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				Chapter 1
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Matthew sat on a stool beside the cast iron tub of hot water as Layla lay inside it, her eyes closed as she rested her head against the rim. He stroked her silky wet black hair as he stared at her naked body, clearly visible through the water. 
			


    
				Though most had healed, her body still bore many marks. There were nasty welts along her breasts and more on her inner thighs. Her pussy lips looked like they had been stretched. 
			


    
				When Matthew had met her, Layla had the body of a virgin. Now, she looked used and abused. And yet, her body was still beautiful to him. 
			


    
				“What are you thinking about?” Layla asked, her deep brown eyes now open and staring at him thoughtful. 
			


    
				“I wish I could have stopped Lucy from hurting you,” Matthew said. 
			


    
				“I wish the same too,” Layla whispered, sorrow in her eyes. “I am sorry that I am now wasted goods…” 
			


    
				Matthew’s eyes opened wide. “You are not!” 
			


    
				“I was-” Layla closed her eyes as they began to bubble up. “They did things to me…” 
			


    
				This wasn’t the first time Matthew had had this conversation with Layla. He knew how she felt, now that her body had been used by other men, she was no longer desirable to him. It didn’t reflect how he thought at all. And he had made that clear to her. 
			


    
				But sometimes, words just were not enough. 
			


    
				Matthew leaned in and kissed her on the lips. It was a soft kiss. A passionate one. From him, at least. 
			


    
				Layla’s lips were stiff. 
			


    
				Matthew placed his hand in the water and felt her breasts. As he’d figured, her body was stiff too. He massaged her breasts gently as he continued to kiss her on the lips. His hand moved down to her pussy. He parted her lips, his fingers probing in and out. As he continued to kiss her, he felt her body begin to relax. 
			


    
				Their lips parted as Matthew raised his head to look down at her. 
			


    
				“Are you going to stop this nonsense about being… wasted goods?” he asked as he continued to rub her pussy. “Or do you need to be punished?” It was supposed to be a playful comment, but as the words came out of his mouth, Matthew realised instantly that he should have been more sensitive. “Too soon?” he asked.  
			


    
				“Maybe,” Layla said, though her hips began to move in a circular motion, grinding her pussy against his hand. 
			


    
				Matthew held her by the hair and gently guided her out of the tub, his hand still working on her pussy. Water dripped down her body as she stepped out of the tub. With her legs parted to accommodate his hand, her breasts firm, the nipples dark against her pale skin, Matthew couldn’t believe someone as hot and fuckable as Layla could ever think themselves to be wasted goods. 
			


    
				He kissed her on the lips once more as Layla reached for his belt. She managed to pull his trousers down to his knees and free his cock when Patricia entered the room.
			


    
				“Really?” Patricia asked, her eyes rolling. “It’s midday and that poor girl is in no shape to be fucked by you.” 
			


    
				Matthew turned his head to glare at Patricia. It was hard to look menacing when his cock was hanging out. 
			


    
				“He was helping me,” Layla said, coming to his aid. 
			


    
				“Wow. You must be easy,” Patricia scoffed.
			


    
				“What does that mean?” Layla asked, frowning. 
			


    
				“She’s being a bitch,” Matthew muttered. “What do you want, Patricia?” 
			


    
				“Not your cock,” Patricia shot back. “The Ice Queen wants to see you.” 
			


    
				Matthew moved his hand away from Layla’s pussy and pulled his trousers up. He gave Layla another kiss on the lips. “I’ll be back soon,” he whispered. 
			


    
				“Are you not going to wash your hands?” Patricia asked as Matthew stepped towards her. 
			


    
				“Wash my hands?” 
			


    
				“You were just fondling her pussy!” 
			


    
				Matthew glanced back at Layla, who remained standing naked by the bathtub, her legs still parted to show her luscious cunt. He had just been touching that pussy, it was true. He moved his hand to his nose. Yup, he could smell her. 
			


    
				Patricia, who was standing beside him, folded her arms across her chest in annoyance. 
			


    
				Well, if she was already annoyed, Matthew thought. 
			


    
				He reached for her and wiped his hand on her dress. 
			


    
				Patricia’s eyes widened. “What the hell!” 
			


    
				“What?” 
			


    
				“Why did you do that!?” she spurted. 
			


    
				“We can talk later,” Matthew said nonchalantly. “We don’t want to keep the Ice Queen waiting. I hear she can be a bit of a dramatic bitch too.” 
			


    
				Patricia’s mouth hung open but no words were uttered, in such a state of shock she was. Matthew left her like that as he headed to meet Maria, or as all her subjects referred to her, the Ice Queen. 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 2
			


    

    

    

    

    
				       “Fucking hell,” Matthew muttered. “This is a bit much, don’t you think?” 
			


    
				“I don’t think it’s a bit much, Matthew,” Maria said.
			


    
				He didn’t like the way she kept saying his name. It wasn’t normal. “Just out of curiosity, what would you consider a bit much, Maria?” 
			


    
				Maria turned to look at him, her lips tightening. The room suddenly dropped in temperature. Matthew felt ice begin to crawl up his legs. He glanced down to see a circle of frost around his feet. 
			


    
				“Really?” Matthew asked as he hopped away from the ice. 
			


    
				“I am your queen,” Maria warned. “You would do well to remember that.” 
			


    
				“I thought my oath only included protecting your kingdom in times of need?” Matthew asked, his brows furrowing. “I don’t remember accepting you as my queen and being all subservient and shit.” 
			


    
				To say Maria was angry would have been an understatement. Her eyes were bulging, a fucking vein appeared on her forehead and began to throb, her hands were clenched into fists, her jaw was tight. 
			


    
				Matthew briefly wondered if he’d pushed her too far. If she were about to explode in rage, literally, she could do a lot of damage what with being icy and all. 
			


    
				But Maria appeared to be calming down. The vein disappeared, her eyes returned to their normal size, her jaw relaxed, although her hands did remain formed into fists. 
			


    
				“You seem to care for Sarah, Matthew,” she said, her voice serene, she smiled. “If you don’t get her to agree to place her hand in the cauldron and submit to me completely, I will continue to torture her until she is literally unrecognisable. I will burn her body. I will freeze her body. I will chop off bits of her body. Eventually, all that will remain of her will be a head and torso.” 
			


    
				It took a lot to shock Matthew. But Maria managed to do it just then. Because looking at her, he knew she wasn’t lying. 
			


    
				“I can have chat with her,” Matthew said. “If you don’t mind fucking off? A bit of privacy would be great.” 
			


    
				“Speak like that to me in front of company, and I will hurt those you care for, Matthew,” Maria said before she left the room. 
			


    
				Now left alone with Sarah, Matthew sighed deeply. 
			


    
				What the fuck had he gotten himself into promising to protect Maria’s kingdom. He didn’t know much of Maria’s background, but it was obvious she’d had some bad experiences growing up. That didn’t justify what she planned to do to Sarah if the girl didn’t submit. 
			


    
				Sarah. 
			


    
				The poor girl was suspended in midair by thick metal chains that were attached to hooks in the ceiling and fastened to her wrists. Her feet did not touch the ground, but chains had been tied to her ankles and attached to hooks on the floor so that her body was stretched in a cross shape. 
			


    
				She was blindfolded. Her mouth was forced open by a device that allowed her tongue to stick out. And it did stick out as a peg was attached to it with weights added on the other end to drag it out. There were more pegs with weights attached to her nipples. Large, jagged devices stuck out from her pussy and asshole. 
			


    
				But the worst part was the damage her body was showing. Her entire skin was covered in bruises and welt marks. 
			


    
				Matthew was impressed that Sarah had been able to take all of that torture without surrendering. She hadn’t struck him as the resisting type. 
			


    
				He moved quickly to remove the pegs from her body and gently pull out the devices from her orifices. Following that, he pulled on the levers to loosen the chains. As her feet touched the ground, Sarah collapsed. Matthew moved quickly to grab her in his arms before she hit the ground. 
			


    
				He lowered her onto the floor gently and removed her blind fold and the device that forced open her mouth. 
			


    
				Sarah stared at him with blank eyes. 
			


    
				“Hey,” Matthew smiled as he stroked her hair. 
			


    
				“Matthew?” Sarah asked as she squinted. “Where did you come from? Are you going to hurt me?” she glanced around the room deliriously, as if looking for the new instruments of pain he might have brought with him.
			


    
				“I’m not here to hurt you,” he told her. “But the Ice Queen will if you don’t swear a binding oath to obey her every command.” 
			


    
				“I won’t do it,” Sarah said, some defiance returning to her eyes. “She’ll have to kill me.” 
			


    
				“I don’t think she will kill you,” Matthew said. He repeated what Maria planned to do to Sarah if the girl did not surrender. 
			


    
				“She would…” Sarah stopped in shock. “I would… I would be nothing but a head and chest?” 
			


    
				“That’s her threat,” Matthew said. “And I believe she will do it.” 
			


    
				“You need to kill me,” Sarah said, panic creeping into her voice.  
			


    
				“I can do that,” Matthew nodded. “But before we go down that final route, why do you refuse to surrender to the Ice Queen? You didn’t seem to have an issue letting Lucy boss you around.” 
			


    
				Sarah, who had been lying on the floor with her head resting on his lap, pushed herself up onto her bottom. Sitting beside him, she placed a hand on his lap. “I’m sorry about Lucy… I should have said something.” 
			


    
				“You should have,” Matthew agreed. 
			


    
				Sarah gave him a weak smile. “I deserve whatever Maria does to me.” 
			


    
				Again, Matthew agreed. Sarah had stood by and watched as Lucy tortured Layla, Alara, Alena and Kate. He wasn’t going to absolve her guilt. But now probably wasn’t the time to hammer home how ironic the situation was. 
			


    
				“I think you should submit to the Ice Queen,” he told her. “I know it’s scary giving yourself up completely and irreversibly to someone, but you don’t have a choice. The alternative is much worse and,” he paused to place his hand over hers as it rested on his lap before continuing, “if you’d rather die, why not give it a go as one of her subjects? If it becomes unbearable, I’ll happily kill you to put you out of your misery.” 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 3
			


    

    

    

    

    
				In the end, Sarah did cave in and agreed to completely surrender and say as much with her hand in the cauldron of boiling blue liquid. Matthew watched as the ceremony took place. He was there by her side when she screamed and fainted from the pain it caused. He carried her limp body back to the house he shared with Kate and Layla and tended to her for the first week before Maria decided she needed to spend time with her new subject. 
			


    
				Life in the hilltop village moved on as normal for the villagers, though they were busier. They woke each morning, worked in the fields and orchards, repairing the damage caused by the fire. The village was spared major destruction from the fire, but there were still houses to mend from the battle that took place. 
			


    
				Matthew spent his time taking care of the girls. All four recovered well, though at different paces. Kate and Alara were back on their feet literally the following day. Layla and Alena took longer. 
			


    
				Maria remained in the village. Now with Sarah as one of her Chosen, she was preparing for war. Who exactly she was going to fight was anyone’s guess. It could have been the werewolves, the Stonemen, the Faith or someone entirely new that Matthew had never heard off. 
			


    
				The Fallen women from the settlement were assessed individually by Patricia and Cathy. Jason’s broken leg had him out of action. Those with strong powers would be part of a standing army for Maria.  
			


    
				For the first time since his arrival in the Land of Chaos, he did not have any immediate threats hanging over his head. His body had recovered fully. The aches, bruises, sore muscles were no longer a constant throbbing reminder of his battles. 
			


    
				Life was good for Matthew. 
			


    
				But he knew it would not last. He had committed to protecting Maria’s kingdom from any threats, no matter how big or small. He had a feeling there was danger lurking around the corner and that sooner rather than later, he would have to jump into action. 
			


    
				Aside from that, his desire to find out his origins were still strong. The image of the red haired woman with green eyes was still clear in his mind. Her name was Maeve, that much he could remember. Everything else about her was a blank.
			


    
				But for now, Matthew was happy to rest. 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				***
			


    
				
 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				        “Are you ready?” Patricia asked. 
			


    
				Matthew stood by his horse and stroked its mane. The black stallion belonged to Thane, the former Baron of the hilltop village. It was his now. Putting his foot in the stirrup, Matthew pulled himself up onto the saddle. He had his sword on his back in a scabbard. 
			


    
				“Yup,” he nodded. He was as ready as he was ever going to be. “Let’s go.” 
			


    
				“We have to wait for the Ice Queen to see us off,” Patricia said. 
			


    
				“Why?”
			


    
				Patricia frowned. “Because she is our Queen and we must take her leave before… leaving.” 
			


    
				Matthew sighed. He wasn’t in the mood to see Maria again. Just as soon as he began to appreciate how great things were, the Ice Queen came to pay him a visit. He needed to fulfil his oath, she had said. By aligning themselves with the Fallen women that had briefly taken over the hilltop village, the werewolves had broken the truce. They needed dealing with permanently.  
			


    
				And that was where Matthew was now heading, towards the town of Northstrot by the Sherlake Forest. Patricia would be travelling with him, along with a group of twenty Fallen women that had been determined to be powerful enough. It wasn’t a large army, but there would be more reinforcements ready at Northstrot Town.   
			


    
				Matthew was ready to go and get it over with. Except, he had to wait for Maria’s fucking blessing? 
			


    
				“Where is she? I’ll go and say goodbye.” 
			


    
				“You do not go to her. She will come when she is ready,” Patricia said indignantly. 
			


    
				Matthew was about to climb off his horse and ignore Patricia to set off in search of the Ice Queen when Maria appeared in sight walking down the path of white stone. The warmer weather had led her to dress in shorter clothing. As she walked towards him in her silky white mini dress, her long legs on display, her firm breasts just about contained by the plunging neckline, Matthew couldn’t help but admire her attractiveness.  
			


    
				Too bad she had an icy personality. He chuckled to himself at the dad joke. 
			


    
				“Are you prepared for the upcoming battle?” Maria asked. 
			


    
				“Yes my Queen,” Patricia replied. 
			


    
				Matthew shrugged his shoulders. 
			


    
				Maria glared at him. 
			


    
				He didn’t give a shit how she looked at him. He stood by his shrug. How the hell was he supposed to be prepared for the upcoming battle against werewolves? He knew very little about the bastards, aside from the fact that they were super strong. 
			


    
				He didn’t know how many werewolves there would be. 
			


    
				He didn’t know where exactly this battle was going to take place and if he would be able to use the terrain to his advantage. 
			


    
				He didn’t know how useful the twenty Fallen women riding with him would be. They might have powers and seem strong, but not so long ago, he almost killed all of them single handedly as he tried to defend the village from their attack. 
			


    
				Maria continued to glare at him. 
			


    
				“What?” Matthew asked. “How am I supposed to know if I’m prepared to battle a bunch of werewolves in their own home?” 
			


    
				“Being prepared is a mental state,” Maria said, her tone suitably icy. “You should be mentally prepared for the upcoming battle.” 
			


    
				Matthew was mentally prepared to get out of this conversation. He gave Maria a wave goodbye and set his horse off along the path towards the burnt orchards. He had already said his goodbyes to Layla, Kate and Alara. He hadn’t been able to find Alena, the younger elf. She often went hunting alone. 
			


    
				Following behind him were the twenty Fallen women all on horses of their own and Patricia, who would be coming with him as one of Maria’s Chosen and as a guide to lead the way. Because neither Matthew nor any of the Fallen women had any clue where Northstrot was.   
			


    
				He guided his horse down the ashen slope of the hill, the scorched remains of trees jutting from the earth like skeletal fingers. Each step sent up puffs of black dust. The wind whistled through the charred trunks. It had been such a beautiful place not so long ago. Years of hard work burnt to the ground in a night. 
			


    
				As he reached the bottom of the hill and waded through the fields, he noticed a figure in the distance walking towards him. She had white hair and a bow slung over her shoulder. 
			


    
				It was Alena. 
			


    
				What was she doing in the fields? The girl was no farmer. 
			


    
				“Hey,” Matthew brought his horse to a stop beside her. 
			


    
				“I want to come with you,” Alena said.
			


    
				Under normal circumstances, Matthew would have had no issue with Alena coming with him. He had seen the elf fight. She was very capable. Her speed and accuracy with a bow and arrows was mesmerising. 
			


    
				But she had been through a lot. He told her as much. 
			


    
				“I’m better,” Alena said. “I have to come with you,” she added, a tinge of desperation in her voice. 
			


    
				“Why do you have to come with me?” 
			


    
				Alena’s cheeks turned red. “I need to find a soulmate. I can’t do that by staying here.” 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 4
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Aware that it was much cooler here than it was in the hilltop village, Matthew had dressed for the occasion. He sat tall in the saddle, his cloak billowing slightly in the cool breeze as his horse carried him steadily across the countryside
			


    
				Alena sat in front of him, her striking white hair leaned slightly into his chest, her smaller hands resting on the horse’s thick mane. The landscape stretched vast and open before them—gentle hills rose and fell like the breath of the land, with sparse clusters of trees standing against the pale sky.
			


    
				Every so often, they passed small, ruined structures, remnants of an age surely now forgotten. They passed a lake so deep it reflected the muted light of the afternoon. Its waters were undisturbed except for the occasional ripple of a distant fish.
			


    
				Behind them, Patricia and the Fallen women followed. Matthew glanced back at them occasionally. Patrica’s face was stony, unreadable. The Fallen women’s eyes darted, their noses wrinkled and brows furrowed. It was their first time away from home and you could tell.   
			


    
				As they crested a low hill, a gathering of figures emerged from the mist ahead. Men, women, and children, all clothed in white, moved along an open field. Their garments simple and flowing, caught in the wind, giving them an almost spectral appearance.
			


    
				“Where are they going?” Matthew asked.
			


    
				“Oh god,” Alena grumbled.
			


    
				“What?”
			


    
				“Those are people of the Faith.”
			


    
				“How can you tell?” Matthew asked.
			


    
				“If there is a crowd of people wearing white clothes, they are off the Faith,” Alena said.
			


    
				“You’re not a fan of them?”
			


    
				“I don’t hate the individual followers. The Messengers are your typical arrogant self-righteous religious types. And if their Messiah makes a return, then the world will be engulfed in another war that will cost a lot of lives.”
			


