammeraints mean anything to you, human?” 

Moraine Hammeraints. 

Cael’s eyes widened. “No,” he shook his head. 

“No, you have never heard of Moraine Hammeraints or no, you don’t believe that to be me?” 

“The… the second bit,” Cael mumbled. 

Moraine Hammeraints was one of the seven Archon’s. It couldn’t be her. Why would she be here? England was not under the rule of the Sister that Moraine reported to. 

“Well, the good thing about being an Archon is that I don’t have to care about what you believe,” she said, with a cruel smile. 

And then she gave a flick of her finger. 

Cael’s feet lifted off the ground as his body was thrown across the courtyard. He slammed into a door and smashed through it. The force was so great, he didn’t stop there. His body continued to move and he smashed through another door until finally, his body came to a rest on the floor. 

As he lay on the ground and stared up at the high ceiling, Cael counted his good fortune. Moraine had thrown him straight at a door in such an angle, as he smashed through it, he struck another door. 

It was probably the only reason he was still alive. 

Had he struck one of the thick walls of Buckingham Palace, every bone in his body would have been smashed by now. 

Maybe they were smashed… 

Cael was too afraid to find out. 

So he remained completely still, not moving a muscle or a bone. 

What purpose could moving have anyway? 

He was beginning to believe that woman really might be Moraine the Archon. 

She could open portals. She radiated immense power. She was controlling Malcolm and apparently increasing his power? And she had just thrown him as if he were a stone and she was the world's strongest thrower of stones… Not the greatest analogy. But it painted the picture. 

It all seemed to add up to that woman being one powerful Aserathi. Powerful enough to be an Archon. 

But if she were an Archon, what was she doing getting humans to fight other Aserathi? 

“Cael?” a voice called his name. 

A familiar voice. 

He lifted his head and turned towards the woman walking towards him. 

Cael rubbed his eyes and blinked rapidly. And then, he sat up and winced as pain shot through his body. 

“Ilaria? What are you doing here?” 

“I could ask you the same. What are you doing here?” Ilaria asked as she dropped to the floor beside him. Her hands moved up and down his body, feeling him for injuries. “Do you know there’s a full on battle going on in the palace?” 

“Ow,” Cael grumbled as he tried to push her hands away. Every touch of hers caused pain to spike through his body, like daggers stabbing at meat. 

“Who did this to you? What did they do to you?” Ilaria asked as she moved her hands away. 

“See that door?” Cael pointed at the door in the room that was now broken. “I think there’s another door before that. My body went through both of them.” 

“Yikes. That must have hurt,” Ilaria said as she raised her hands, palm flat, and moved them back. “Who did that to you? Was it Marthuris? He does like to throw humans about…” 

It wasn’t Marthuris, the Scion in charge of the United Kingdom. “It was this woman that… I think she’s got Malcolm under some sort of voodoo spell. He’s like an obedient dog around her." 

“Voodoo isn’t real, babe,” Ilaria said. And then, she stared at him with concern. “Did you bang your head when you went through the doors?” 

Probably. 

Cael couldn’t remember much about the details. 

It all happened really fast and his body was hurting everywhere. 

“The woman that threw me, she said she’s an Archon,” Cael said as he climbed to his feet. 

“Ha - Archon,” Ilaria scoffed. “You can’t believe everything everyone says, babe. Loads of liars out there.” 

“She opened a portal that brought me here from the townhall to London,” Cael said. 

“A portal eh?” Ilaria asked, frowning. “Where is she now?” 

Cael told her where the woman was. Ilaria’s brows creased at the mention of the name Moraine. With his arm over her shoulder, they walked through the broken doors and towards the courtyard.  

Moraine was still there, standing by the massive black spire with her hands pressed against it.

“Moraine?” Ilaria called out, surprise in her voice. 

The woman let go of the spire and turned to look back. “Ilaria. I wasn't expecting to see you here so soon, if I’m going to be honest.” 

“You two know each other?” Cael asked. 

“Yes, babe. Moraine is Kaethra’s Archon,” Ilaria replied. 

“Who is he?” Moraine asked. “He’s interesting,” she licked her lips. “And still alive.” 