    
				The group of humans in white came to a standstill as they spotted the horses coming down the hill and towards them. Matthew reached behind to feel the handle of his sword. With his powers doing their disappearing thing, he was beginning to rely on the sword a lot. It was always nice to feel the cold metal and know that it was there.
			


    
				“Are they going to be trouble?” Matthew asked.
			


    
				“Not those ones,” Alena said. “If they were armed soldiers of the Faith,” she paused to look back at the group of Fallen women riding on their horses, “Some of the girls would have to cover their legs and… wear dresses that covered more of their chests. I can see most of the girls’ nipples through their clothes.”
			


    
				Matthew looked back to see if Alena was being dramatic.
			


    
				She was not.
			


    
				He could spot the perky nipples of many girls.
			


    
				“It’s the cold,” he told Alena. “They’re not used to it. That’s why their nipples are…erect.” 
			


    
				That was the wrong word to use. But Alena did not comment. 
			


    
				And they had reached the travelling group in white. 
			


    
				An old man holding a walking staff stepped out from the crowd. “Greetings and mercy,” he bowed his head.  
			


    
				Greetings and mercy? “Do I say it back?” Matthew whispered. 
			


    
				“Sure, if you’re a believer,” Alena responded.
			


    
				“Hello,” Matthew nodded at the man. 
			


    
				“You’re not of the Faith?” the man asked. 
			


    
				“I am… I don’t know, man. It’s a long story, but a short story at the same time because I can’t really remember anything beyond the last few months.” 
			


    
				The old man frowned as he stared up at Matthew. His eyes moved from him to the Fallen women on horses carrying swords, bows and arrows. 
			


    
				“We are going to Medisa,” the old man said. “Will you be causing us any troubles?” 
			


    
				“Nope,” Matthew shook his head. “I will not be causing you any troubles,” he smiled. 
			


    
				“Why are you going there?” Alena asked. “I know it’s a town controlled by the Faith, but I’ve never seen crowds heading towards it. There are no holy relics or pilgrimage sites in Medisa.” 
			


    
				“Our Messiah’s Disciple will be visiting to bless the followers,” the old man said. 
			


    
				He gave a nod to Matthew and then set off on his way, walking along the field with his walking staff, the crowd of people following after him in silence. 
			


    
				“That… can’t be true,” Alena said. 
			


    
				Patricia, who had remained with the Fallen women a few meters back, rode up to join them. “Why did you stop?”
			


    
				“That old man said they’re going to Medisa to see one of the Faith’s Disciples,” Alena said. 
			


    
				Patricia shook her head. “No… that can’t be right. We would have heard about it.” 
			


    
				“What are you two talking about? What the hell is a disciple? And don’t explain what the word means, because I know what it means,” Matthew said, before pausing, his eyes narrowing. “I think I know what it means. Like, Jesus had disciples. I don’t get what the big deal is.” 
			


    
				“Who is Jesus?” Alena asked. 
			


    
				It was a good question. Matthew could not remember. 
			


    
				“The Messiah has four Disciples,” Patricia said. “They only appear when he returns… which means that either the Messiah has really returned or some trickster is pretending to be a Disciple?” 
			


    
				“The Messiah couldn’t have returned, could he?” Alena asked, her face suddenly pale.  
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 5
			


    

    

    

    

    
				After riding for two days, they had arrived at Northstrot, the town furthest to the north of the Ice Queen’s little kingdom.
			


    
				It was a small town fortified by a brick wall that had been darkened by time and weather. Around the wall, large wooden spikes jutted outward from the base. It was supposed to be a clear deterrent against unwelcome guests, but Matthew wondered how much effect it would have on werewolves.
			


    
				Not much. He noted the claw marks along the wall.
			


    
				Wisps of smoke filtered above the town as they curled into the sky, their scent mingled of burning coal and worked metal.
			


    
				To the left, low hills rolled gently into the distance, their slopes barren but for patches of grass and the occasional boulder. On the right, a dense forest of evergreen trees stretched toward the horizon, their dark green needles standing in stark contrast to the open countryside behind them.
			


    
				The town gates opened at their arrival. Patricia rode beside him and was evidently a familiar figure. She led the way in, riding through the town. Matthew followed after her.
			


    
				The town within was orderly and well-kept. Its streets were lined with sturdy timber buildings and some made of stone, each neatly constructed with thatched or shingled roofs. As they moved deeper into the settlement, a common theme became evident—metalwork. Blacksmiths’ forges blazed in the dimming light, their fires casting flickering shadows on the streets. Sparks flew as hammers struck hot iron, the ringing sound echoed through the narrow lanes.
			


    
				It was uncommon to see such a large group on horses, and their presence did not go unnoticed. It was not long before a group of men on horses carrying swords approached them.
			


    
				“Patricia,” a man with long black hair called out to her. “Where is the Baron?”
			


    
				“This is your new Baron,” Patricia said as she nodded towards Matthew.
			


    
				It took a while for that to sink in. The man stared at Matthew with confusion. “The new Baron?” he asked, squinting. “Thane is… gone?” 
			


    
				“He’s dead,” Matthew said. “I chopped his head off.” 
			


    
				“Ah,” the man nodded. “Welcome, Baron..?” 
			


    
				“Matthew.” 
			


    
				“Welcome, Baron Matthew,” the man said. “I am Sjilkar. I command the Town Watch.” 
			


    
				“Right,” Matthew nodded. “Good job.” 
			


    
				Alena, who was still sitting on the horse in front of him, turned her head to look back at him, an eyebrow raised. Good job? She mouthed. 
			


    
				“Have the wolves made contact recently?” Patricia asked. 
			


    
				“They come every night,” Sjilkar said. 
			


    
				

 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 * * *
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				After two days on the road, Matthew was glad to be off his horse, out of the open and in a room. It was a nice room too. There was a bed, a chair, a large window and a fireplace? There was a wardrobe too, but Matthew didn’t care to look inside it. 
			


    
				What more could one ask for? 
			


    
				Food. 
			


    
				Proper food. Not dried meat and drier bread with water. 
			


    
				There was a knock on the door. It opened and a young woman stuck her head in. “Dinner is ready, master.” 
			


    
				It was as if the house could read his mind. 
			


    
				Master? 
			


    
				Matthew wasn’t sure how he felt being called master by a young woman he had never seen before. But he followed her out of the room, down the corridor and into the hall. There was a long table full of food. 
			


    
				Sjilkar, Patricia and Alena were already seated. Matthew sat beside the elf and piled food onto his plate. As he dug into his food, he noticed the young woman standing to his left, her eyes on the food. 
			


    
				He glanced at Sjilkar. “Is she not allowed to eat with us?” 
			


    
				“She can eat with us if you choose, Baron Matthew,” Sjilkar replied. 
			


    
				“No need to call me Baron,” Matthew said. “Sit,” he said to the girl. He pointed at the pots and bowls. “Eat.” 
			


    
				The girl stared at him, her face a mixture of confusion and fear. 
			


    
				Matthew turned to Sjilkar once more. “Does she speak the common tongue?” 
			


    
				“She does…” Sjilkar said with hesitancy. 
			


    
				“What’s your name?” Matthew asked the girl. 
			


    
				“Laima,” the girl replied. 
			


    
				“Hi Laima,” Matthew gave her a wave. “Are you hungry?” 
			


    
				The girl nodded slowly, the fear dissipating from her face, now just confusion remaining. 
			


    
				“Well, sit and eat with us. I promise I won’t bite.”
			


    
				“Are you sure, master?” Laima asked. “I was told that I should not eat or drink in front of the Baron.” 
			


    
				“By whom?” Matthew looked around. 
			


    
				“By Filipa,” Laima said. “She is the head Maitresse.”
			


    
				 “Head Maitresse?” Matthew repeated. 
			


    
				“Filipa is the Head Concubine,” Patricia said, her brows furrowed. 
			


    
				That did not help Matthew at all. He didn’t want a head Maitresse or concubine. But he decided that was a conversation for another time. “Just eat,” he told Laima.
			


    
				Thankfully, the girl listened. She sat down on the chair and filled her plate with grace before she began to eat as if the whole world was watching her. 
			


    
				Matthew placed an entire roasted lamb leg onto his plate. “Maria wants me to sort the werewolves out,” he said as he cut a slice of the meat. Sticking the pointy end of his knife into it, he held it up. “How do we do that?” he asked as he moved the knife towards his mouth. 
			


    
				“As the Baron, you need to tell us what to do,” Patricia said pointedly. 
			


    
				“Really?” Matthew frowned. “Why the fuck did you come along then?” 
			


    
				Patricia glared at him. For a moment, she seemed ready to dematerialise and walk through the table before stabbing him with the knife she held in her hand. But then, her face relaxed. “I came to help you,” she said. 
			


    
				It was Matthew’s turn to be confused. He wasn’t expecting her to capitulate so easily. Unless it was a trick of some sort? Was she being sarcastic? Because if she were, she was doing a horrible job of it. 
			


    
				“Tell me about the werewolves. Where do they live, how many are there, what sort of defences do they have?” 
			


    
				Sjilkar shared his knowledge of the werewolves. They lived deep in the forest just beyond the town gates. There were a few hundred werewolves, maybe a thousand, but no more. This included the women, children and elderly. Sjilkar had never been to the home of the werewolves, but he had it on good authority that they lived in small houses made of wood. There was no fortification. 
			


    
				“That’s a lot of werewolves,” Matthew remarked. Even if it included women, children and the elderly. He imagined being attacked by a woman werewolf. She would be equally as fierce if not more. “We can’t take them head on…,” he mused, before looking at Sjilkar, he asked, “Can we?” 
			


    
				“I was under the impression you came with an army of super powered women?” he asked. 
			


    
				“Who gave you that impression?” 
			


    
				Sjilkar looked at Patricia. 
			


    
				“We have twenty women who have some powers but very little experience in fighting. I don't think they would be very useful in the woods,” Matthew said. He was being polite. The Fallen women would be terrible. The last time they had fought in the woods was when he went up against them. The Fallen women with powers ended up causing each other more damage than they caused him. “Who leads the werewolves?” 
			


    
				“We don’t know,” Sjilkar said. “They do attack in a pack, but they don’t seem to have a leader.” 
			


    
				If the wolves had a leader, Matthew could negotiate with it. Failing that, he could kill the leader. It would save a lot of lives. 
			


    
				“We need more information on them before we can do anything. Send out a scouting party,” he said to Sjilkar. 
			


    
				“Right…” Sjilkar nodded slowly. “Um… you mean to send out a few of the Town Watch into Sherlake Forest where the wolves are um… to see what we’re going to face?” 
			


    
				“That’s generally how scouting works,” Matthew muttered, frowning. 
			


    
				“In the woods? Where the werewolves are? The trees grow together so closely… it is dark,” Sjilkar mumbled. 
			


    
				“You’re afraid?” Matthew asked, before turning to Patricia, he continued. “He’s pulling my leg right?” 
			


    
				“You might not care to live, but not all of us are suicidal,” she muttered. 
			


    
				Matthew couldn’t believe it. “Fuck off. You’re afraid too!?” 
			


    
				“I’m not afraid. I don’t want to walk into something unknown. There could be traps and… other things,” Patricia said, her arms now folded across her chest defensively. 
			


    
				That was why you sent a scouting party. To look for the traps and see what we were up against, Matthew thought. But he didn’t bother saying it. 
			


    
				“I’ll do it myself,” Matthew said as he took another bite of his food. 
			


    
				“I’ll come with you,” Alena said.
			


    
				“Lookie here you two,” Matthew said. “Someone with a fucking spine!” 
			


    
				Sjilkar had the decency to look ashamed but Patricia continued to glare at him. Matthew was beginning to get annoyed by her presence. Other than her snide remarks, she hadn’t been very useful so far. And she had kind of been a bitch since the day they had met, when they had briefly battled. 
			


    
				He couldn’t fight her now. They were on the same team. 
			


    
				But he did want to do something. 
			


    
				So he picked up a roasted potato and chucked it at her. 
			


    
				Patricia almost fell off her chair, so startled was she by the quickly approaching potato. Her eyes widened as her mouth hung open in shock. 
			


    
				“Why did you do that?!” she asked.
			


    
				“You should be glad that’s all I’m doing to you,” Matthew threatened ominously. 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 6
			


    

    

    

    

    
				After the meal, Matthew headed back to his room to rest. It had been a long journey. Tomorrow morning, he would set off with Alena and venture into the woods looking for the werewolf’s stronghold. 
			


    
				Matthew leaped onto the bed and instantly regretted it. It was not soft. He wouldn’t say it was hard as a rock, but it was close to that. 
			


    
				Why did he think it was going to be soft? Nothing about this place said luxury. Everything about this place said functional. 
			


    
				The door to his room opened and in walked Alena. She had her hands before her, fingers interlocked, she stared at her feet. “I need to talk to you.” 
			


    
				“Yeah, let's talk,” Matthew said as he sat up on the bed. “You don’t have to go werewolf hunting with me tomorrow,” he added. 
			


    
				“What?” Alena frowned. “No. I will go with you tomorrow. I’m not afraid of the werewolves and you would be hopeless without me.”  
			


    
				“I don’t know about hopeless-”
			


    
				“Are you a tracker?” Alena asked. 
			


    
				It was a good point. Matthew didn’t appear to have a special knack for tracking whereas Alena was a good hunter. She could help him track the werewolves to their home. Without her, there was a good chance he was going to get lost in the forest, wander around for a few days, get really hungry and eventually emerge looking homeless and rabid having achieved absolutely nothing. 
			


    
				“What did you want to talk about then?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“The reason I left the hilltop village,” Alena said. 
			


    
				“...which was?” 
			


    
				Alena’s eyes widened. “You forgot?” 
			


    
				“I did not,” Matthew said quickly as he racked his brain for the answer. It came to him quickly. Alena had met him near the fields as he was leaving and told him why she wanted to come along. “You’re looking for a soulmate.” 
			


    
				“I’m not looking,” Alena made a face. “But elves have to have one when they come of age.” 
			


    
				Matthew stared at Alena. Like, really stared at her. She was young, but not that young. Or was she? 
			


    
				“How old are you?” he asked. 
			


    
				“I'm twenty one,” she replied, frowning.
			


    
				That checked out. She looked twenty one. It did occur to Matthew that twenty one years in the Land of Chaos could be as long as ten years where he came from, or fifteen years, or more, or less. But he decided not to pull on that string. 
			


    
				“Okay… so you need to find a soulmate. How can I help?” he asked. “Do you need an escort to the land of the elves?” 
			


    
				“Land of the elves?” Alena’s frown deepened. 
			


    
				“There’s no such thing?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				Alena didn’t reply but stared at him with hurt in her eyes. She came and sat on the bed with her back towards him, her body stiff, he heard her sniff. 
			


    
				What the fuck was going on? 
			


    
				Should he ask her? 
			


    
				Should he place a comforting hand on her back? 
			


    
				Clearly Matthew had taken too long deliberating because Alena turned to look at him and said huffily, “You don't want me?” 
			


    
				Oh. 
			


    
				Right. 
			


    
				“I don’t not… want you,” Matthew said. “But…” 
			


    
				“But?” 
			


    
				“I think your mother made me her… soulmate?” Matthew said, unsure if that was what had happened. He was pretty sure Alara had used a different word. “Wouldn’t it be weird if I were the soulmate of you and your mother?” 
			


    
				“It might be…” Alena said, her features softening as she looked down. “But… we could at least talk about it. You could at least pretend to want me,” she mumbled. 
			


    
				In that moment, all Matthew could think about was wrapping his arms around the girl and holding her in a tight hug. She looked so despondent. 
			


    
				But he refrained from doing that.  
			


    
				“I do… want you,” Matthew said softly. “But it’s complicated.” 
			


    
				“Really?” Alena asked, an eyebrow raised. “But it wasn’t complicated when you married Layla?” 
			


    
				That was complicated too. Layla couldn’t remember her past, but she did know her culture and customs. She came from a world or country that was very conservative. She fell into the jungle naked. If Matthew did not marry her, there was a good chance the girl would have stayed in the jungle and died. 
			


    
				But there was more to it when it came to Alena. 
			


    
				“I plan to eventually get off this world,” Matthew said. “I want to know who I am and where I came from. I don’t want to make a new life here. But this is your world. What will happen when I leave? Will you look for another soulmate to bond to? Because if you will, isn’t it better that you do that now?” 
			


    
				Alena watched him carefully, her eyes studying. “Is there even a way out of this world? And how do you know which world you need to get back to?” 
			


    
				All valid questions. The odds were against him. But that wasn’t going to stop Matthew from trying. What he couldn’t do was afford to be tied down to this world any more than he already was. 
			


    
				Which was a lot. 
			


    
				He had sworn a fucking oath to protect the Ice Queen’s kingdom forever. At the time, he had no choice. But since then, he had given it some thought. At the moment, he was only tied down to protect her kingdom from invaders. But he didn’t have to fight for her if she wanted to expand her territory. 
			


    
				Maybe there was some space to negotiate his oath. Offer to enlarge her kingdom in return for relinquishing his oath to protect her existing kingdom for ever. 
			


    
				It was either he renegotiated his oath, or he waited for the Ice Queen to die. 
			


    
				How long did… what was she? An ice creature? How long did they live? 
			


    
				“Hello?” Alena waved a hand in front of him. 
			


    
				Matthew took her hand in his. “Why don’t you think about what I’ve said. You’re young. You have your whole life ahead of you. Do you really want to be tied down to someone from another world that wants to get out as soon as possible and will spend all of his time searching for a way out?” 
			


    
				Alena opened her mouth to respond but there was a knock on the door. 
			


    
				Before Matthew could tell the person to not come in, the door opened. A woman with red hair and wearing a lacy white dress walked in. 
			


    
				“The Baron is dead?” she asked. 
			


    
				“Uh… yes,” Matthew said. “Who are you?” 
			


    
				“I am his concubine… or was his concubine.” 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 7
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Her name was Filipa. She was the former Baron’s Head Maitresse in the town of Northstrot. She was a pretty woman in her mid to late thirties. She had red hair and a curvy figure, all of which was on display as she wore a thin lacy white dress. 
			


    
				“May we speak?” Filipa asked. 
			


    
				Matthew glanced at Alena. She was still upset and he noticed for the first time that tears had formed around her eyes. 
			


    
				“Can we talk later?” Matthew said to Filipa. 
			


    
				“No,” Alena said as she climbed to her feet in a hurry. “I’m leaving. I’ll see you later,” she added before she left the room. 
			


    
				Matthew sighed. Why couldn’t life just be simple? He turned to Filipa, frowning. “What do you want?” 
			


    
				The words came out harsher than he had intended. Filipa did not seem taken back by his tone. She walked towards him and dropped to her knees a foot away from his feet, her head bowed. “My master, I am well versed in using all of my holes for pleasure. I have a high pain tolerance and can be used and abused to your heart’s content. Your three other concubines have been washed and cleaned thoroughly. Their bodies too have value for you my master. My daughter is a virgin and is ready for you to enjoy. Please let us live!” she finished with a panic. 
			


    
				Matthew was stunned into silence. 
			


    
				This was not the speech he was expecting. Aside from the Ice Queen, Matthew hadn’t given much thought to the other relationships the Baron would have. Upon coming here and hearing of the Head Maitresse, or leader of the Baron’s concubines, Matthew imagined at some point, one of the women would approach him. 
			


    
				It was possible they would be angry at him. He had just killed their… lover? Matthew shuddered at the thought and moved on quickly. 
			


    
				But Filipa wasn’t angry at him. She was afraid. 
			


    
				“I will… let you live,” he said. 
			


    
				“Thank you,” Filipa said. She grabbed his feet in gratitude. 
			


    
				Matthew placed his hands on her arms and pulled her up. “You can stand,” he told her. 
			


    
				Filipa climbed to her feet. “How would you like me to please you, master?” 
			


    
				“You can start by telling me how the Baron ran things here.” 
			


    
				Filipa told him all she knew of the Baron’s routine. His arrival was not fixed. Sometimes weeks passed before his visit, other times it was months. It was the same for how long he spent in Northstrot. Sometimes days, sometimes weeks, even months. 
			


    
				When he came, he would be serviced by his concubines and during his horse rides through the town, any woman he found attractive, he would have for the night. If they were very good, they would be inducted as a new concubine. 
			


    
				The Baron would sometimes come with the Ice Queen’s Chosen ones. Jason was a frequent visitor and Filipa made sure there were enough women for the two of them. Women that could take two men at the same time and still perform admirably. 
			


    
				“Will Jason be visiting with you?” Filipa asked. 
			


    
				“No, Jason won’t be coming here for a while.”
			


    
				“Will you be having other men or women joining you in your pleasure sessions?” 
			


    
				“I will not,” Matthew mumbled. “What can you tell me about the werewolves?” 
			


    
				Filipa told him all she knew. Which wasn’t much. Many years ago, the werewolves constantly attacked the town people. There would be constant night raids which would be so much worse when there was a full moon. The mines would be under constant attack. The werewolves would ambush the town’s goods being delivered to other kingdoms. 
			


    
				It was a nightmare. 
			


    
				Until the Baron put a stop to it.
			


    
				“How did he do that?” Matthew asked, intrigued. 
			


    
				“He rode into the woods alone and when he returned, the werewolves had surrendered. They agreed to stay in the forest and never venture out again.”   
			


    
				“What did he do when he went into the forest?” 
			


    
				“I don’t know, master,” Filipa said. 
			


    
				“He never mentioned it once? Not even when he was fucking you drunk, boasting about his exploits?” 
			


    
				“Never, master,” Filipa said. “The werewolves stopped attacking. Until now.” 
			


    
				“Why have they returned?” Matthew frowned. 
			


    
				“I don’t know, master,” Filipa replied. 
			


    
				It had been a rhetorical question. Matthew didn’t expect her to know. 
			


    
				How had Thane, the Baron, managed to stop the wolves from attacking? Sure, he was a powerful demi-god, but he wasn’t strong enough to subdue an entire wolf pack on his own. 
			


    
				And now that Thane was gone, the werewolves were back on the attack? 
			


    
				Which meant, whatever deal the wolves had struck was with the Baron and not the Ice Queen. 
			


    
				With his death, the deal was broken. 
			


    
				If the Baron were able to ride into the forest alone and return with the wolves subdued, it gave Matthew hope that he would be able to do the same. He glanced out of the single window in the room. 
			


    
				It was dark outside.
			


    
				He would set off tomorrow morning to venture out into the woods in search of the werewolves. Matthew yawned. He was tired. It would be wise to get a good night’s rest. 
			


    
				“I’m going to sleep now,” he told Filipa. “You can leave.” 
			


    
				“Shall I return with the other concubines and my daughter?” Filipa asked. “She is a pretty one. You would have seen her during your meal?” 
			


    
				“Laima is your daughter?” 
			


    
				Filipa nodded her head. “I apologise for having her tend to you in my stead. I was…” her sentence trailed, fear in her eyes. 
			


    
				“You were doing what?” Matthew asked, intrigued. 
			


    
				“Preparing the speech that would save our lives,” Filipa said. 
			


    
				“What?” 
			


    
				“The Baron said that were he to ever die, his replacement would kill all of his concubines as we were used goods…” Filipa said. 
			


    
				“Fucking hell,” Matthew muttered. “The Baron was an asshole, so I chopped his head off. I have no beef with you.” 
			


    
				“...beef?” Filipa frowned. “We did serve meat…” 
			


    
				Matthew shook his head. “That’s not-” he stopped. “I’m not the Baron. You don’t need to call me master. You’re free. You and all the other concubines. And your daughter. Especially your daughter.” 
			


    
				“Free?” Filipa asked. “Am I being banished?” 
			


    
				Matthew opened his mouth to reply. 
			


    
				He closed it promptly without uttering another word. 
			


    
				It occurred to him that maybe he should give some thought to what he was going to say. Clearly there was a lot of room for misinterpretation and he was probably going to give poor Filipa a heart attack.
			


    
				“You’re not banished. I don’t need your services tonight, or any of the other concubines, or your daughters. Go and have the night off. Enjoy yourself.”
			


    
				Filipa stared at him for a long moment, probably absorbing his words and wondering if there was a double meaning or some trickery behind it. Thankfully, it seemed like she had decided he was being genuine. 
			


    
				She smiled. “Thank you, master.”  
			


    
				“Don’t mention it,” Matthew smiled back. “You can go now.” 
			


    
				He watched her leave and as she closed the door behind her, he collapsed onto the bed. He’d forgotten how hard the bed was. Still, he was sure he would fall asleep soon, he was that tired. 
			


    
				And Matthew was right. 
			


    
				He did fall asleep instantly. 
			


    
				But he did not get to sleep for long. 
			


    
				The werewolves were back. 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 8
			


    

    

    

    

    
				       It was the howl that woke him up. 
			


    
				It was much too close. 
			


    
				Matthew struggled to open his eyes as he sat up. 
			


    
				And then he heard the screaming. That definitely helped in opening his eyes. He rubbed them vigorously as he climbed out of bed. 
			


    
				It was almost pitch black, but his eyes seemed to adjust, lighting the room in a blue hue. That was odd. He had never been able to see in the dark like that. 
			


    
				Matthew wasn’t complaining. He spotted his sword resting in its scabbard by the left corner of the room. Pulling on some pants, grabbed his sword and walked out of his room. 
			


    
				He heard the howl again. 
			


    
				Howls. 
			


    
				There were hundreds of them, all screaming in unison, it would have been beautiful if Matthew didn’t know what it belonged to. 
			


    
				Werewolves. 
			


    
				And they were here in the town. 
			


    
				Matthew ran down the dark corridor and reaching the end, he pulled open the door, sword in hand, and walked out onto the road. 
			


    
				He was almost immediately run over by a horse. His reflexes sharp for someone who had just woken up, he turned his body sideways just in time. 
			


    
				As the horse with the rider sitting on it dashed past him, he didn’t have time to wonder what the hurry was. There were two werewolves running after the man and horse. 
			


    
				Matthew had seen werewolves before. He had battled them not long ago. 
			


    
				But they were still quite something to see. 
			


    
				Big beasts the size of a horse, but more powerful and agile, stronger, deadlier, they were formidable predators. And right now, Matthew was the prey. 
			


    
				Both werewolves that had been chasing the man on the horse had given up on that pursuit even though they were only seconds away from killing and devouring him. They turned to face him, their yellow eyes glowing in the dark. 
			


    
				And it was dark. 
			


    
				Matthew stared up at the sky. The moon was nowhere to be seen, covered in clouds. 
			


    
				That was good, right? Werewolves and a strong moon would be worse, right? 
			


    
				The werewolves charged at him. 
			


    
				They seemed faster than he remembered. 
			


    
				Still, Matthew was confident he could take them. 
			


    
				Some of that confidence might have been misplaced. 
			


    
				One werewolf leaped at him whilst the other circled around. Matthew raised his sword and charged towards the werewolf coming down on him. In his head, he was going to duck underneath the beast’s extended claws and slice open the animal’s soft underbelly. 
			


    
				It was a good idea. 
			


    
				And in his head, it looked awesome. 
			


    
				The only problem was, the other werewolf wasn’t going to sit around and admire Matthew’s skills with the sword. 
			


    
				As the werewolf came down on him, Matthew had positioned himself perfectly. His knees bent, he slid forward on the hard gravel road, his sword held in his hands and raised above his head angled flat, time seemed to slow as the wolf came down. 
			


    
				Matthew was going to kill the wolf with ease. Blood and guts were going to spill onto the road. The wolf would howl as he lay on the ground squirming his last. Matthew would then deal with the other wolf before moving on to clear the town. 
			


    
				Except, the other wolf was also running towards him now and he was very close. 
			


    
				Too close. 
			


    
				Time seemed to suddenly speed up. 
			


    
				In the blink of an eye, Matthew found himself leaning against the stone wall of a house, blood on his chest. He climbed to his feet with some effort, taking haggard breaths. His chest felt like it had caved in.   
			


    
				These werewolves had worked together to bring him down. As he focused on the wolf that had leapt towards him, the other wolf had circled around and struck him from behind. 
			


    
				And now the two wolves stood facing him only a few meters away. They looked meaner than he remembered. Maybe it was because both wolves had their teeth bared. 
			


    
				“Let’s fucking having it,” Matthew grumbled as he charged at the wolves. 
			


    
				His chest hurt like fuck, his grip on the sword was weak, his legs were unsteady. But it mattered not. Matthew had confidence on his side. And an inkling that he wasn’t going to die easily. 
			


    
				This time, as the wolves came at him, he made sure to keep an eye on both of them. It was hard to do as they circled around him. But he managed to duck at the last moment as they both leapt at him from opposite ends. 
			


    
				The wolves crashed into each other in midair. They landed on top of him. The beasts were heavy. He stabbed at them wildly with his sword. He connected well, but their hide was thick. 
			


    
				The wolves growled. 
			


    
				And it was growls. 
			


    
				Not whimpers. 
			


    
				The battle continued. Matthew was focused as the wolves circled him once more. He kept his distance, waiting for them to charge, moving out of the way when he could, stabbing with his sword when he could. 
			


    
				He managed to finally injure one wolf enough to have it whimper away, his blade covered in blood. The second wolf growled at him before turning tail, it ran away. 
			


    
				The howls continued to penetrate the night sky, as did the cries of humans, though they weren’t as loud. Matthew knew he should run towards the sounds. Lives depended on it. But, he was tired. And more hurt than he had realised. It wasn’t only his chest that was bleeding. 
			


    
				His legs and back had been clawed at. How much blood could he lose before it became a problem? 
			


    
				And what was that thing moving along the rooftops? 
			


    
				He did not have to wonder long as the thing landed in front of him. It wore a green dress, the hemline rested well above her knees, it had white hair and pointy ears. 
			


    
				“What happened to you?” Alena asked. 
			


    
				“Werewolves,” Matthew said, his voice weak. “There's a bunch of them in the town, I think.” 
			


    
				“Can you fight?” Alena asked, concern in her eyes. 
			


    
				“Always,” Matthew nodded, his voice still weak. 
			


    
				“You’re covered in a lot of blood.” 
			


    
				“It’s nothing.” 
			


    
				“You sound like you’re on your deathbed,” Alena said flatly. 
			


    
				A bed would be nice, Matthew thought. But he didn’t say that. Alena had come to wake him up just in case he was a heavy sleeper and the wolves howling hadn’t done the trick, she said. The main battle was taking place by the front gates. Sjilkar and the Town Watch had managed to keep the wolves at bay, but they were going to breach the gates soon. 
			


    
				Matthew hurried after Alena as she led the way. The elf was fast. It was cold outside, but he felt warm as he ran. Sweat covered his skin, stings highlighting all the areas his body was cut. They passed a couple of wolves on their way. Alena sent them packing with arrows fired accurately from her bow. 
			


    
				“Why-” Matthew stopped, bending over, he gasped for breath. “Wait.” 
			


    
				Alena stopped and looked back. “Do you need to rest?” 
			


    
				Stubbornly, Matthew shook his head. “Don’t need to-” he paused to take a deep breath and stand up straight. 
			


    
				“Rest? Is that what you were going to say? That you didn’t need to rest? You look great, by the way. Epitome of fitness,” Alena said, her tone dripping with sarcasm. 
			


    
				Matthew ignored her. “Why are the wolves trying to breach the gates when they can climb over walls? We know they can do that. There’s loads of them running around!” 
			


    
				Alena’s brows furrowed. “It’s a good question. We’re almost there. You can ask Sjilkar yourself.” 
			


    
				Summing up his energy reserves, Matthew followed after Alena. They turned a corner and true enough, there were the gates that led into the town. Men from the Town Watch stood with their bodies pressed against the gate. Whatever was on the other side was relentless. The gate groaned under the stress, the hinges rattling. 
			


    
				Matthew spotted Sjilkar and walked up to him. “What is going on? What’s on the other side of the gate?” 
			


    
				It didn’t seem like it was a werewolf or a bunch of wolves. Whatever was on the other side was big. The gate shuddered every time the thing on the other side slammed itself against it.
			


    
				Sjilkar stood with his sword drawn staring at the gate, his skin pale. He didn’t appear to recognise Matthew at first, and when he finally did, he frowned. “Is that blood?” 
			


    
				“Dried blood,” Matthew corrected him. He had stopped bleeding; his open wounds having closed off quickly. “What’s going on?” he asked as the gate shuddered so violently, many of the Town Watch lost their footing and hit the ground.
			


    
				“There’s a demon on the other side,” Sjilkar whispered, terror in his eyes. 
			


    
				Matthew shook his head. He couldn’t have heard right. “What’s on the other side?” 
			


    
				“A demon,” Sjilkar said. “One of the big ones.” 
			


    
				“They come in sizes, huh?” 
			


    
				Sjilkar nodded solemnly. 
			


    
				Alena joined them at that point. “There’s a demon on the other side,” she said, her eyes wide. 
			


    
				Matthew nodded. “It’s a big one, apparently.” 
			


    
				Alena’s brows furrowed. “You don’t seem concerned by the demon. Why?” 
			


    
				“Werewolves, demi-gods, the Ice Queen, demons are just another thing in the Land of Chaos, aren’t they?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				Both Alena and Sjilkar shook their heads vigorously in unison. 
			


    
				“Demons are terrifying,” Sjilkar said. 
			


    
				So were werewolves, Matthew thought. 
			


    
				But he didn’t get a chance to say that. 
			


    
				The demon breached the gate. 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 9
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Matthew instantly understood why Alena and Sjilkar were afraid of demons. Because the beast that had just burst through the main gates was terrifying. It stood twelve feet tall. Its skin was red, its legs were black, it had hooves on its legs and claws on its hands. It had two incredibly sharp black horns on its head. 
			


    
				But what was most terrifying was the size of its mouth. 
			


    
				The demon picked up a watch man and swallowed him whole. 
			


    
				“Holy fuck,” Matthew murmured. He’d so far resisted dying when being impaled with various things. But being swallowed whole? He would die, wouldn’t he? And have a horrible death too. “How do we kill that thing?” 
			


    
				“We don’t,” Sjilkar said. He turned and fled. 
			


    
				Matthew looked at Alena. She looked pretty terrified herself. Skin pale, legs shaking, he couldn't imagine her ever being so scared. 
			


    
				“Hey… you can leave too. I’ll fight the demon,” he told her. 
			


    
				“I’ll fight, but… I don’t want to be eaten by the demon,” Alena whispered. 
			


    
				It was a fair fear. No one wanted to be eaten. Matthew had some concerns about that too. The demon had just eaten another two men. Swallowed them whole as if there was nothing to chew. The demon seemed even taller now, as if it had just grown some. 
			


    
				The Town Watch who had been brave enough to remain when the demon burst through the gates turned and fled as the demon swallowed their compatriots’ whole. Behind the demon, through the now open gates, a pack of wolves charged in. They picked off the fleeing Town Watch as they rampaged through the town. 
			


    
				“You need to rally the Town Watch and fight the wolves. Find Patricia and the Fallen women!” Matthew shouted. “I’m going to deal with the demon.” 
			


    
				Alena nodded. “Be careful,” she said before she ran off, her bow raised, she began to fire off arrows at the werewolves. 
			


    
				Matthew stepped towards the demon. Standing directly in front of it, he began to truly appreciate how big the thing was. 
			


    
				“Hey,” he gave the demon a wave. “I guess we have to fight?” 
			


    
				The demon reached for him. His large hand moved with speed. The claws were black, but the tips glistened as if they were sharpened on a daily basis. Matthew leapt back at the last second, just about avoiding being grabbed by the demon and thrown down its throat. 
			


    
				The demon came again, swinging with both hands. Matthew’s body had taken torment already, but he was focused. He knew the dangers and he did not underestimate the demon. Anything that could have terrified Alena was worthy of being cautious around. He kept a respectful distance, frustrating the demon, he decided to wait for the right moment before attempting a strike. 
			


    
				After clawing at him for a minute, the demon grew frustrated. It slammed its fists into the ground, sending gravel shooting up. Its mouth opened and a roar erupted. It was deafening. Matthew dropped his sword and fell to his knees as he grabbed his ears. He squished the soft flesh together and pushed them in. 
			


    
				It did not help. 
			


    
				It was like the sound was inside his head, in his ear drums, it bounced around, poking, probing, mocking. 
			


    
				Mocking? 
			


    
				You’re pathetic. You should kill yourself. 
			


    
				Holy fuck, there was a voice in his head. 
			