“He’s mine,” Ilaria snapped, before she turned to look at him, a faint smile, she added softly, “or maybe I am yours.” Her head turned back to face Moraine. “You’re behind the human rebellion? Why?” 

“I suppose I may as well tell you,” Moraine said with a sigh. 

It was supposed to be a distraction so she could get into the palace and study the black spire that had emerged in the centre of Buckingham Palace. 

“You could have just asked me,” Ilaria said, frowning, her arms crossed over her chest. 

“So, you two know each other?” Cael asked again, his voice louder this time. 

“All Archons know each other, human,” Moraine said. 

Cael let out a chuckle. “I didn’t understand what she said.” 

Because it sounded like Moraine was saying Ilaria was an Archon. Sure, there was an Archon named Ilaria Stormhowl. But Ilaria was probably a common name. Not that he’d ever heard it before. But he lived in a small town. In London, there were probably hundreds of Ilaria’s about. 

Except, his Ilaria, the one standing before him had not denied being an Archon. 

She was a pretty powerful Aserathi and he knew she had a habit of holding her true power back.  

“Are you an Archon?” he whispered. 

“Sorry, babe,” Ilaria gave him a weak smile. “I did want to tell you but… Things just happened between us and… there didn’t seem to be a right time to talk about it.” 

Ilaria was an Archon. 

Cael took a step back, feeling slightly lightheaded.  

“I can see you’re quite smitten by the human, Ilaria. Why don’t you two go and get a room? There are loads free in this fancy palace, I’m sure,” Moraine said, her tone mocking. 

Ilaria, who was looking at Cael with worry in her eyes, now turned to look at Moraine once more, her face hardening. “Tell me what’s really going on here, or we’re going to battle.” 

“We’re probably going to battle anyway,” Moraine said as she shrugged her shoulders. “I want to go home to Virelya.” 

“Kaethra has agreed to you leaving?” 

Kaethra. 

Cael knew the name. He supposed every human on the planet still alive knew that name. She was one of the Seven Sisters. 

“I haven’t told her. Which is why I couldn’t just ask you to see the spire. You would have questions.” 

“You’re planning to run away?” Ilaria asked, eyes wide in shock. 

“I’ve had enough of this world. I want to go back home. Our planet might have been dark, but home is home,” Moraine said softly. 

“I still don’t understand why the humans are involved in this at all?” Ilaria asked as she gave a gentle shake of the head, her brows furrowed. 

Moraine explained in more detail her plan. The spire in the centre of Buckingham Palace could open a portal back to their home world. None of the Aserathi she knew wanted to return and Kaethra would not allow her to go back, so she did not ask. 

She needed alone time with the spire. And for that, she needed a distraction. Ashbounds like Malcolm were perfect for a distraction. Easy to manipulate, she gave him strength and power over other Ashbound and then she led him to London on his little rebellion. 

“I wasn’t expecting you to be here,” Moraine said, as she finished explaining her plan. “Why are you here?” 

“This land belongs to Thaleira. I am her Archon. Why wouldn’t I be here?” Ilaria asked tersely. 

“Thaleira’s lands are vast. You could have been anywhere. I did try to track you and make sure you wouldn’t be in London, but you are a hard one to track… where have you been?” Moraine asked. 

“I can’t let you leave,” Ilaria said. “Not out of loyalty to Kaethra. My loyalty lies alone to my Goddess, Thaleira. But you have killed Aserathi and launched an attack on us. You need to face judgement.” 

Moraine sighed again, this time deeply. “I always liked you, Ilaria. More than any other Archon. They’re all so serious. You, on the other hand, were always fun. So I’m really sorry you got caught up in all this. But I guess, even Archon’s must die eventually, right?” 

“You seem very confident in your abilities,” Ilaria said slowly. And then, she glanced around her surroundings. Her eyes fell on Cael and she smiled at him. “I think you should go, babe,” she said. “I have a feeling Moraine has a trick or two up her sleeve.” 

It wasn’t like Cael to run away from a fight, no matter the odds. Sure, the odds had never been so stacked against him. Getting caught in between two Archons battling, he imagined it was like a mouse getting caught between the feet of elephants on a long march. 