    
				Pick up your sword. Press the tip against your chest just over your heart. Drive it in. Die and let your soul sink into the ground and be forever consumed by the fires of hell. 
			


    
				Matthew looked at his sword. The deafening roaring sound in his head faded in intensity. He reached for the sword and picked it up. He held it before him and stared at the curved blade. He climbed to his feet and faced the demon. 
			


    
				It was no longer beating its fists into the ground. Nor was it roaring. In fact, the demon before him was shrinking in size. 
			


    
				“What the fuck…” Matthew muttered. 
			


    
				The demon was now human sized. Still tall, but it no longer towered above him like before. It still had the claws, the black legs with hooves and the horns, but the features had softened some. 
			


    
				“Why haven’t you driven the sword into your chest?” the demon asked, his voice suitably deep, he wore a frown. 
			


    
				“Why would I do that?” Matthew asked, frowning back. 
			


    
				“Because I told you to do it,” the demon said.   
			


    
				Matthew’s frown deepened before he realised. “That voice in my head was you,” his eyes widened. 
			


    
				“Yes. I have never met anyone who did not instantly obey me,” the demon said. “Who are you?” 
			


    
				“Matthew.” 
			


    
				The demon took a step towards him, his red eyes hypnotising. “What are you, Matthew?” 
			


    
				“That is a good question,” Matthew said as he took a step back. “In the Land of Chaos, I’m known as a Fallen.” 
			


    
				“Fallen?” the demon asked, eyes quizzical. 
			


    
				“We fall from the sky? We don’t have any memories of who we are?” 
			


    
				The demon’s lips spread into a smile. “Those portals are still open?” 
			


    
				“Yes. Any idea who manages the portals?” 
			


    
				“I might,” the demon’s lips spread even further, more than humanly possible. His red eyes sparkled as his sharpened teeth came into view. “So you’re a demi-god of some type. You must be one of those ones resistant to hypnosis. I guess I will have to drive your sword into your chest the old fashioned way.” 
			


    
				The demon held his hands by his sides. Two black blades appeared out of thin air. “Let's see if you have any talent.” 
			


    
				The duel began.
			


    
				The demon moved like a shadow given form, its twin black blades a blur of deadly arcs and vicious thrusts. Each strike came with inhuman precision, forcing Matthew onto the defensive. Sweat and blood slicked the hilt of his long, curved sword as he parried and dodged with practiced skill, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Though his footwork remained steady, the weight of exhaustion slowed him just enough for the demon to exploit. It pressed forward, its attacks relentless, its obsidian blades carving through the air with a cruel whisper. A glancing strike tore through Matthew’s bare chest sleeve, drawing a thin line of crimson. 
			


    
				Gritting his teeth, he tightened his grip, eyes burning with defiance. The demon grinned, sensing the scales tipping in its favour, ready to claim victory with its next ruthless assault. 
			


    
				Matthew staggered but refused to fall. Grit and sheer will burned in his weary muscles as he adjusted his stance, steadying his breath. The demon lunged, its twin black blades slicing through the air with lethal intent—but this time, Matthew did not merely defend. He twisted at the last moment, slipping past one blade while his curved sword flashed upward in a desperate yet masterful counter. Steel met flesh. A thin, jagged cut tore across the demon’s side, dark blood spilling into the air like ink. The creature snarled, more in surprise than pain, its glowing eyes narrowing as it stepped back. For the first time, amusement flickered across its monstrous face. 
			


    
				“That was not bad,” the demon said. The blades disappeared into thin air as easily as they had appeared. His hands free now, the demon slow clapped. “Well done.” 
			


    
				Matthew was exhausted and the cut across his chest was deep. The flesh around it burned. “What’s your blade made of?” 
			


    
				“It burns, doesn’t it?” the demon grinned. “You will die a slow painful death, Matthew. A shame. You had some talent with the sword.” 
			


    
				“I guess I should go out in a blaze of glory then?” Matthew asked as he raised his sword and pointed it at the demon. 
			


    
				“You are brave. A pity really. You don’t see many brave humans. Most run away like your compatriots. They are afraid of being swallowed,” the demon frowned, appearing to be puzzled. 
			


    
				“Who the fuck wouldn’t be afraid of being swallowed, dipshit,” Matthew growled, his vision suddenly blurry as he stepped towards the demon. 
			


    
				“That is a good point,” the demon conceded. He glanced over his shoulder as a horde of werewolves appeared, galloping along the gravel, their dark fur appearing as shadows moving along the shadows. “It’s time to leave. If you survive, which you probably won’t, you should come and pay me a visit. The name is Mephistopheles.” 
			


    
				Matthew swung at the demon as it walked past him. His vision blurry, his arms shaking, there was no power or accuracy behind it. The demon raised his arm casually and blocked his blade. He punched Matthew in the face, knocking him to the ground. As the demon continued walking, the horde of werewolves ran over Matthew, their heavy paws crushing his body. 
			


    
				He was still conscious as the werewolves exited through the front gate. He thought he saw some humans go along with them, but that couldn’t have been right. Because it looked like the humans had bound their bodies to the werewolves to form monstrous beings of power. 
			


    
				It made no sense to Matthew, so he decided it was the poison causing him to hallucinate as he died. Fuck. This wasn’t how he wanted to go out. Dying in the street, having just been run over by fucking werewolves. 
			


    
				Fuck. 
			


    
				His eyes closed as the darkness began to circle and tighten. 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 10
			


    

    

    

    

    
				       Again. 
			


    
				Matthew had been knocked out cold once again. 
			


    
				But as he opened his eyes and looked up at the ceiling, Matthew was grateful to be alive. It would have been a horrible way to die. All alone, lying in the dirt, having just been trodden over by fucking werewolves. 
			


    
				“Hey,” Alena said. She sat beside him on the bed, a look of concern in her eyes, she placed her hand on his bare chest and smiled. “You’ve stopped burning.” 
			


    
				“What happened?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“The werewolves attacked. They came with a demon. They kidnapped Thane’s concubines and left.” 
			


    
				That last bit was information to him. And it made sense now, what he had seen as he lay on the ground, staring up at the wolves galloping through the front gate, carrying the Baron’s concubines with them.
			


    
				“Why did they do that?” Matthew asked. “Is there something important about them?” 
			


    
				Alena shrugged her shoulders. “They had a demon with them, Matthew…” she whispered. 
			


    
				“Yeah. He cut me with his poisonous sword, the fucker,” Matthew growled. 
			


    
				“Demons aren’t supposed to be here… they shouldn’t be able to cross the Charred Wasteland,” Alena said. 
			


    
				“The what now?” Matthew asked, grimacing as he sat up. 
			


    
				Alena told him about the Charred Wasteland. It was located at the southernmost tip of the world. It was a vast expanse of land that had once been lush and green, but was now forever burning. The demons lived on the other side of the Charred Wasteland and were forbidden from ever crossing by magic cast by the creators of the world. 
			


    
				“Creators of the world?” Matthew asked, his interest piqued. “Who are they and where can I find them?” 
			


    
				“There are many faiths and many gods, some more powerful than others. But most believe the demons to be evil. They were banished to remain on the other side of the Charred Wasteland for all of eternity,” Alena said, a distant look in her eyes. “But there was a demon here and it swallowed men from the Town Watch whole… those men will now be destined to burn in hell forever,” she murmured. 
			


    
				Matthew couldn’t remember his past. Which meant he did not know if he was religious or not, if he believed in the afterlife and hell. But he found his present self doubting those watchmen were burning in hell.
			


    
				He had come here to protect the town from the werewolves. Matthew had failed in that. The werewolves had rampaged through the town and kidnapped the Baron’s concubines. What they had planned for them, fuck knew, but it couldn’t be good. And if they could so easily overrun the town’s defences once, they could do it again. 
			


    
				“Where the fuck was Patricia and the Fallen women when the werewolves attacked?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“I didn’t see them,” Alena shrugged her shoulders. 
			


    
				She told him how she had managed to regroup the fleeing Town Watch and battle the werewolves in some areas. But the werewolves were hard to contain. They moved from one side of the town to the other at incredible speeds. It was hard to keep up with them.  
			


    
				Annoyed by Patricia’s absence, Matthew climbed out of bed determined to confront her. Standing with his feet on the floor, the blanket no longer covering his body, Matthew sighed. 
			


    
				“Why am I always naked?” he asked. 
			


    
				Alena took in his figure, her eyes lingering on his groin area, she shrugged her shoulders, a faint smile on her lips. 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				* * *
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				Fully clothed, Matthew stepped out of his room and marched down the corridor, intent on confronting Patricia. She was in her room, Alena had said. He walked past the dining hall, down a corridor and turned left, stopping at Patricia’s door. 
			


    
				He briefly considered knocking before entering. It was the polite thing to do. Fuck polite, Matthew told himself. He opened the door and walked in, angry and annoyed, ready to lay into Patricia. 
			


    
				She was in the room. 
			


    
				But she was not alone. 
			


    
				There were two other women in the room. 
			


    
				“What the fuck-”
			


    
				Patricia lay on the bed naked, her legs spread open. A naked girl had her head buried in between as another naked girl sucked on Patricia’s nipples. 
			


    
				“What the fuck!” Matthew repeated. “What are you doing?” 
			


    
				“What does it look like?” Patricia asked, her brows furrowing. 
			


    
				The two naked girls both raised their heads and looked back. Seeing him standing by the door, both moved quickly to grab their clothes that lay strewn on the floor. They held it up against their body, covering their pussy and tits, they stared at him, fear in their eyes. 
			


    
				“Should we leave?” one asked him. 
			


    
				“Yes,” Matthew said. As the girls hurried out, he turned his attention to Patricia. “Do you want to wear some clothes?” he asked. 
			


    
				Patricia remained on the bed, naked, her legs parted, her pussy puffy. “I don’t like men,” she told him. “All the other women might be dripping for your cock, but it does not interest me.” 
			


    
				“Thanks for that information,” Matthew muttered. “Where the fuck were you last night?” 
			


    
				“Battling the werewolves. Where were you?” Patricia shot back. 
			


    
				Matthew was really angry now. His hands clenched into fists. He wanted to punch her in the face. Should he do it? 
			


    
				He stared at her, lying there naked on the bed, there was an air of entitlement around her. A punch in the face would do her some good. There was also the possibility that she would phase out, come up behind him and punch him on the head. 
			


    
				That would lead to a fight, which Matthew did not have time for. 
			


    
				“The werewolves ran off with the Baron’s concubines,” he said, holding back his rage. “We need to get them back.” 
			


    
				Patricia nodded. “You should do that.” 
			


    
				Matthew’s jaw tightened. “And where exactly will you be when I’m doing that?” 
			


    
				“I’m heading back to the hilltop village to see our Queen. She needs to know about the demon. That was unexpected,” Patricia said, her eyelids squished. 
			


    
				It was the first time Matthew had seen fear in her eyes. 
			


    
				“They’re not supposed to be able to cross the Charred Wasteland,” she added.
			


    
				That demon was a powerful fucker, but Matthew couldn’t understand the fear everyone seemed to have. Sure, it had literally swallowed humans’ whole. That would have been a terrifying way to die, suffocating in the belly of the beast, being burned by its acids. But there were plenty of other horrible ways to die. And there were plenty of strong and powerful humans around. Like Maria, the Ice Queen. Couldn’t she just freeze the demon? 
			


    
				“The Ice Queen is strong. But she is no match for a powerful demon. No human is…” Patricia said. 
			


    
				“I battled the demon. I only lost because it poisoned me with its blades,” Matthew said, frowning. 
			


    
				“You battled the demon?” 
			


    
				Matthew nodded. 
			


    
				“No fucking way. I’ve seen you fight. You’re not that good,” Patricia said in disbelief. 
			


    
				Matthew didn’t care if she believed him or not. He had better things to do with his time than waste it arguing with the stupid bitch. She claimed to have been fighting the werewolves, but there were no signs of battle on her naked body. 
			


    
				And he knew she wasn’t good enough to escape completely unscathed.
			


    
				He left her in her room and headed back to his own room. He was going to put on his armour, find a horse and head into the woods. He was duty bound by his oath to protect the Ice Queen’s territory. He needed to stop the werewolves from attacking. 
			


    
				At the same time, that demon indicated it might know something about his past. Matthew would also love a rematch. With his armour on, his skin would be protected from the poison blades. He had managed to strike the demon once. He could do it again. 
			


    
				Matthew stopped in his tracks as he entered the room. 
			


    
				Alena sat on his bed, the covers pulled up to her neck, she stared at him with doe eyes. 
			


    
				He knew she was naked underneath the covers. He could see her clothes on the floor. 
			


    
				“What’s going on?” Matthew asked, frowning. 
			


    
				“I need you to take me…” Alena said. 
			


    
				Matthew almost made a terrible joke, but the desperation in Alena’s voice made him stop. 
			


    
				“We talked about this, Alena,” he said, his voice gentle as he sat down on the bed beside her. “I’m not a good soul mate for you. I’m-”
			


    
				“It doesn’t matter. I love you!” Alena blurted out. 
			


    
				Love? 
			


    
				Fuck. 
			


    
				Most guys would be over the moon if an insanely attractive girl like Alena professed her love to them. 
			


    
				But Matthew wasn’t most guys. And he didn’t love Alena. He did care for her. Of course he cared for her. But it wasn’t the same. And the girl deserved someone that would love her.
			


    
				“I don’t need you to love me back,” Alena said, as if able to read his mind. “I just need you to let me love you. Will you let me do that?” she asked, her voice breaking. 
			


    
				Matthew let out a deep sigh as he stared into her eyes. She was so close, he could feel the warmth from her breath. Her skin was crystal clear, almost glowing. How could he refuse a request like that from a girl like her? 
			


    
				He placed a hand on her cheek and kissed her on the lips. 
			


    
				Alena dropped the covers that had been hiding away her naked body. She kissed him back, her breasts brushing against his chest. 
			


    
				“What happens now?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				Alena’s mother Alara had asked him to perform a ceremony that involved him using all of her holes. Would he have to do the same to Alena? 
			


    
				“You have to take my body by… by taking my holes,” Alena said, her cheeks turning red. “I want to be yours before we go into the woods looking for the werewolves.” 
			


    
				And the demon that could be there. 
			


    
				Matthew knew her fear. 
			


    
				That he could die today. 
			


    
				And she wanted to belong to him whilst she still could, even if it were for a short period of time. 
			


    
				You have to take my body by taking my holes. 
			


    
				Her mother had used the exact same words. Matthew reached for Alena’s breasts and held them in his hands. His cock rose as he squeezed them. He kissed her on the lips once more as his hand moved down to her pussy. 
			


    
				Alena pulled her lips away from his and stared at him, their eyes meeting, she whispered, “Can you fuck my butthole first?” 
			


    
				“I can…” Matthew said. “But your mother wanted me to use her mouth first?” 
			


    
				“The order doesn’t matter, but I would like to have you take my bottom first,” Alena said, her cheeks now positively red. 
			


    
				Matthew kissed her on the lips once more. He then grabbed her by the hips and turned her around. Alena rested her head on the bed and raised her ass in the air. She had a cute bottom. It was firm. She reached back with her hands and pulled on her ass cheeks, spreading them to show her pink rosebud. 
			


    
				Matthew rubbed her pussy, covering his hand in her juices, he pressed a finger in her butt. It was tight. 
			


    
				“It’s going to hurt,” he told her. 
			


    
				Her head still resting on the bed, she looked back at him, a smile on her face, she looked serenely at peace. “I know it will hurt. Fuck me hard, Matthew,” she whispered. “Don’t hold back. Enjoy my body and my holes.” 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 11
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Matthew’s black armour gleamed dully beneath the overcast sky, its darkened steel drinking in the light as he guided his horse through the shadowed embrace of the forest. His hand rested on the handle of his sword, sheathed at his hip, prepared for what may come at any moment. 
			


    
				He rode with the practiced ease of a warrior, his sharp gaze shifting between the ancient trees, where twisted roots and gnarled branches reached out like skeletal fingers. Beside him, Alena moved with a grace that seemed almost supernatural, her white hair flowing behind her like a cascade of moonlight. She had draped herself in a hunter’s garb, the muted greens and browns blending seamlessly with the woodland around her.
			


    
				Not so long ago, Matthew had lain beside her naked body, driving his cock into her anus, her pussy, and lastly her mouth. It had been painful for her. Especially as he had penetrated her rosebud. But she had urged him to fuck her harder, as if she had something to prove. And when it was all done, and he had filled her with his seed, she had asked him. 
			


    
				“Was I better than my mother?”  
			


    
				Alena bent low over her horse’s mane, keen eyes scanning the earth for the telltale signs of their quarry. A faint crease marred her smooth brow as she slid from the saddle, her fingers brushing across the damp soil. 
			


    
				“They passed through here,” she murmured, her voice soft yet certain. “Four, maybe five of them.” 
			


    
				Matthew dismounted from his saddle and kneeled beside her. He could see the prints. The werewolves had passed this way and recently. After riding for the whole day, they were close. Leaving their horses behind, they began to move on foot. 
			


    
				The jungle was now dense. Matthew and Alena cautiously stepped over tangled roots and pushed aside thick hanging vines. Their boots sunk into the damp earth. The air was heavy with the scent of moss and rain. 
			


    
				Every distant rustle made Matthew jerk. He did not want to get caught. That would defeat the whole purpose. Except, he wasn’t even sure what his purpose was. He was supposed to be finding a way out of this world, yet, with every passing day, it felt like he was going deeper in. 
			


    
				“We’re close,” Alena said. 
			


    
				No sooner had she spoken, the wolf camp came into sight. 
			


    
				It sprawled across a clearing deep in the forest, surrounded by towering trees that formed a natural barrier. Dozens of sturdy wooden buildings, built from thick logs and reinforced with rough-hewn planks, stood in clusters, their rooftops covered in moss and leaves for camouflage. Smoke curled into the twilight sky from several fire pits, where groups of werewolf men sat on logs or crude stone benches, roasting slabs of meat on iron spits. The rich, greasy scent of cooking flesh filled the air, mixing with the earthy aroma of damp wood and fur. Smaller huts lined the outskirts, likely homes for families, while a larger central hall loomed at the heart of the camp, its heavy wooden doors adorned with carved symbols. Werewolf children darted between the buildings, laughing and play-fighting, their sharp claws flashing as they tumbled through the dirt. Watchful warriors, clad in patched leather and furs, patrolled the camp’s edge, their glowing eyes scanning the dark jungle beyond, ever alert for intruders.
			


    
				“It's bigger than I thought it would be,” Matthew whispered as he crouched behind a tree. “How many wolves do you reckon there are?” 
			


    
				“A lot,” Alena agreed. “What’s the plan?”
			


    
				The plan was to find the werewolf camp, see what they were up against, make notes of any weaknesses that could be exploited and come back with the Fallen women and the Town Watch, kill all the werewolves, rescue the concubines and call it a day. 
			


    
				Probably not kill all of the werewolves. Those kids running around and playing looked innocent enough. 
			


    
				Except, he probably wouldn’t be in a position to kill any of the werewolves. There were far too many of them. If he returned with the Fallen women and what remained of the Town Watch, it would not go down well. 
			


    
				“How did the Baron get them to submit?” Matthew muttered. 
			


    
				“Thane was ruthless,” Alena said. 
			


    
				“I can be ruthless.” 
			


    
				“You can,” Alena nodded. “But can you be more ruthless?” 
			


    
				Matthew turned his head to glare at her. 
			


    
				“There are different levels of ruthlessness,” Alena said diplomatically. “The Baron was evil.” 
			


    
				“You want me to be evil?” 
			


    
				Alena shook her head before her focus returned onto the werewolf camp. “Do you think we should head back?” 
			


    
				Matthew’s gaze turned to the werewolf camp. There was nothing to gain by staying any longer. There were far too many werewolves for him to take head on in a neutral location. Marching into their home in a dense jungle would be suicidal.
			


    
				“What do you think would happen if I snuck in and killed their leader?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“I think the leader’s son or brother would gather up all the wolves, march to Northstrot and burn it down to the ground,” Alena said flatly. 
			


    
				That sounded about right. 
			


    
				“They would probably kill all the men and children and take the women as slaves,” Alena murmured. 
			


    
				Matthew could see that happening too. “Fuck,” he cursed. 
			


    
				“You’re fucked alright,” a deep voice said from behind them. 
			


    
				Matthew’s hand moved to his hip, his fingers wrapped around the grip of his curved sword. But he knew it was too late. Moving his hand away, he turned to face the werewolves. 
			


    
				There were over a dozen of them and they all wore armour. 
			


    
				And what an armour it was. 
			


    
				It was crafted from overlapping plates of dark red metal. The chest piece was broad and thick, reinforced with jagged edges and sharp ridges that gleamed. Spikes jutted out from the pauldrons, curling like the fangs of a beast, designed to wound any foe who dared strike too close. The gauntlets bore claw-like protrusions along the knuckles, perfect for raking through flesh, while the leg armour was segmented for swift movement, each plate adorned with cruel barbs. 
			


    
				“Fucking hell,” Matthew muttered. “You lot look a lot more impressive than the pathetic bunch that attacked the town earlier.” 
			


    
				Alena turned to look at him, her face pale. “Why do you always talk?” she mumbled. 
			


    
				“We are the Amorak Guard and you will come with us,” a werewolf with a suitable gruff tone said.  
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 12
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Matthew and Alena were led through the werewolf camp, flanked on both sides by towering werewolf warriors clad in blood-red armour bristling with spikes. The glow of the fire pits cast flickering shadows across the metal plates, making the jagged edges look even more menacing. Around them, the camp bustled with life though werewolf children paused their play to stare, their bright eyes filled with curiosity, while others whispered in hushed tones, watching them being escorted deeper into their territory. 
			


    
				A full day of riding through the jungle had made Matthew hungry. It just so happened to be dinner time in the camp. He could smell the rich scent of roasting meat and his stomach grumbled. 
			


    
				“You’re hungry?” Alena hissed. “How can you be hungry at a time like this?” 
			


    
				Matthew shrugged his shoulders. It wasn’t like he had any control over his stomach. You couldn’t just stop being hungry unless you ate. Though some people did suddenly lose their appetite. But Matthew wasn’t there yet. 
			


    
				Sure, these armoured werewolves were pretty terrifying to look at. But he wasn’t scared. Which was interesting. Why wasn’t he scared? 
			


    
				The path they walked led toward the largest structure in the camp. It was a towering wooden hall with massive beams carved with strange, ancient symbols. Its heavy doors, reinforced with iron, loomed before them as the werewolves pushed them forward. One of the armoured warriors growled, his sharp teeth glinting. 
			


    
				“Really?” Matthew muttered. “We’re your prisoners. We’re complying. Is there really a need to growl?” 
			


    
				The wolf did not respond well to Matthew’s comment. He responded by shoving him in the back. It was a reminder of how strong wolves were. 
			


    
				Matthew flew into the hall and crashed into one of the many chairs inside. He climbed to his feet and turned to face the wolf, his brows furrowed. The wolf stared back at him, yellow eyes glowing. 
			


    
				“Wait here and do not try to escape,” the wolf said. 
			


    
				And with that, the door closed and they were left alone. 
			


    
				Matthew picked up one of the toppled chairs and plonked himself down onto it. Alena paced around the room, as if looking for an exit. There was only one door but multiple windows. She glanced out through each window before she came to sit beside him on one of the chairs. 
			


    
				“They’ve got us surrounded,” she mumbled. 
			


    
				Matthew took her hand in his and squeezed. “We will be fine,” he told her. 
			


    
				Alena nodded, though she didn’t seem convinced. “Do you think the demon is here?” 
			


    
				“No,” Matthew said quickly. 
			


    
				He still didn’t understand the big deal behind the demon and why everyone was so afraid of it. Alena was a brave girl, one of the bravest. He had never seen her so afraid. Until the moment the demon had burst through the front gate of Northstrot, he couldn’t have imagined her being so afraid of anything. 
			


    
				“The Amorak Guard is quite something, right?” Matthew asked, trying to distract Alena from thinking about the demon. “Werewolves with armour - who would have guessed?” 
			


    
				His plan seemed to work. Alena relaxed as she began to tell him all she knew about werewolves. And she knew quite a lot. The Amorak Guard were the personal and elite guards that protected the werewolf king, Crescent the Fifth. The werewolves’ kingdom was towards the south of the land, bordering the Charred Wasteland. It was a powerful kingdom and the only kingdom ruled by werewolves. There were smaller groups of werewolves scattered around the world, like the one here in Sherlake Forest. 
			


    
				“This is quite far from their kingdom, right?” Matthew asked.  
			


    
				“It’s really far. They would have had to travel through many human kingdoms that would not have welcomed them.” 
			


    
				“What do you think they’re doing here?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				The door opened before Alena could respond. 
			


    
				It was the demon named Mephistopheles. 
			


    
				Matthew climbed to his feet and curled his hands into fists, prepared to fight the demon. The werewolves had taken away his sword. He was going to have to pummel the demon cunt.  
			


    
				Mephistopheles burst out in laughter. “You’re going to fight me with your fists?” 
			


    
				“Yeah,” Matthew nodded, jaw tightening. “Unless you can convince the werewolves to give me back my sword?” 
			


    
				“If we were to actually duel, I will make sure they return your sword to you before I kill you,” Mephistopheles said. “I’m surprised by your confidence. Most tend to cower in my presence, much like your elf friend.” 
			


    
				Matthew turned to look at Alena. She had dropped to her knees and crawled behind a chair, from which she looked up at the demon, eyes wide in horror. 
			


    
				“You know, my mere presence brings about a darkness that extinguishes all hope and fills every living thing with dread,” Mephistopheles said, as he stepped closer to Matthew. “Either you’re incredibly brave, braver than any man I have ever met, or you're not a man at all,” he continued, his voice turning cold, “I have lived for many millennia and will live for many more. No man has stood before me like you have, Matthew, which interests me.”
			


    
				Alena’s face was pale, her eyes wide, her feet trembled. She looked petrified. As if she was seeing something other than the demon that stood before them. She hadn’t been this afraid when the demon had burst through the front gates at Northstrot. 
			


    
				The demon had spoken about a dread and darkness filling all living things in his presence. If there was a setting on his darkness and dread, the demon must have turned it all the way up. 
			


    
				“Stop it,” Matthew said. 
			


    
				“Stop what?” 
			


    
				“Whatever the fuck you’re doing, she’s going to have a fucking heart attack.” 
			


    
				“So she’s going to have a heart attack, but you feel nothing?” Mephistopheles asked, his demon brows furrowing. 
			


    
				“I feel the urge to punch you,” Matthew said. 
			


    
				“If it makes you feel better, go for it,” Mephistopheles said. He moved his head forward to present it, ready to be struck. 
			


    
				This felt like a trap. 
			


    
				But Matthew decided he didn’t care. 
			


    
				He was going to punch the fucker. 
			


    
				With a calculated breath, he planted his back foot firmly and twisted his hips, generating explosive power from the ground up. His fist shot forward like a piston, knuckles aligned and wrist locked, the motion fluid and precise. In a heartbeat, his shoulder followed through, and the punch connected squarely with the demon’s jaw. 
			


    
				“Motherfucker,” Matthew cursed as the force reverberated through his arm. That had hurt a lot. Like he had just punched a wall with his bare hand. 
			


    
				The demon on the other hand, did not seem at all bothered. 
			


    
				“Disappointing,” Mephistopheles said. “Maybe there is nothing special about you. You could just be so mentally retarded, you do not realise the danger you are in, hence you do not cower in fear.” 
			


    
				“Did you just call me mentally retarded?” Matthew asked as he shook his hand, trying to rid it of the pain his knuckles felt. 
			


    
				The demon did not reply. He punched Matthew in the chest. It was a swift movement. Matthew barely saw his fist as it struck. He didn’t feel the impact either. Not at first. One moment, he was standing near the demon, the next second, he was at the other end of the room, lying on the floor. 
			


    
				What had just happened? 
			


    
				And then came the pain. 
			


    
				Matthew had been struck by incredibly powerful beings before. But never like this. He placed his hand on the black armour that covered his chest. The metal chest plate had shattered into pieces. 
			


    
				Beneath it, his skin burned as if it had just exited a flaming furnace. 
			


    
				His ribcage had literally been shattered. Mathew could feel the broken bones poking against his flesh, his heart, his lungs. Blood trickled out of his nose and mouth. 
			


    
				“You weren’t brave,” the demon said, suddenly standing over Matthew, towering in his stature. “You were foolish.” 
			


    
				Matthew wanted to tell the demon to go fuck himself. But he was afraid it would hurt too much to move any muscle in his body. So he remained completely still and silent. 
			


    
				As the moments passed, and he did not die, the demon reached for a chair and sat beside Matthew’s limp body resting on the floor. 
			


    
				“You’re still alive,” Mephistopheles said. “Maybe there is hope. You’re a Fallen, which means you do not know much about this world. Let me fill you in while you recover.”
			


    
				The demon began to talk. He told Matthew how his kind lived in a place beyond the Charred Wasteland called Jahanam. It was their hell away from hell. It was ruled over by Lord Iblis, the first demon and the most powerful demon – the devil.  
			


    
				Demons had arrived in this land having clawed their way out of cosmic hell many thousands of years ago. They set about this world like the predators they were, ravaging the planet, they murdered and raped to their heart’s content. They destroyed entire cities in a single day. They made slaves of kings and queens after having killed their children. It was all a blast. 
			


    
				Until all the species in the world united to fight back against the demons. It was epic, according to Mephistopheles. He fought so many powered species and defeated them all. They were no match for him and Lord Iblis. 
			


    
				Until the humans found some sacred scripts that told of the demon’s nemesis. 
			


    
				Angels. 
			


    
				Humans managed to summon a horde of angels who came to their aid. The battle continued, demons and angels began to die in equal numbers, but with all other species siding with the angels, the demons were at a disadvantage.
			


    
				Matthew had heard a version of this story from Alena, except, she had not mentioned angels.  
			


    
				Mephistopheles rattled on, apparently loving the sound of his own voice. 
			


    
				Not wanting to return to cosmic hell, the demons came to the table to negotiate. They were given the land south of the Charred Wastelands, where they would remain forever, sworn by oath, bound by powerful magic. 
			


    
				The world returned to normal for its inhabitants. Elves, werewolves, humans, they went back to fighting each other. Everything was as it used to be. Until the Faith’s Messiah came. All the species united, they could not defeat him. 
			


    
				So they called for the demons to help them. 
			


    
				“Ironic, isn’t it?” Mephistopheles said. “Coming to the demons for aid from the religious fanatics.” 
			


    
				The demon's oath to remain south of the Charred Wasteland was relaxed to allow them to cross over and fight the Faith and their Messiah. 
			


    
				“I met their Messiah on the battlefield,” Mephistopheles said, a twinkle in his eye. “Never before had I met someone with such power. We battled for hours. He could take a punch. In the end, I defeated him. There was a huge explosion of power as he shattered into a million pieces. In his final act, he killed hundreds of thousands,” Mephistopheles said, admiration in his voice. 
			


    
				The new oath the demons swore when they exited the Charred Wastelands forced them to return once the danger had gone.
			


    
				“But it meant we could cross over if the world was at risk once more,” Mephistopheles said. “There are rumours that the Faith’s Messiah has returned once more. It could be true, or it could be something else. But whatever is out there, the world is at risk once more,” he grinned, red eyes sparkling. 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 13
			


    

    

    

    

    
				The demon left Matthew lying on the floor, broken. As he exited through the front entrance, Alena managed to regain her composure and rushed over to him. With every passing moment, Matthew began to feel better. He could literally feel his body healing. His bones felt like they were being reversed. It was weird. 
			


    
				With Alena’s help, Matthew climbed to his feet and sat down on a chair. “Did you hear what the demon said?” he asked. 
			


    
				Alena nodded. “Demons can cross the Charred Wasteland if there is a threat to the world.” 
			


    
				“Sounded like a load of nonsense to me,” Matthew said, coughing. His lungs did not feel right. “He sure talked a lot…” 
			


    
				“What do you think it is?” Alena asked, worry in her eyes. “What’s going to destroy the world?” 
			


    
				Matthew shrugged his shoulders. He didn’t know enough about the world to know what could destroy it. He also did not believe the demon. 
			


    
				“Can you believe that fucking demon prick basically punched the lights out of me, then sat down and casually drilled on about his history before walking out? Someone needs to teach him some manners.” 
			


    
				“Sure,” Alena said, concern in her eyes, she continued, “But maybe let someone else teach him manners? Are you sure your body can keep on taking such punishment?” 
			


    
				Matthew wasn’t sure how much more his body could take. If he knew the demon was going to be so strong, he might have waited until he had his sword in hand before punching the fucker. 
			


    
				The door to the hall opened. In walked a werewolf in human form. He was tall even for werewolves. Around his neck was a silver chain with a coin bearing a crowned werewolf. 
			


    
				“Who are you?” the werewolf asked, his voice deep and gruff. 
			


    
				“I’m Matthew,” he introduced himself. “I would get up and shake your hand, but your demon buddy punched out most of my muscles.” 
			


    
				“Where is the Baron?” 
			


    
				“He’s dead.” 
			


    
				“The rumours are true then?” the werewolf asked, before continuing, “Who is replacing him?” 
			


    
				Matthew decided it was time to get up. So he climbed to his feet. And held back a cry of pain. “Yours truly,” Matthew said, giving a half bow and holding back another cry of pain. 
			


    
				“Where is my daughter?” the werewolf asked. “I want my daughter back or I will kill your wives, then I will kill you.” 
			


    
				Matthew turned to look at Alena. “What is he talking about?” 
			


    
				Unsurprisingly, she shrugged her shoulders. 
			


    
				“What are you talking about?” Matthew asked the werewolf. 
			


    
				“Your Baron kidnapped my daughter and has been holding her hostage. It is the whole reason we have allowed the transgressions caused by the humans in Northstrot to continue without an answer,” the werewolf said. 
			


    
				So that was how the Baron had been able to strike a deal with the werewolf single handedly. He had kidnapped the man’s daughter. It was effective. Except, the werewolf didn’t know the Baron was dead, yet he had resumed his attacks on the town. Had he grown impatient?
			


    
				“Just so I’m clear, if I return your daughter to you, what happens next?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“I will return to you your wives,” the werewolf said. 
			


    
				“Not my wives,” Matthew corrected him. “They were the now deceased Baron’s wives.” 
			


    
				“What was his becomes yours,” the werewolf said. “That is the way. Do you not want them?” the beast's thick brows furrowed as his eyes narrowed, his yellow eyes glinting menacingly. 
			


    
				Matthew didn’t think the women were for his to take and he had plenty women for now. But he did want to save them. He had only met Filipa and Laima very briefly, but he didn’t need to know them personally to care for them. They were human, just like everyone else. They had hopes and dreams, just like everyone else. 
			


    
				He couldn’t leave them behind at the mercy of werewolves. It didn’t take a genius to know what would happen to attractive women kept hostage by the enemy. 
			


    
				“After I return to you your daughter and you return to me my-” Matthew paused briefly, then decided to play along for the sake of simplicity, “my wives, what happens? You continue attacking the town? I can’t allow that. Those people have a right to live in peace without being fucking swallowed whole by a demon.” 
			


    
				“Live in peace,” the werewolf scoffed. “It is always the aggressors that talk about peace. We have been in this land for much longer than you humans. That town did not exist ten years ago. But your Queen saw an opportunity to make money by mining the land and destroying our habitat. Your Queen does not know peace. We tried to negotiate with her many times, but she sees negotiations as a sign of weakness. She is evil to the core.” 
			


    
				All of this was news to Matthew, but he couldn’t say he was entirely surprised. He knew little about Maria, the Ice Queen, but it was enough to paint a picture of a woman who had been through hardship and by necessity or design, had become ruthless. 
			


    
				“I am bound to the Ice Queen by an unbreakable oath,” Matthew said to the werewolf. “I cannot release your daughter if you continue to attack the town.” 
			


    
				“You will trade the lives of your wives to maintain your Ice Queen’s conquered lands?” 
			


    
				“I am bound by oath,” Matthew repeated. 
			


    
				“You say that as if her cruelty is separate from yours, as if you don’t have a choice. But every man has a choice,” the werewolf said with disdain. “Once I have my daughter back, I will leave this area along with my clan.” 
			