He didn’t have much of a stake in this battle. It was between Aserathi. Until recently, he wouldn’t have cared less what they did to each other. In fact, he would have been happy if they all killed each other. 

But now, it turned out not all Aserathi were terrible. He was beginning to like Ilaria. He wasn’t quite sure when he’d begun to like her. For the very short period of time he’d known her, he’d found her to be infuriating. 

But he liked the way she called him babe. He liked her gentle tone. Her calm demeanour. And the way she smiled at him. She had a pretty smile. It also helped that she was incredibly hot and apparently obsessed with him. 

He did not like Moraine. 

What happened to Clarissa was ultimately Moraine’s fault. She was pulling all the strings. And it wasn’t just Clarissa. All the humans in the palace were probably being slaughtered by the Aserathi right now - their deaths were Moraine’s fault.  

He reached for the sword by his waist. Except, it wasn’t there. He must have lost it when Moraine sent him flying through the doors. 

“Cael, babe, run!” Ilaria shouted. 

Moraine had opened a portal and out stepped two figures.  

They were men, or at least, shaped like men. 

But Cael knew immediately they were not like him. Nor did they seem to be like the Aserathi. 

Their skin was marked with streaks of black and burning emerald, their eyes lit from within. A visible aura of darkness was constantly permeating around them. 

He could feel the darkness. It seemed to reach for his soul.


Chapter 29

“Why aren’t you running away, babe?” Ilaria asked, her voice a little frantic. 

“What the fuck are they?” Cael asked. 

“They’re called Dreadforged.” 

“That doesn’t sound ominous at all,” Cael mumbled, really wishing he had his sword now. 

“They’re Aserathi that have submitted to an Archon and given up their souls. Makes them very hard to kill.” 

“Given up their souls?” Cael repeated. 

“Yes, babe. Nasty business. Now, please run.” 

Cael didn’t like to run from a fight. Especially not when it meant leaving behind a friend. He considered Ilaria that much at the very least. 

But the Dreadforged were making him feel a little dreadful. Maybe that’s where they got the name from. 

Before he could ponder more on that, the Dreadforged charged at him. 

Their speed was impossible. 

One moment they were hundreds of yards away, the next, they appeared before him, their boots having shattered stone as they crossed the courtyard, green light trailing from their blades. Cael barely raised an arm in reflex before Ilaria was there, slamming into their path, she had a sword of her own that slammed into theirs. 

The impact shook the ground and Cael stumbled back. 

The Dreadforged were skilful. Their blades moved so incredibly fast, they barely seemed to move at all. But he could see the sparks flying as they clashed with Ilaria’s blade. She was something else. Her speed and her grace, she was handling the two Dreadforged with ease. He wondered why she had told him to run. There was no danger here. 

As Ilaria blocked their attacks with the sword in her right hand, she pushed forward her left hand. There was no contact, but the Dreadforged flew across the courtyard. They slammed into the wall opposite. But rather than splatter like bodies of flesh would have, they seemed to melt into the wall like shadows sinking in water. 

Barely a second passed before Moraine struck. 

Her blade appeared in her hand with a hiss of green flame, her attack coming in from the side with lethal precision. As Ilaria turned to block, the Dreadforged were back. Cael blinked in shock. A moment earlier, they had faded into the wall, and now they were back, solid and furious. 

Ilaria was holding them, somehow. Her blade blurred, blocking the Dreadforged, parrying Moraine, each movement faster than his eyes could track.

But she would not be able to hold forever. 

Cael needed to do something. 

Without a weapon in hand, he did the first thing that came to his mind. 

He jumped at Moraine. 

Well, it was a bit more than that. 

Staying low, he crept behind Moraine and as she battled Ilaria, he jumped her from behind and wrapped his arm around her neck. It was a move he had done before. Normally, he would squeeze the person’s neck long and hard until they passed out. 

But Moraine was not a normal person. 

She wasn’t even a normal Aserathi. 

She was an Archon. 

She didn’t even turn in surprise. 

Moraine reached behind and grabbed him by the hair. And then she tossed him aside so hard, Cael flew across the courtyard, smashed through a window, followed through a door, then another door, and maybe one more. 

As he lay on the ground, he wasn’t entirely sure how many doors or windows he had smashed through. He was still alive. He supposed it was good luck that he kept flying through doors and windows rather than striking stone walls. 

He sat up and looked around. 

Cael wasn’t alone in the room. 

He was surrounded by Aserathi and Ashbound.

He was back in the hall where Malcolm and his followers had been battling the Aserathi. 

Except, they were no longer battling each other. They had stopped to stare at him. 

“Cael?” Malcolm called his name. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 

Cael climbed to his feet. “Can I get a sword?” he asked. 

There were dead bodies lying around on the floor. As were a smattering of swords. Malcolm picked one up and threw at Cael, who caught it deftly. 

“Who could do with you on our side,” Malcolm said as he bared his teeth and snarled at the Aserathi closest to him. 

Cael should have kept his mouth shut. He could have nodded something noncommittal, waited for the two groups to resume their battle and then sneak out. 

But he didn’t do any of that. 

Perhaps because his brain wasn’t working, on account of having been thrown through so many doors and windows. He’d gone headfirst through at least a couple. 

So he said out loud, “I’m going to give this battle a miss. I need to stop Moraine and her-” but stopped as he saw the rage on Malcolm’s face. 

It was unbridled.

“You traitor! You filthy dirty traitor,” he spat. And then, he charged, a gun in his hand, he pointed it at Cael and pulled the trigger. 

There was a loud bang. 

Cael saw the bullet come at him. He felt his sword hand move. And then, he heard a clang and saw a spark. 

Malcolm stopped his charge, his eyes wide, he stood stunned. “You stopped the bullet. How?” 

Cael wasn’t entirely sure how he had done that. He’d seen the bullet for less than a millisecond. Instinct? Was he getting more Ashbound powers? Super reflexes added to strength and healing abilities? 

And then, Cael realised Malcolm was standing before him, stunned into silence and within reach of his sword. 

The guy was an evil bastard. Holding naked women in cages, turning them into mindless slaves. Cael tried not to think about what Malcolm might have done to Clarissa before he rescued her from the cage.

But once a horrible thought settled in his mind, it was hard to remove.  

He slashed with his sword and struck Malcolm across his neck. It was a clean cut. Malcolm’s head rolled off and hit the ground.  


Chapter 30

As Malcolm’s head rolled off his neck and hit the ground, the room erupted in screams. 

All around him, the Ashbound howled like wounded animals. And then, they turned and fled in all directions. A few stared at him with pure hatred as they scrambled out of the hall. 

The Aserathi chased after them. The hall was soon deserted. All that remained were the dead bodies. 

Including Malcolm’s headless corpse. 

He was so easy to kill… It didn’t feel satisfying. The bastard should have suffered before he died. 

And then Cael heard Ilaria cry out. 

He turned and followed the broken doors and windows his body had smashed through to find his way back to the courtyard of Buckingham Palace. Once there, he found Ilaria on her knees, her head down, she had a sword buried in her left thigh. 

The Dreadforged lay on the ground, their bodies on fire. 

Moraine stood a few feet away, leaning against the black spire, she was midway through a sentence when she spotted him. Her lips curled as her eyes narrowed. 

“Why are you still alive?” Moraine asked. 

Ilaria turned to look back, grimacing from the effort, her eyes lit up as she saw him. “Cael! Babe! You’re alive.” And then, she frowned. “What are you doing here? You need to run. I’ve told you so many times to run.” She stared at Moraine in confusion. “Is running not a thing humans do?” 

“Oh, humans run olrite. That’s all they do,” Moraine said with disdain. 

Cael couldn’t understand the scene before him. The Dreadforged were vanquished, but Ilaria was injured. Moraine could finish her now. But she didn’t seem to be in any hurry.

“Why do you like him so much?” Moraine asked as she pointed at Cael. “And don’t lie to me. You don’t want your last words to be lies, do you?” 

Last words? Was Ilaria dying? 

Cael rushed over to Ilaria and dropped to his knees beside her. 

Before he could say or do anything, she leaned forward, pulled him closer, and kissed him. It wasn’t rushed. It wasn’t desperate. It was fierce and full of passion.