    
				“You know I can’t take your word for it,” Matthew told him. 
			


    
				“Of course you can’t,” the werewolf snarled. “You are a man of lies, so you think every man lies.” 
			


    
				Matthew's eyes narrowed. He was getting a little tired of the holier than thou attitude of the werewolf. 
			


    
				“I will leave because I must leave,” the werewolf said. “I am Silas, the younger brother of King Crescent the Fifth. My brother has summoned me. You will have noticed there is a demon here.” 
			


    
				“The one that punched me? Or do you mean another one that hasn’t punched me yet?” Matthew muttered, nodding.  
			


    
				“Demons can only cross the Charred Wasteland if the world is at risk of exploding,” the werewolf said. “There is-”
			


    
				“What?” Matthew interrupted him. “The world exploding?” he turned to look at Alena, who stared back at him, eyes wide. “Why is the world going to explode?” 
			


    
				“You don’t know?” Silas asked, frowning. “How can you not know? Everyone knows this.” 
			


    
				“I don’t know anything,” Matthew said, exasperated. “Just to clarify,” he added quickly. “I’m not stupid. I’m a Fallen.” 
			


    
				“Fallen?” Silas’s frown deepened. “Where did you fall from?” 
			


    
				“The sky… Are you not aware of the people that fall from the sky?” Matthew asked, surprised. Surely people falling regularly from the sky in certain spots would be well known to everyone, right? 
			


    
				He was wrong. 
			


    
				“I don’t understand,” Silas said, his voice flat. “Are you retarded?” he asked, before turning to Alena, he asked again, “Is he retarded?” 
			


    
				It was Matthew’s turn to explain. So he told Silas about how he had woken to find himself being thrown from a flying machine. It turned out technology wasn’t so advanced in the Land of Chaos. Though he remained silent, Silas’s face said he was very sceptical about a flying machine. 
			


    
				Matthew told him how he had no memories of his past and that his main goal was to get off this planet and go home, wherever home was. He told how he had killed the Baron, about the Fallen women that had invaded the hilltop village and how he had managed to escape and seek support from the Ice Queen to free the hilltop village and rescue his girls. 
			


    
				The Ice Queen tried to kill him at first. Matthew thought it important to mention that. Silas obviously did not like Maria, and Matthew thought it relevant to point out he wasn’t a big fan either. But he was duty bound to protect the Ice Queen’s kingdom from any threat. 
			


    
				Right now, the werewolves were a threat. 
			


    
				“That is some story,” Silas said, when Matthew finally finished. “I have never heard of people falling from the skies. But it is a land of many mysteries.” He stared at Matthew, his eyes glowing, they no longer menaced as they had done earlier. “You are the victim of your circumstances. Perhaps you are not so evil.” 
			


    
				“I’m really not,” Matthew said. “I mean, I don’t think I’m the perfect human. Like, I probably am a bit of a cunt sometimes, but who isn’t right?” he asked, smiling. 
			


    
				Matthew could feel Alena glaring at him from the corner of his eyes. Yup. He probably should have kept his mouth shut. Self-deprecating humour did not have a place here, it seemed. 
			


    
				“So, you said something about the world exploding?” Matthew asked, hoping to move on quickly. 
			


    
				“After the Demon War, all demons were given a home beyond the Charred Wasteland, where they must remain forever. Powerful magic bound them to this. But the world went to war again, this time against the Faith and their Messiah. We needed the demons’ help to stop the Faith. Their oath was changed, much like your oath, they can cross the Charred Wasteland if the world is at risk,” Silas said. 
			


    
				Matthew had heard a version of this from the demon that had punched the fuck out of him. He nodded his head impatiently. “But how is the world exploding?” 
			


    
				“We heard rumours of the Faith’s Messiah returning. If the demons are able to cross the Charred Wasteland, those rumours must be true.” 
			


    
				“But how does the Faith’s Messiah returning end with the world exploding?” Matthew asked, exasperated. 
			


    
				“The Faith believes the Messiah will bring them salvation by releasing their God Mikarules. We believe Mikarules is an evil entity that has been imprisoned in the boiling core of our world. If he were to escape, he would do so by shattering the world and killing everyone in it.” 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 14
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Matthew sat atop his horse, riding through the forest in the complete darkness. He was glad horses could see better than humans, because he could barely see anything. His night vision of earlier, where everything was tinged in a blue hue was gone. Alena rode beside him, and he could barely see her. 
			


    
				They had both been released by the werewolves and given three days to return with Lupita, the daughter of Silas. If they failed to do so, Silas would not only burn Northstrot to the ground, he would then march for Strogg Gorth and after killing everyone there, he would bring the Ice Queen’s castle down. 
			


    
				Normally, Matthew might have called Silas’s threats a bluff. If he could do all of that, why hadn’t he done it already? 
			


    
				But he knew the answer. 
			


    
				Because Silas now had a demon by his side. 
			


    
				With the world supposedly ending, demons could cross the Charred Wasteland. And it seemed the werewolves had a pact with the demons when it came to the world ending. Both species had a hatred for the Faith. 
			


    
				Matthew didn’t know what to make of any of this. He didn’t want to make anything of it. He wanted to get the hell off this world. Now with it potentially exploding, there was more reason for him to hurry up and find a way out. 
			


    
				At the same time, he couldn’t remember his past at all. All he knew was this world. Though the desire in him to return was strong, he had also found peace in the hilltop village in for a brief period of time. He’d spent his days out hunting and his nights in the comfort of Kate, Layla and Alara’s warm bodies. Add Alena to that list, and life here could be paradise. 
			


    
				“Fuck,” Matthew muttered. 
			


    
				“What happened?” Alena asked. 
			


    
				“I think I care about this world.” 
			


    
				Though it was dark, Matthew knew her pretty face wore a frown. He should really keep some of his thoughts to himself. 
			


    
				“What do you think about what Silas said?” he asked. “Is Mikarules even real?”
			


    
				“I know the stories,” Alena said softly. “The Faith believe their god Mikarules was wrongly imprisoned by his evil brothers and sisters. He was bound by magical chains that can only be freed by the prayers of his followers. The Faith’s Messiah will return and the world will convert to be followers of that Faith. With millions praying, the chains will weaken and Mikarules will emerge free. He will bring permanent justice to this world. He will regain his palace amongst the gods and his followers will be welcomed into his Shura, a garden of peace and abundance.” 
			


    
				“And the demons and werewolves believe if Mikarules escapes, he will destroy the world when he emerges from its core,” Matthew sighed. “What do you believe?” 
			


    
				“I am an elf,” Alena said. “We believe we are one with the world and will continue to return to the world upon our passing. It is our responsibility to take care of it, nurture it and find our peace within it.” 
			


    
				“So, you don’t think Mikarules is trapped in the core of this world?” 
			


    
				“There are many strange things in this world. Mikarules could be one of them, but I don’t believe he is a god and or that I will ever enter his Shura.” 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				* * *
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				Matthew had formulated a plan in finding Lupita, the daughter of Silas, the angry werewolf that led the pack of wolves in Sherlake Forest. It relied on hoping Jason knew where Thane the Baron had hidden Lupita. The two were close apparently. So close, they shared women. If anyone knew where the werewolf daughter was, it would be Jason.
			


    
				So it wasn’t a great plan. 
			


    
				Because it relied on Jason helping him. 
			


    
				And Jason was a bit of a cunt at the best of times. Matthew having killed his buddy Thane, he would be even less inclined to help. 
			


    
				But a plan no matter how stupid was better than no plan, someone wise probably once said. 
			


    
				The only issue was to find Jason within the three day window Silas had given. He had broken his leg during the battle with the werewolves at the hilltop village. Matthew had left the village to head towards Northstrot with Jason still there, recovering. He hoped the cunt was still there. 
			


    
				Matthew and Alena reached Northstrot town early as the twilight appeared, shining a dull light on the town. It was quiet as they rode in through the main gates. The damage from the werewolf attack was still visible. Many houses bore damage, broken doors and windows, some were covered in a charred blackness that came with having been burnt. 
			


    
				Matthew went searching for Patricia, only to find the Ice Queen’s Chosen had already left, taking with her all of the Fallen women. He found Sjilkar, the man in charge of the Town Watch, and told him what had happened, that they had managed to buy a three day reprieve from the werewolves. With no demon in sight, Sjilkar had managed to compose himself. He no longer looked like the shrivelling coward on the night of the attack. 
			


    
				Packing few supplies, Matthew and Alena set off for the hilltop village. If they rode hard and fast, cut through hills and fields, they could reach their destination by nightfall. That was enough time to find Jason, get him to lead them to wherever Thane had hidden Lupita and return her to her father. 
			


    
				It was a plan. Probably with a lot of holes in it. But it was better than starting a blind search for the werewolf leader’s daughter.    
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 15
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Matthew adjusted his hood against the biting wind as his horse picked its way through the tall, waving grasses of the hillside. His armour damaged by the demon, he was glad to have ditched it and replaced it with a thick cloak. Dark clouds gathered on the horizon, pregnant with rain, the air was thick with the scent of damp earth and wildflowers.
			


    
				Behind him, Alena rode with effortless grace, her white hair catching fleeting glints of light between the shifting shadows. The stranger that had cowered before the demon was gone. She was back to her confident self. 
			


    
				They had left behind the beaten path, cutting through the hills and winding between thick patches of gorse, their horses navigating uneven ground with practiced ease. In the distance, low-lying swamps stretched out like a glistening black sea, and the first heavy drops of rain began to spatter against their leather cloaks and muddied hooves. Matthew glanced back, catching the elf’s gaze, her eyes unfazed by the weather or the treacherous terrain.
			


    
				By midday, their cloaks were soaked through, and rivulets of water traced lines down their faces. The short cut had proven as unforgiving as Alena had warned. 
			


    
				Up ahead, cresting a small rise, Matthew spotted a flicker of firelight nestled in a hollow, sheltered by a ring of ancient willows. A woman sat by the crackling flames, deftly turning a spit of meat over the heat. Her cloak was an immaculate white, her dress was green. Resting beside her was a sword sheathed in a scabbard.  
			


    
				The savoury aroma cut through the air. Matthew realised he was hungry. His mouth watered. All they had with them was dry bread and water. The woman had plenty meat on the spit. Enough for all of them. Though it had stopped raining, he was soaking wet. Sitting beside a roaring fire had as much appeal as did the potential for warm food in his belly. 
			


    
				“Do you have any money?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“Why?” Alena asked, an eyebrow raised. “Do you mean to offer her money in return for her meat?” 
			


    
				“You think that’s a bad idea?” Matthew asked, noting the caution in her tone. 
			


    
				“A woman sitting alone in the middle of nowhere cooking meat over a fire does strike me as suspicious.” 
			


    
				“Do you think it's a trap?” he glanced around his surroundings but saw nothing of concern. 
			


    
				“If it is a trap, it is very well hidden,” Alena said. 
			


    
				Matthew led his horse around the woman, deciding to approach her from the front. He didn’t want to frighten her. As he came closer, she looked up at him and smiled. He noticed how she did not reach for her sword. 
			


    
				Matthew dismounted from his horse twenty feet away and walked towards her. “Mind if we warm ourselves by your fire?”   
			


    
				She did not reply immediately. She stared at them both, her eyes moving up and down the entirety of their bodies. Her eyes paused over his sword, and again, as they looked at the bow and arrows Alena carried. 
			


    
				“Are you here to take my food and kill me?” she asked. 
			


    
				“Absolutely not,” Matthew said. “But if you’re willing to sell some of your food, we can pay.” 
			


    
				“We can’t pay,” Alena said instantly. “I don’t have any money…” 
			


    
				The woman’s lips spread into a smile. “You may sit and share in my food.” 
			


    
				Matthew didn’t need to be told twice. He pulled a fallen branch beside the fire and sat on it, holding his palm out towards the warmth. Alena remained standing. She glanced around between the trees. 
			


    
				“Is there something out there?” the woman asked. “Should I be worried?” 
			


    
				Now that he was warmer, Matthew had time to study the woman. Even seated, he could tell she was tall. She had dark black hair that poked out from beneath her cloak. Her eyes were large and blue, her lips thin, her skin tanned. 
			


    
				She was out here alone in the middle of nowhere. Her cloak was white and silky. Her dress was green and shining. There was no horse in sight. No mode of transport. She must have trekked to this location on foot through the rain and mud. Yet, she looked like she had just stepped out of a room in a palace somewhere nice. 
			


    
				 “What are you doing here?” Matthew asked. “Where did you come from?” 
			


    
				“You went from wanting to pay for my food to questioning me? That escalated quickly,” the woman smiled. “What will happen next? Should I be worried? All alone in the woods with a tall, dark and handsome man and his sword and an elf woman with her famed bow and arrows?”
			


    
				She was mocking them. 
			


    
				Which did not make Matthew feel at ease. 
			


    
				He glanced at her sword that was resting by her side. She had not reached for it. Which made him think she did not believe she would need it. 
			


    
				“Just wondering why someone dressed like you is in a place like this,” Matthew said, forcing a smile. He was beginning to wish he had kept riding. There was something about this woman that made him feel uneasy. 
			


    
				“I’m looking for something,” the woman said. “But…” 
			


    
				“But?”
			


    
				“I don’t know. I feel there is something here that shouldn’t be here. But I can’t tell what that something is.” 
			


    
				This was a strange conversation with a strange woman in the middle of nowhere. Matthew did not like it one bit. His senses were now screaming at him to leave. He climbed to his feet. 
			


    
				“Leaving already?” the woman asked. 
			


    
				“My hands are warm,” Matthew smiled. “And we need to be going.” 
			


    
				“Where are you going? There are no roads here. There are no towns or villages this far out. What are you both doing here?”
			


    
				Matthew looked at Alena, who was now sitting on the log he had pulled beside the fire. She had her hands out, warming them. She looked up at him, a frown on her naturally distrustful face. “We can rest for a while. We will make it to the hilltop village in time,” she told him. 
			


    
				“Hilltop village?” the woman asked. “Where?” 
			


    
				Alena told the woman where the village was. Matthew wanted to scream at her to close her mouth. He didn’t know why he wanted to do that. There was something about the mystery woman. Something that told him to not trust her. Something that told him to pick her up and throw her away as far as he could. 
			


    
				Throw her away as far as he could? 
			


    
				What was wrong with him? Here was this perfectly nice woman offering them warmth and food and he wanted to literally lift her up and throw her away. This Land of Chaos was fucking with him. It was a lot to take in. Not having any of his memories. Being thrown into a world full of demons, werewolves, demigods, elves. 
			


    
				It was a lot to take for anyone. 
			


    
				He sat back down on the log beside Alena. The woman reached inside her cloak and pulled out a dagger. She cut a slice of meat and handed it to him. Matthew chewed on the meat. Strangely, it wasn’t burnt on the outside. 
			


    
				“What’s on the hilltop village and why are you in such a hurry to get there?” the woman asked. 
			


    
				“The Ice Queen’s taken temporary residence there,” Alena said, not telling the whole truth. “We need to speak with her.” 
			


    
				“The Ice Queen?” the woman smiled. “She sounds cold.” The smile widened. 
			


    
				“She has powers that revolve around ice,” Matthew said, eyes narrow. “You don’t know who she is?” 
			


    
				The woman shook her head. “Should I know who she is?” 
			


    
				“This area is part of her kingdom,” Alena said. 
			


    
				“It is?” the woman looked around. “It’s nice. Lots of trees.” 
			


    
				“You must have come from a long way away if you don’t know who the Ice Queen is,” Matthew observed. 
			


    
				“I have come from a long way away and a long time away,” the woman said. 
			


    
				“Long time away?” Alena asked. “What does that mean?” 
			


    
				 “I have been asleep for a long time,” the woman said. “But I am awake now and I am happy.” 
			


    
				Matthew still felt a strong urge within him to either leave this place, or pick the woman up and throw her away. Like, literally pick her up and throw her. He did neither. 
			


    
				He wasn’t a coward. He wasn’t going to run away from a single person. And he wasn’t an asshole either. Because only assholes would pick up a woman that had offered them warmth and food and throw her away. 
			


    
				“What’s your name?” he asked. 
			


    
				“Esther,” she replied. 
			


    
				“What will you do when you’ve finished with your food and fire, Esther?” Mathew asked.
			


    
				“Well, I don’t have a plan. I sensed something out there. It could have been a week ago, a month ago, or even a year. It’s hard to tell when you’re asleep.”
			


    
				“You’ve been asleep for a year?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“Oh, much longer than that,” Esther smiled. “Whatever I sensed here is long gone. I don’t have much to do until-” she stopped, her eyes tensed for a brief second. It happened so quickly, Matthew wondered if it had happened at all. “I think I’ll come and meet this Ice Queen of yours. She seems interesting.” 
			


    
				“She’s really not,” Matthew muttered as Alena nodded her head in agreement. “She might try to capture you and force you to take an unbreakable oath of slavery.” 
			


    
				“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Esther smiled. 
			


    
				It was a confident smile. Everything about her was confident. She was in the middle of the woods all by herself. She was approached by a man with a sword and a woman carrying a bow and arrows. Yet, she did not flinch once. 
			


    
				“When do we leave?” Esther asked, her smile widening.  
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 16
			


    

    

    

    

    
				        They were back on their way, heading towards the hilltop village, Matthew and Alena. 
			


    
				And Esther. 
			


    
				After having eaten her food and shared her fire, Matthew wasn’t sure how he could refuse her request to go with them. And with that, he found himself sharing his horse. She sat in front of him. Matthew had his hands by his side as they rode. Esther reached behind, took hold of his hands and placed them around her waist. 
			


    
				It was dusk when they reached the fields at the bottom of the hill. Despite his reservations of Esther tagging along, something that had been playing on his mind the whole time, and the urgency of his visit, Matthew was looking forward to seeing Layla, Kate and Alara. 
			


    
				“It’s warmer here,” Esther said as they reached the top of the hill and entered the village through the gate. “Why is it warmer here?” 
			


    
				Matthew shrugged his shoulders. He didn’t want to explain why he thought it was warmer in the village. He didn’t want to tell her about the portal that opened up above the jungle and the people that were thrown down. Fallen, as they were known. 
			