Behind them, Moraine groaned, the sound carrying across the stones. Still leaning casually against the towering black spire, her expression caught between amusement and disdain.

“Cael,” Ilaria whispered against his lips, her hand trembling as she touched his cheek. “You need to leave, babe. Ugh, I love you so much.”

He blinked in confusion. His eyes flicked to the blade, then back to her. “It’s in your thigh, not your chest. Aren’t you being-” he paused, realising he was talking to an Archon, then decided to go ahead anyway. “Aren’t you being a bit dramatic?” 

Ilaria smiled, then grimaced. “This isn’t a sword made of human materials, babe. This is the type of blade that kills Aserathi, Archons included. The longer it stays in, the weaker I will become. Have become… Moraine can slice my head off with ease now… babe,” she sighed. 

“So… can’t I just pull it out?” Cael asked, really not understanding what was going on. Why hadn’t Ilaria pulled it out already? 

She grabbed both his wrists in anticipation of what he might do. “You don’t understand, babe,” Ilaria said. “I’m already too weak to match her. Even if you take it out, I won’t recover in time. She’ll kill us both.”

“How long do you need to recover?”

She stared at him with puzzled eyes. “Why?”

Cael didn’t answer. He twisted his arms to free himself from her grip and then grabbed the hilt of the blade buried in her leg. With a quick tug, he yanked it free. 

Ilaria screamed, the sound tearing through the courtyard like a storm breaking. Her whole body arched as her blood spilled across the stones. 

Moraine pushed herself off the spire and began walking toward him. Her stride was slow and confident, each step ringing against the ground. She raised her hand, her eyes fixed on Cael with disdainful certainty.

“How far should I throw you, smelly human?” she asked, her voice silken and cruel. She looked up then. “I’ve never tried to throw anyone up to the moon. This could be a challenge,” she added, her eyes lighting up eagerly. 

Cael looked up at the sky. There was daylight and with it, no moon to be seen. “Do you even know where the moon is?”

Moraine’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe I’ll throw you at the sun.” 

He doubted she could throw him at the Sun. It was so much further away than the moon. “What’s the matter? Afraid to duel me, sword to sword?”

Moraine’s lips widened into a smile. And then she began to laugh. It was loud laughter. It was the laughter of someone so certain of victory that mockery came as easily as breathing. “Are you calling me a coward?”

Cael was about to say yes. But he hesitated. This woman before him was an Archon. His plan was simple. To duel her long enough to give Ilaria time to recover. But he didn’t want to piss her off so much that she snapped him out of existence. 

Was that something she could do? Could she click her fingers and cease his existence? They said that the Seven Sisters had godly powers and the Archon were not far away.

“Yup. Definitely calling you a coward,” Cael said, deciding being snapped out of existence wasn’t a bad way to go. 

Moraine continued to smile. “I know what you’re doing. Buying her time. But you won’t buy enough. I’ll flatten you in seconds.”

And then, she drew her sword. The blade was black with glowing designs of green. 

It was so much cooler to look at than his own sword.

“Cael, babe. If you’re going to battle her like a stupid human with a death wish, at least use a proper sword,” Ilaria said. She raised her hand above her head. A sword of black with green glowing lines running parallel to the blade appeared out of thin air. Ilaria chucked it at him.  

Cael dropped his own sword and caught Ilaria’s. 

Her sword was heavier than his own, he noticed instantly. But it didn’t feel wieldy. It felt well balanced. Powerful. 

Moraine didn’t posture or taunt. She came at him with lighting speed, her blade arcing in a blur of deep black and emerald. Cael barely managed to raise his own weapon in time. The clash of swords and the force behind it rang through his bones. His feet skidded back, before crashing up against a bit of debris, they rose up.  

Despite his newfound speed, she was still too fast. 

Her second strike came before he had even planted his feet again. She spun around him like a storm, her sword carving shallow lines across his thigh, his arm, his back. Each cut burned like fire, the weapon tearing deeper than it should have, like it was drinking from him. 