    
				The village was quiet. There was no one about. No villagers walking around in the warm night. No children running around. Normally, around this time, the women would be preparing dinner for all of the village to eat. Matthew had liked that about this place, how they all worked together in the fields, hunted together and ate together. Everyone was treated the same. 
			


    
				“Cute village,” Esther commented. “Quiet. Where is everyone?” 
			


    
				Matthew dismounted from his horse. He told Alena to take Esther to Layla and Kate’s house while he went to see Maria, the Ice Queen. On foot, he headed towards Alara’s house. On his way, he did not pass a single person. It was much too quiet. His hand rested on his sword as he knocked on the door of Alara’s house.
			


    
				It was the elf that opened the door. “Matthew,” she said, eyes wide in surprise. “You’re back already. That’s… good? The werewolves have been dealt with already?” 
			


    
				“Not quite,” Matthew said. He glanced around. “Where is everyone?” 
			


    
				“They stay in their homes now,” Alara said softly. “They feel nervous under-” she paused and looked over her shoulder down the corridor. “The Ice Queen has everyone on edge,” she whispered. 
			


    
				“Is she here?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“Yes,” Alara said. She remained by the door; it was open only partly and she blocked the space with her body. “Did you want to come in?” 
			


    
				“I do want to come in,” Matthew said, frowning. Why the hell would he be standing in front of the house if he wasn’t planning on coming in? “Is that a problem?” 
			


    
				Alara shook her head. But she remained standing by the door. “The Ice Queen is… challenging to be around,” her voice dropped to a whisper again. “Are you sure you want to come in?” 
			


    
				“I’ll be fine,” Matthew said. He walked into the house, gently pushing Alara to the side, he moved down the corridor and poked his head into the living room. Maria wasn't there. He moved to the bedroom. Still no sign of her. 
			


    
				“She’s in the bathtub,” Alara said, her voice low, she reached for his hand and taking it in hers, she squeezed. “I’m really happy to see you back, Matthew,” she whispered, “You’re my soulmate. Every day spent away from you increases my longing for you.” 
			


    
				It was true that she had taken him as her soulmate. She had bared her whole body, given it to him to use intimately as part of the process. Matthew squeezed her hand back in a comforting gesture. 
			


    
				“Where is my daughter?” Alara asked, before she blinked rapidly a few times and chuckled. “I was so enamoured to see you, I forgot about her. Did she remain in Northstrot?” 
			


    
				“She’s here with me. We found a stranger not so far away from here that tagged along with us,” Matthew said. And I’m also the soulmate of your daughter. But he didn’t say that part. Just didn’t seem like the right moment. He wondered if there would ever be a right moment for that sort of conversation. “I’m going to go in to see Maria. I need to talk to her.” 
			


    
				“Be careful,” Alara whispered. She kissed him on the lips. A deep soft kiss. “She’s scary. Even more so than the Baron.” 
			


    
				Maria was scary, and at the same time, she wasn’t that scary. Not for Matthew. Not after he’d spent some time in the company of the demon. Mephistopheles had knocked him out in a single punch. The demon had destroyed his armour with that single punch. Armour that Matthew had thought to be impenetrable. 
			


    
				He opened the door to the bathroom and entered. 
			


    
				The room was full of steam rising from the hot water. Maria lay in the tub, her head resting on the rim. There were two girls on their knees on either side of the tub. Their hands in the water, they massaged her body. 
			


    
				Maria’s eyes were closed, but she must have sensed him enter, even though the door did not creak and he stepped lightly. 
			


    
				“Back so soon, Matthew. Are all the werewolves dead?” 
			


    
				“No. We need to talk.” 
			


    
				Maria opened her eyes. “Leave,” she commanded, her tone suddenly harsh. 
			


    
				The two girls that were on their knees shot to their feet and hurried out of the bathroom, closing the door behind them. 
			


    
				Maria, who was submerged beneath the water, her head resting on the rim of the tub, rose up to rest her back against it. She was naked, naturally, and now her chest was above the water, her naked breasts were visible. They were firm. She had large pink areolas and smaller nipples. 
			


    
				“Why are you back, Matthew? What happened in Northstrot?” 
			


    
				“I’m guessing Patricia’s not back?” 
			


    
				Maira shook her head, a frown across her face. 
			


    
				Patricia had left Northstrot before him. But she must have taken the longer but easier route, using the roads rather than cutting across hills, fields and forests.
			


    
				Matthew told Maria what had happened in Northstrot. How the werewolves attacked. How a demon broke the front gate and marched in. He didn’t get further than that. 
			


    
				“Demon?” Maria asked, alarm in her eyes and tone. “An actual demon? You saw a demon?” 
			


    
				Matthew would have said the colour drained from her face. But he couldn’t tell. She was quite pale to begin with. 
			


    
				“Yes, there was a demon.” 
			


    
				“Are you sure?” Maria asked. “Do you know what a demon looks like?” 
			


    
				Matthew described Mephistopheles. Really tall, horns, claws, red. Swallowed some of the Town Watch in a single gulp.
			


    
				“You saw a demon…” Maria whispered. 
			


    
				This time it wasn’t a question. 
			


    
				The Ice Queen was afraid. 
			


    
				“Why have you stopped? Continue your story,” Maria snapped. 
			


    
				Matthew frowned. He had stopped because she had interrupted him, then questioned if he knew what a fucking demon was. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly before continuing. He told her how he had battled the demon and managed to strike the beast with his sword. 
			


    
				Maria interrupted again. This time she doubted he had been able to do that. Demons were much too skilled for him, she had said out loud. He was only good at being a punching bag. That was his talent. Taking punch after punch after punch and not dying. 
			


    
				“Are you finished?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“I don’t believe you were able to best a demon,” Maria said, “But you may continue.” 
			


    
				Matthew was light on details as he finished telling her about the events that took place in Northstrot and Sherlake Forest. 
			


    
				“The werewolves will happily leave the area once Silas has his daughter back. She was kidnapped by Thane, your Baron. I believe Jason may know where she is kept?” he finished. 
			


    
				“A demon,” Maria said quietly, her eyes staring into the distance. “A demon has crossed the Charred Wastelands…”. She looked at Matthew, meeting his eyes. “Do you know what that means?” 
			


    
				“That there is some sort of danger to this world,” Matthew said flatly. 
			


    
				“Yes,” Maria said, surprise in her eyes. “The demons can only cross the Charred Wasteland if there is a threat to the world. The last time they crossed to our side was when the Faith marched with their Messiah.” 
			


    
				Matthew had heard all this before. The demon wasn’t of concern to him. Something told him there was always someone or other threatening the end of the world but worlds rarely ended like that. 
			


    
				“Silas is going to do horrible things to Laima and Filipa if we don't return his daughter,” Matthew said. 
			


    
				“Who is Laima and Filipa?” Maria asked, frowning. 
			


    
				“Thane’s wives or… concubines. I told you about them just a few minutes ago…” 
			


    
				“We’re not going to make decisions on the lives of two of Thane’s whores,” Maria said. “We need to be careful here. If a demon did actually cross the Charred Wasteland and has sided with the werewolves…” her sentence trailed as her eyes wandered the room. They settled on Matthew eventually. “Should I choose a side? War is coming. Do I pick the side of the Faith or the side of those opposed to them? Or do I try and sit it out? Play both sides?” 
			


    
				Matthew knew it was a rhetorical question. She was thinking out loud. But he saw an opportunity. “Maybe we can return Silas his daughter so you still have the option of choosing his side, or staying neutral? If we don’t return Lupita in two days, he is going to burn Northstrot to the ground. He might attack your castle and with a demon by his side, it might not go well for you.” 
			


    
				Maria seemed to mull over his words for a moment before her eyes narrowed. She climbed out of the bath, fully naked, water dripping down her body, she stepped towards him, her eyes cold. 
			


    
				“You’re trying to manipulate me, Matthew,” she said, her breath frosty, he could feel the cold. “Do you think I am that easily manipulated?” 
			


    
				She was walking towards him doing her utmost to be intimidating. Even if it were the fucking demon, who was admittedly somewhat scary to look at, Matthew would have stood his ground. Maria, naked and gorgeous, walking towards him was not intimidating. No matter how much she screwed her face. 
			


    
				He stood his ground. She came right up to him, her nipples brushed against his chest. She stared up at him. He met her eyes, not looking at her naked body. He knew she was using it as a weapon against him. How exactly, he wasn’t sure. But he wasn’t going to look. 
			


    
				“You swore an oath to protect my kingdom,” Maria said. “You will die a painful death if you do not fulfil your oath.” 
			


    
				“Returning Lupita to Silas is a smart move in preserving your kingdom,” Matthew said coldly. “Either you can tell me where Jason is, or I will spend the next few days looking for him while your towns and castle are burnt to the ground by a vengeful werewolf supported by a demon.” 
			


    
				“Are you threatening me?” Maria growled. “I could end you within seconds, oath breaker.” 
			


    
				“My oath was to protect your kingdom. How I do that is up to me. I don’t take orders from you,” Matthew said. 
			


    
				“You want to bet your life on that?” 
			


    
				In that moment, Matthew decided he would bet his life on it. “Do what you can.” 
			


    
				Maria stared at him for a long moment. The bathroom, warm and steamy, turned cold and frosty. 
			


    
				“Are you doing it?” Matthew asked her. “Are you trying to kill me as an oath breaker? I don’t feel anything,” he added, his voice flat. 
			


    
				“I’ll tell you where Jason is,” Maria said. “But remember this - I have earned my kingdom through hard work and sacrifice. I will kill Laima, Filipa, Silas and his daughter, you, your girls and anyone else that ever threatens my kingdom.” 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				***
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				Matthew was exhausted as he walked down the stone path towards the small house he shared with Layla and Kate. The space felt familiar. He had spent most of his known life here. Those few months after escaping from the settlement run by the psycho women, and before his battle with the Baron, he’d spent here. In this little village at the top of a hill. 
			


    
				What with not having any memories before his time in the Land of Chaos, this village felt like home. 
			


    
				And now he was going to the house he had spent most of his time in. To see Kate and Layla. It had only been a few days since he last saw them, but it felt much longer than that. It was weird how being in a battle seemed to age time. 
			


    
				Matthew reached the front door of the house he shared with Kate and Layla when he remembered Esther. Elena had brought her here, hadn’t she? That was one strange girl. 
			


    
				He opened the door and walked in. 
			


    
				Layla’s head popped into the corridor from the kitchen. Seeing him, her eyes lit up. She ran down the corridor and leaped into his arms, wrapping her legs around him. Matthew smiled as he wrapped his arms around her. She kissed him on the lips. 
			


    
				“I missed you so much!” Layla said. “Are you going to leave tomorrow?” she asked. “Alena said you’re going to leave tomorrow. And that you fought a demon? An actual demon? Like the Shaytan?” 
			


    
				“Shaytan? I don’t know who that is,” Matthew smiled. He took Layla’s hand as he walked down the corridor. 
			


    
				“Shaytan is the devil. The leader of all demons. Iblis.” 
			


    
				Iblis. Lord Iblis, Mephistopheles had called him. “What do you know about Shaytan?” 
			


    
				Layla opened her mouth to reply when Kate appeared from her room. 
			


    
				“Hey,” she nodded at him. 
			


    
				Alena stepped out from the kitchen, soon joined by Esther. 
			


    
				It was a small house and a smaller corridor. It was suddenly crowded. Matthew hadn’t told Layla about Alena. And he wasn’t sure where he stood with Kate. They had been lovers, until she betrayed him. But that hadn’t been her fault. She was bewitched. And she had more than made up for it by risking her life trying to save Layla, Alara and Alena. 
			


    
				“You live here with all these beautiful women?” Esther asked, her lips spreading into a smile. “What a lucky man you are.” 
			


    
				“What did Maria say?” Alena asked. “Are we going to find Jason?” 
			


    
				Matthew nodded. Maria had relented in the end. “Jason is in Shenstone. Do you know where that is and how we get there?” 
			


    
				“That’s where the Stonemen live,” Alena said. “It’s a day’s ride from here.” 
			


    
				If they left first thing in the morning, they would get there by nightfall. That left them with one full day to find Lupita and return her to her father, Silas. It would be tight. 
			


    
				Stonemen. 
			


    
				A town near Stonemen could be trouble. “What are these Stonemen like? Are we going to walk into trouble?”
			


    
				“There must have been trouble in Shenstone if the Ice Queen sent Jason out with a broken leg,” Layla said. 
			


    
				“Stonemen, demons,” Esther’s eyes sparkled. “I am definitely coming with you. Did you really see a demon? So they have crossed the Charred Wasteland, huh?” 
			


    
				“Sorry, who are you?” Layla asked, frowning. 
			


    
				“Esther. You know that. We sat in the kitchen and drank tea as Alena told that really interesting story about the werewolves and the demon.” 
			


    
				“I know your name, but nothing else about you,” Layla said, frowning. “Why are you here?” 
			


    
				“I had a feeling there was something interesting here,” Esther said. “Maybe I was right. I’m going to go to Shenstone with you tomorrow and after that, all the way to Northstrot to see if the demon is still there.” 
			


    
				“You don’t want to meet a demon,” Alena said as she shuddered. 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				* * *
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				Matthew lay in bed. His bed. In the room he shared with Layla. After such a long day, it was nice to be off his feet. He was tired and ready to knock out when Layla entered the room. He shouldn’t have been surprised. This was her room after all. 
			


    
				But nonetheless, he was a tad surprised. 
			


    
				Layla’s black hair was shiny, as if it had just been washed and dried. She wore a lacy thin gown, beneath which she was naked. No bra, no panties. It hugged her frame, showing the curves of her body, her dark areola, the slit between her legs as she stood with them parted. 
			


    
				Matthew sat up as she walked towards him. She climbed onto the bed and lifted her gown over her head. Her luscious breasts bounced as they were freed. The bruises were still visible on her skin. He placed his hands on her hips as she leaned in for a kiss. Her legs rested on either side of his own and she lowered her pussy, rubbing her cunt against his knees. 
			


    
				Matthew’s hands explored her body, caressing her breasts, he rubbed her nipples until they were erect. His hands moved along her soft skin, feeling the bones of her rib cages as they moved to her hips once more. From there, he felt her pussy. It was dripping. And hot. He pushed a finger in, followed by another. His other hand grabbed her ass cheek and squeezed. His fingers brushed against a metal object protruding from her bottom. 
			


    
				Matthew moved his lips away from hers, his eyes narrowed. Layla’s cheeks reddened as he felt the object that was sticking out of her rose bud. 
			


    
				“What is it?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“Kate said I should put it in my…” her sentence trailed as her cheeks burned red. 
			


    
				Matthew moved out from under her to have a look. Layla remained in position, her knees on the bed, she lowered her head, resting it against the mattress, she arched her back, accentuating her curves. 
			


    
				“You’ve got a butt plug in your… butt,” Matthew said. “Why do you have a butt plug in your… butt?” 
			


    
				“Kate said it would help me take your cock in my… bottom,” Layla said, her voice soft. 
			


    
				“Do you want me to do that?”
			


    
				She turned her head to look at him and nodded. “You are my husband,” she said. “My body is yours and only yours… but those men did things to me that only you should have done. I don’t know how to make it up to you. I’m so sorry,” she added, tears now forming in her eyes. 
			


    
				“Shh,” Matthew said. He moved quickly to kiss her on the lips. “Don’t ever apologise for what Lucy did to you. It’s not your fault and I don’t see you as any less. Do you understand that?” he asked, his voice firm. 
			


    
				Layla nodded as she wiped away her tears. 
			


    
				“Good,” Matthew said. “As much as I would love to butt fuck you,” he grinned, “I don’t want to do it if you’re not ready.” 
			


    
				“I’m ready,” Layla said quickly. 
			


    
				“Are you sure?” Matthew asked. “Not to brag but… my cock is sort of big.” 
			


    
				“It’s really big,” Layla commented. “But I am ready.” 
			


    
				Matthew wasn’t going to argue for much longer. Layla had this darker skin that he found so appealing, especially around her pussy where her pink lips sparkled against the darker labia. He wanted to suck on her pussy before driving his cock deep inside her. 
			


    
				But as she rested on her knees, ass in the air, the butt plug protruding out, it was her rosebud he wanted to penetrate. Matthew pulled his trousers off. His cock now free, it rose up, semi erect. Like a bee attracted to light, Layla’s lips moved towards it. She took his cock in her mouth and sucked. 
			


    
				Matthew stroked her hair, his tiredness from earlier now gone, replaced by a raw animalistic energy. 
			


    
				As his cock grew hard in her mouth, pushing down her throat, he massaged her ass cheeks. His hand hovered over the butt plug. He pulled it out gently and watched her hole wink before closing. He probed the hole gently with his finger, pushing it in and out. Layla’s mouth wrapped around his cock, she emitted low garbled moans. He squeezed in another finger, and then a third. 
			


    
				Layla stopped sucking his cock. Her lips rested against his tip, her eyes closed. “I feel so full and so open at the same time.” 
			


    
				Matthew took his fingers out of her bottom and rubbed it against her dripping pussy. He gathered up her juices and rubbed it against her anus, lathering it in preparation for his cock. He positioned himself behind her and guided his cock to her winking rosebud. He pressed the tip against it. It was tight. He rubbed her pussy with his hand, his fingers probed inside as his thumb rubbed the clitoris. 
			


    
				He continued to push his cock against her butthole. “Relax,” he cooed as Layla moaned. 
			


    
				She grunted as his cock finally entered. Matthew took his time, gently pushing it in some before coming out. He continued to rub her pussy as he picked up the pace, his cock now going in and out of her ass. The view of her slender arched back, her ass cheeks like two mounds around his cock, his hand rubbing against her dripping pussy, Matthew wanted to drive his cock all the way in and fuck her hard. 
			


    
				He knew Layla would be happy if he did that. Because she wanted to please him. But it would hurt. She wasn’t ready yet.
			


    
				Matthew took his cock out of her bottom and watched as her asshole closed up. Layla turned her head to look back. 
			


    
				“What’s wrong?” Layla asked. “Is my butthole not good?” 
			


    
				Matthew’s lips twitched at her question. “It’s great but I want to fuck you hard. I don’t think your bottom is ready for that.” 
			


    
				“I can take it,” Layla said. 
			