Cael staggered, blocking only when sheer desperation pushed his body to move. She slashed for his throat—he ducked too late, the edge singing across his cheek. She thrust for his chest—he twisted, the blade grazing his ribs, leaving a hot, wet line.

It wasn’t fighting. It was surviving. He was drowning in her power, barely keeping his head above the surface.

Then she drove her boot into his chest.

The force launched him across the courtyard. 

His luck had run out. 

He slammed into the stone wall with a crunch, pain exploding through his body. He slid down to the ground, every breath ragged, broken. He felt like an insect, like one more kick would paste him against the stones. His head swam as he tried to rise, the sword suddenly heavy in his hand, the weight of it dragging in his hand.

Through blurred vision, he saw Moraine. She wasn’t even looking at him anymore. She was striding toward Ilaria, the predator closing in on the wounded.

Ilaria forced herself upright, swaying slightly, her right hand extended, a sword appeared in it. Moraine raised hers high, the black-green blade glinting, she was going in for the kill. 

Cael ran.

He didn’t even think. His body moved before his mind caught up. Every nerve in him screamed with pain, but his legs carried him, faster than he’d ever run before. Too fast. His feet pounded the courtyard stones in a blur, the distance collapsing in a heartbeat. He couldn’t stop. He didn’t want to stop.

He crashed into Moraine’s back like a battering ram. The Archon staggered forward, off-balance, her blade clanging against the stone as she fell to one knee.

When she rose, her face twisted with rage. Shock gave way to fury, her voice a growl. “You dare touch me? You filthy little thing? I will break you open! I will make you beg for death, and still I will keep you alive to suffer!”

Her fury rolled over him like the heat of a burning sun, but Cael stood his ground, sword raised, chest heaving.

Moraine lunged at him. He could see her coming. That black and green sword was soon going to be in his chest. He needed to move. But his body was out of juice.

He was going to die soon. He imagined it would hurt for a few seconds, before everything turned cold and dark. He was about to close his eyes and embrace death when Ilaria appeared out of nowhere. 

Her blade met Moraine’s in a screech of sparks. They began to duel, to dance, her strength returning stroke by stroke. Cael fell in beside her, clumsy compared to their skill, but striking when he could, his weapon biting into Moraine’s defences.

It wasn’t even. 

Moraine still held the upper hand. 

Her blade sang through the air with unnatural speed, striking both of them in turn. 

Cael’s shoulder split open under one blow, Ilaria’s side slashed deep by another. But together, they refused to fall. Each time Moraine swung at him, Ilaria caught the strike. Each time she turned to her, Cael darted in with a desperate parry or wild slash. They moved as one—ragged, bleeding, but unbroken.

And with every heartbeat, Ilaria’s strength continued to return. Her swings grew sharper, her steps surer, the fire in her eyes burning hotter.

Moraine sneered, changing tactics. She turned her full wrath on Ilaria, ignoring Cael’s strikes, deciding she could weather them. Her blade hammered against Ilaria’s guard again and again, forcing her back, cutting her across the arm, nearly tearing through her defences.

But Moraine had underestimated him. 

Cael spotted an opening.

He darted low, faster than she expected, and drove his sword into her leg just above the knee. The blade pierced through with a hiss.

Moraine screamed, her face twisting in shock and fury. She ripped the weapon out instantly, blood spilling, but the surprise lingered in her eyes.

For the first time, doubt flickered across her features. Her gaze shifted to the spire, its black surface seemed to glow. Snarling, she lifted her free hand, and with a snap of her will a portal tore open.

She locked eyes with Cael and Ilaria one last time, hatred blazing. “This is not finished.”

Then she stepped through, the portal snapping shut behind her.


Epilogue

Ilaria sat on her bottom and stared up at Cael. He had held his own against an Archon. Sure, she had helped him. But it should have been impossible. He was just a human. An Ashbound, but despite what humans thought, Ashbound powers were not comparable to that of an Archon.

But somehow, Cael had not only held his own, but he’d also managed to strike Moraine and force her to flee. 

It didn’t make sense to Ilaria why Moraine had fled, or what she was doing. Using the spire to open a portal back to their home world? Who in their right mind wanted to go back? And if she were so desperate to return that she would betray her goddess, why did she suddenly flee? 

Cael had injured her. But Moraine still had enough fight left in her to keep going and possibly win. 

It just didn’t make sense. 

Such an elaborate plan to return home and then at the first sign of a little trouble, Moraine flees? 

“Hey. You olrite?” Cael asked as he stood over her. 

Ilaria felt a flutter in her chest as she stared up at him. He held his hand down for her and she clasped it. 

He pulled her up. 

She continued to hold his hand. 

She did not want to let go. 

Ilaria wanted to hold him tight. She wanted to hug him. She wanted him to hug her back, wrap those arms around her, hold her tight. She wanted to rest her head on his chest, breathe in his scent. She wanted him to make her feel safe. 

Make her feel safe. 

She was an Archon in a world full of weak humans. She was the danger that all others, save for the Seven Sisters, ran from. 

But she wanted him to make her feel safe? 

Ilaria was finally beginning to understand.  

She had fallen in love with him, that much she knew. But it was only dawning on her now how much she loved him. She was willing to sacrifice her own life to save him. 

An Archon, doing something like that for a human was unheard of… 

And the power that he had gained was incredible. Cael held his own against another Archon. He managed to injure her. 

His ability to make women fall in love with him and gain their powers rivalled that of Maelthor the Undying… 

“Hello?” Cael asked, smiling as he looked down at her. “Earth to Ilaria?”

She wanted to kiss him again. 

Fuck. She was in trouble. An Archon should only have loyalties to their goddess. No one else. Nothing else. 

Deep down, Ilaria knew if her loyalties were tested, if she had to choose between Cael and Thaleria, she would choose him. 

“Seriously, are you okay?” Cael asked. 

Ilaria nodded as she gave him her best smile. “How are you feeling, babe?” 

“I feel amazing… Do you see me with the sword and the way I moved? It was incredible, wasn’t it?” 

“I did see you, babe,” Ilaria said. 

It was incredible. Too incredible. If word got out how incredible he was, there would be trouble for him. Moraine had seen his power. As an Archon, taking aside the fact that she apparently wanted to betray her goddess and return home, Moraine wasn’t stupid. 

Ilaria needed to hide Cael until she could figure out what to do. 

She lifted her hand, fingers trembling from fatigue, and drew a slow arc through the air. Shadows bent toward her touch, warping. The space before her quivered, the edges of reality rippling like water disturbed by stone. The air split with a tearing sound as the portal opened. 

“Where are you going?” Cael asked, alarm in his voice. 

Was he concerned about her? She couldn’t tell if he loved her or not. He had shown feelings towards her. He definitely cared, otherwise he would have run when he realised Moraine was an Archon, or when the Dreadforged appeared. 

But caring for someone and loving someone was very different… 

“Seriously, do you know you’re spacing out a lot?” Cael asked. “I ask a question, and you just stare at me like-” Cael stopped and then felt his face. “Is there something on my face? Has it gone?” 

“There’s nothing on your face, babe,” Ilaria giggled. “We’re both going back to your flat.” 

“Don’t you need to sort stuff out around here?” Cael asked. “You’re like some important Aserathi. You’re an Archon for fucks sake,” he mumbled. 

“Nah. This stuff will all sort itself out. I’m sure Marthuris will have it under control,” Ilaria said, and then paused. “Do you know if he’s still alive by any chance?” 

Cael shrugged his shoulders. “Malcolm’s dead. I sort of sliced his head off.”  

“Sort of?” Ilaria raised an eyebrow. 

“I sliced his head off. His followers screamed and then ran away. Few of them gave me dirty looks,” Cael said. 

Ilaria took his hand in hers and pulled him towards the portal. “We should really get you out of here before Malcolm’s followers come to avenge his death.” 

“Will they do that?” Cael asked. 

“Probably, babe,” Ilaria said as she shrugged her shoulders. “Either way, we should go back to your flat. Good for you to keep that head of yours a little low.” 

“I guess it would be good to see how Clarissa is doing,” Cael said. 

Right. Clarissa, Asha, Sandy, the three other naked women. She was going to have to share Cael with a lot of very pretty women. But those were the least of her worries. 
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