    
				“I know you can,” Matthew said. He held her by her hips and flipped her onto her back. Her legs spread open, his cock rubbed against her pussy as his chest brushed against her nipples. He kissed her on the lips. “But I want you to enjoy tonight. And you’ll enjoy it more with my cock in your pussy, won’t you?” 
			


    
				Layla nodded quickly, her beautiful brown eyes wide, she reminded him of Bambi. Then he wondered who the fuck Bambi was. Only briefly before his mind returned to the hot naked woman underneath him. 
			


    
				Layla took his cock in her hand and guided it to her pussy. Matthew drove it in slow at first, enjoying the heat and wetness, he thrust it in hard, Layla’s body jolting with every push. She spread her legs further apart, then lifted them back. 
			


    
				“You’re… bendy,” Matthew commented. 
			


    
				“Do you like it?” 
			


    
				“I love it,” Matthew said. 
			


    
				He pushed his hands down on her thighs and fucked her pussy hard. As he was about to cum, he pressed his heavy body against her smaller frame, her legs pressed back, he wrapped his arms around her, squeezing their bodies together. The heat from the pressed flesh, the warmth from their bodies, the softness of her and her tight, yet dripping pussy, Matthew shot load after load inside her. 
			


    
				And when he was done, he tilted to the left and lay beside her. She rested her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat. 
			


    
				“You’re going to leave again tomorrow,” Layla said. 
			


    
				“I have to,” Matthew said. “I swore an oath to protect the Ice Queen’s kingdom. I need to find Lupita and stop the werewolves from destroying Northstrot.” 
			


    
				“I understand,” Layla said softly. “Do you think it will ever stop? Will we be able to go back to the days when it was just me, you and Kate living here, hunting, farming… fucking,” she added, her cheeks suddenly burning. 
			


    
				“I don’t know, Layla,” Matthew said honestly. 
			


    
				There was a lot going on out there. Werewolves, demons, the Faith… The Ice Queen was a small player in a very large ocean of monsters. But she was territorial and he did not doubt she could be cruel and callous. Maria would fight to the death to keep her kingdom. But before that, she would sacrifice everything and everyone. That left him in a dangerous position, bound to someone like that by oath.  
			


    
				“I don’t mind that you take on other wives or girlfriends or… concubines,” Layla said. 
			


    
				“Concubines?” Matthew asked, raising an eyebrow. 
			


    
				“Alena told us about them. You have a whole… a lot of concubines,” Layla’s lips twitched. “I’m not jealous, you know,” she added. “I used to be… but I’m not anymore.” 
			


    
				“That… is great to hear,” Matthew said somewhat nonchalantly. 
			


    
				“Aren’t you going to ask why?” Layla asked. 
			


    
				“Why?” Matthew asked, playing along. 
			


    
				“I-” Layla stopped as she sat up, suddenly serious. “I don’t know if you will be mad at me… will you be mad?” 
			


    
				“Probably not,” Matthew said. “But it's hard to be certain if I will be mad or not when I don’t know what it is. I doubt I will be mad though,” he added honestly. Layla was much too adorable to be mad at.   
			


    
				“I cheated on you,” Layla said. 
			


    
				“What?” Matthew sat up, eyes wide. “You did what?” 
			


    
				He realised it might come across as a little hypocritical of him. He had slept with a lot of women since coming to the Land of Chaos. But he had been honest with Layla. She did say she was happy to be his wife and be devoted to him alone, but that she did not expect him to return the favour. It was one of the first conversations they had ever had back in the jungle. 
			


    
				“I did things with Alara,” Layla said, fear in her eyes. “I’m so sorry…” 
			


    
				Alara. The elf woman who was also one of his… Matthew didn’t have a label for his relationship with Alara. Elves were different from humans. He was her soulmate, or something along those lines.
			


    
				He hadn’t given much thought to any of the relationships he had formed since arriving in the Land of Chaos. Things had been much too chaotic for him to worry about things like that. But clearly, it was not the same for Layla. The girl seemed happy here, for the most part. At least, happy enough to settle down and remain in this strange world. 
			


    
				Now that he did think about it, he probably wouldn’t be thrilled if Layla started to sleep around with other men. But with Alara? It was sort of hot. 
			


    
				“Matthew?” Layla said, her eyes beginning to bubble once more. “Please say something…” 
			


    
				He held her by the hair and kissed her on the lips. “I’m not mad,” he smiled. “I actually think it’s kind of hot.” 
			


    
				“Really?” Layla’s eyes lit up. “Because I think I might be interested in women too…” 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 17
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Matthew woke early the following morning. He was ready to ride out as the first dawn of light crept over the horizon. Layla had prepared his pack for him, which he slung over his horse’s flank. It contained bread wrapped in cloth, a bundle of dried meat and a flask of water. 
			


    
				Alena sat on her horse beside him. As a natural inhabitant of this world, she knew the lay of this corner of the land. 
			


    
				Esther would also be riding with them. 
			


    
				Matthew did not want her to sit on his horse and ride with him. There was something about her that he couldn’t put his finger on. He felt a need to keep an eye on her. Some would say her riding on his horse would be a great way for him to monitor her. But that was too close for his comfort. 
			


    
				Kate had gone off to find another horse. The hilltop villagers didn’t have their own horses, but Maria did keep a few around from when her crew of horsemen had helped in retaking the village from Lucy and the women from the settlement.  
			


    
				As he waited, Matthew wondered where Sarah was. She was in bad shape when he left, having been tortured by the Ice Queen. He hoped she was okay, despite the role she had played in capturing him. 
			


    
				Kate returned with a horse. But she was not alone. Walking alongside her was Maria, the Ice Queen. 
			


    
				“Who are you?” Maria said, ignoring everyone else as she looked directly at Esther. 
			


    
				If the Ice Queen was supposed to be intimidating, Esther clearly wasn’t bothered. 
			


    
				“Esther,” she said, that easy smile on her face. 
			


    
				“What are you doing here?” Maria asked, her tone cold. 
			


    
				“I thought there might be something here but, maybe I was wrong,” Esther shrugged, that relaxed smile still on her face. 
			


    
				It was nice to see Maria perplexed for a change. Matthew imagined it wasn’t often the Ice Queen met someone who was so carefree in her presence. He could see Maria eyeing up Esther, trying to decide if it was worth challenging her. 
			


    
				“What did you think was here?” Maria asked, frowning. 
			


    
				“Something powerful,” Esther said. “Godlike,” she smiled widely. 
			


    
				“I am powerful,” Maria said, her tone hardening. “And this is my kingdom.” 
			


    
				“It’s very pretty. And warm. I love the weather here,” Esther said. 
			


    
				Though her expression remained icy, Matthew knew inside, Maria was fuming. He had to work pretty hard to stop himself from bursting out in laughter. Apparently, he didn’t work hard enough to stop his lips from spreading into a half smile. 
			


    
				“Do you find something funny, Matthew?” Maria asked, turning her attention to him. 
			


    
				“We need to go,” he replied. “If you don’t have any more questions?” 
			


    
				Matthew felt the air around him turn cold as Maria glared at him. 
			


    
				“Remember your oath. Whatever happens in Shenstone and Northstrot, you are obligated to ensure my kingdom is protected. You will do nothing to jeopardize that.”
			


    
				

 
			


    
				 
			


    
				* * *
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				It was another trek through fields, hills and swamps as they rode towards Shenstone. They had little time to spare and taking the established dirt paths would add a day to their journey. Matthew didn’t have that sort of time. Even if everything went perfectly, if they found Jason, if the fucker cooperated and knew where Lupita was, getting the werewolf’s daughter back in time would be challenging. 
			


    
				And that was with everything going perfectly. 
			


    
				There were so many things that could go wrong. 
			


    
				Jason might not know where Thane hid Lupita. 
			


    
				He might know but decide to be cunt and not tell. 
			


    
				The town of Shenstone was an unknown for him. It was the third and final place that fell under the responsibility of the Baron. So far, Matthew had had trouble at the hilltop village and at Northstrot. If statistics were anything to go by, there would be trouble in Shenstone. 
			


    
				That’s where the Stonemen were. 
			


    
				“What do you know about the Stonemen?” Matthew asked Alena as they rode through a pine forest. 
			


    
				“They are made of rocks. They’re very hard to kill. My arrows do not cause much damage,” Alena said with a frown. 
			


    
				“Are they friendly?” 
			


    
				“Friendly?” Alena asked, turning her head to look at him, forehead creased. 
			


    
				“Do they go on pointless rampages killing and destroying everything, or are they more the relax on a beach and get a tan type?” 
			


    
				“I don’t know what relax on a beach and-” she stopped, her confusion increasing. “I don’t know much about them but mother said they used to cause the Baron trouble, but he found a solution for them.” 
			


    
				“Oh fuck,” Matthew groaned. If the Baron had found a solution, it was probably horrible. 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				* * *
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				The horses’ hooves clattered over the uneven ground. Matthew sat hunched with fatigue after a long day's journey. Dust and dirt clung to his cloak as he guided his mount down the winding path.
			


    
				But he cared not. They had made it this far without any troubles and now Shenstone was in sight.  It sprawled before him, hewn from the same rocky earth that made up the hills behind it. 
			


    
				The hills loomed large, bleak and imposing, their rocky slopes bare of trees or even scrubs. Massive boulders sat perched precariously atop ridges, and the ground was cracked and dry, etched with the scars of old landslides. No greenery softened the harsh landscape; instead, the hills seemed to guard the town like silent, stony sentinels, watching over it as dusk settled in.
			


    
				They reached the town gates and waited for them to open. 
			


    
				But they did not open. 
			


    
				A man stepped out from the side, a spear in hand, he approached them. “What do you want?” 
			


    
				Matthew sighed. “To get into the town? I’m the Baron.” 
			


    
				The man with the spear frowned. “No you’re not. The Baron is dead.” 
			


    
				Right. Jason must have told them of the Baron’s demise. “I’m his replacement. The Ice Queen sent me.” 
			


    
				“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” 
			


    
				It was a good question. Anyone could come and claim the Baron was dead and that they were the new Baron. In the past, Matthew had worn the black armour of the Baron. It was distinct enough to be recognisable. But he no longer had the armour, thanks to a demon who had punched a hole in it. 
			


    
				“How do you want me to prove the Ice Queen sent me?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				 The man with the spear mulled it over before replying. “The Ice Queen’s chosen ones have special powers. Show me your power.” 
			


    
				Esther, who had been silent for most of the journey, brought her horse to stand beside Matthew’s. “You have powers?” she asked. 
			


    
				Matthew did have powers. Or, had powers. The floating warmth in his chest had allowed him to visibly show strength. But he couldn’t call upon it when he wanted to. In fact, it only seemed to come when he was in mortal danger. 
			


    
				The man had a spear in his hand. Should he take it and stab himself? That would definitely do the job, wouldn’t it? Unless the floating warmth in his chest was expended? Matthew wasn’t immortal. One day, someone was going to drive a sword or spear into his chest, and that was going to be it. Darkness. Or whatever happened after you died. 
			


    
				“Hello?” Esther waved her hand in front of him. “Do you have powers?” 
			


    
				“They're a bit temperamental,” Matthew muttered.
			


    
				“What are they?” Esther asked, before adding, “When they’re working.” 
			


    
				“I feel really strong and I can sort of… flame up,” he muttered. 
			


    
				“That sounds awesome,” Esther said. 
			


    
				Matthew couldn’t tell if she was mocking him somehow. There was something about her. The way she spoke, the way she carried herself, that smile on her face. This was the Land of Chaos. Yet, she behaved like she was in some candy world full of unicorns. 
			


    
				Matthew turned his attention back to the man with the spear. He didn’t want to risk stabbing himself with the spear in case he did not heal and ended up dying. 
			


    
				He was still pretty strong. 
			


    
				He could pick that man up and throw him over the gate. 
			


    
				Mathew dismounted from his horse and stepped towards the man with the spear. 
			


    
				“What are you doing?” the man asked as he nervously stepped back, pointing his spear forward. 
			


    
				Matthew grabbed the spear and pulled it from the man. He snapped it in half with ease before he grabbed the man and lifted him up over his head. 
			


    
				“See?” Matthew said. 
			


    
				“See what?” the man yelled. “Put me down!” 
			


    
				“I’m super strong.” 
			


    
				“Fine. Whatever! I’m a grown man! Just put me down!” 
			


    
				Matthew obliged and put the man down. Once on his own feet, the man hurried away until he stood with his back against the gate, fear in his eyes. 
			


    
				“Are you going to open the gate, or what?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“You better be the next Baron, because if you’re not, the Town Watch will kill you!” the man no longer holding a spear said.   
			


    
				The town gates opened. They were given directions to the Baron’s quarters. It was located in the centre of the town and had a large fountain in front of it.
			


    
				Matthew mounted his horse and rode in. The buildings were squat and sturdy, their stone walls weathered and grey, they seemed to grow naturally from the rugged terrain. Narrow alleys wove between the houses. The last rays of the sun reflected off the slate rooftops, bathing the town in a soft, amber glow. Smoke curled lazily from a handful of chimneys, and the distant clamour of smithing echoed faintly across the plains.
			


    
				The townsfolk were a mixed batch. Most were dressed in dull grey tunics, walking along the paths with their heads down. There were a few carriages with women inside wearing colourful clothing. 
			


    
				It wasn’t long before the Baron’s house came into view. 
			


    
				It rose above the squat houses that crowded the narrow, muddy street. Its stone walls were taller and sturdier than anything else they had passed. The stones were smooth and pale, fitted tightly together without the gaps that marked the cruder dwellings nearby. A steep, shingled roof crowned the structure. Its gables were adorned with carved wooden figures.
			


    
				In front of the house, an iron gate, slightly rusted but ornately wrought, guarded a small courtyard paved with uneven cobblestones. At its centre stood a modest fountain—simple in design yet elegant compared to the rough world around it. The fountain’s basin was hewn from dark stone, worn smooth by time. Water trickled from the mouth of a weathered lion’s head into the shallow pool below.
			


    
				“Do we just walk in?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				Alena shrugged her shoulders. “I would have thought the Town Watch would have greeted us by now.” 
			


    
				“It is quiet,” Esther commented. “Shall we go in?” 
			


    
				Matthew glanced around. It was much too quiet. There were no townsfolk about. There were no lights on in the house. There were no guards about. Something was surely wrong? 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 18
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Matthew knocked on the front door of the house and waited, deciding he would give it a few minutes and should there be no response, he would break a window and climb in to have a look. He was the new Baron. It was his house. Surely he wouldn’t mind if he broke a window in his own house. 
			


    
				But the door did open. 
			


    
				Standing in the corridor was a young woman. She was naked, save for the white mini skirt that was wrapped around her waist. She had large breasts, the nipples pierced, as was her belly button. 
			


    
				“Uh…” Matthew didn’t know what to say. This was not what he was expecting. On the other hand, a house owned by the Baron, this seemed about right? 
			


    
				“Who are you?” the girl asked. 
			


    
				“I’m Matthew,” he introduced himself. “This is Alena and Esther.” 
			


    
				“Why have you knocked on the Baron’s door?” 
			


    
				“Uhh, actually, I’m the new Baron. I killed the other one,” Matthew said, and then instantly regretted it. Who introduced themselves by stating they had killed someone? 
			


    
				“So it is true?” the girl asked. “Master Thane really is dead.” 
			


    
				“Yup,” Matthew nodded. He watched the girl carefully, trying to gauge her reaction. Was she upset? Judging by the way she was dressed, she probably had an intimate relationship with him. Whether that was by choice or force, he did not know. Regardless, even if it were forced, some women grew attached to their abusers. 
			


    
				“You are my new master now?” she asked. 
			


    
				“Yes,” Alena said quickly. “Matthew is your new master.” 
			


    
				“What are you doing?” Matthew hissed. 
			


    
				“We need to find Jason,” Alena hissed back. “She will be much more cooperative if she thinks you are her master.” 
			


    
				It was a good point. “I am the new Baron. Is Jason here?” 
			


    
				The girl dropped to her knees and lowered her head. She reached for his ankles and held them gently as her head now rested on his feet. 
			


    
				“Master, you must choose your concubines. I hope you will pick me,” the woman said. 
			


    
				Matthew turned his head to glare at Alena. 
			


    
				“What?” she asked, frowning. 
			


    
				“This,” Matthew said, pointing to the girl that was by his feet. “This is what I was afraid of when you made me her master.” 
			


    
				“I think you made yourself her master when you killed the Baron,” Alena pouted. 
			


    
				Matthew bent down and placed his hands on either side of the girl. He lifted her to her feet, doing his best to keep his eyes on her face and not her breasts that were now squished together as her arms pressed in. 
			


    
				“Do you know where Jason is? I need to find him.” 
			


    
				“You must first choose your concubines master, and you must choose a Maitresse,” the girl replied. 
			


    
				“I will do that just as soon as I’ve found Jason and sorted out a small issue in Northstrot,” Matthew said. “Where is he?” 
			


    
				“You… you must choose your concubines, master,” the girl replied. “It is the first thing you must do.” 
			


    
				“What’s your name?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“Jessica,” the girl said. “But my friends call me Jessie.” 
			


    
				“Nice to meet you Jessie,” Matthew said, smiling, trying to be disarming. “I really need to find Jason. Is he here?” 
			


    
				“Master, you must pick your concubines,” Jessie said. 
			


    
				Esther, who had been watching with a smirk on her face this whole time, stepped beside Matthew and leaned towards him. “Do you think there’s something wrong with her? She seems like she’s in a trance, right?” 
			


    
				“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” Matthew frowned. 
			


    
				“Isn’t this just fascinating?” Esther asked, her eyes sparkling. “So much has changed since I was last awake. There were not so many naked women back then. They were definitely covered.” 
			


    
				 “I don’t think this is normal,” Matthew said, nodding at the naked girl he still held by the arms. He released his grip on her. 
			


    
				“What are you going to do?” Esther asked, her eyes sparkling. “Are you going to pick your concubines? Can I watch?” 
			


    
				“No and no,” Matthew frowned. “We need to find Jason.” 
			


    
				“I don’t think cutie pie Jessie here is going to tell you where Jason is until you pick your concubines,” Esther smirked. 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				* * *
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				They were led into a large bedroom in the house. Matthew sat on the edge of the bed as Esther and Alena sat on comfy velvet armchairs. Jessie left them in the room, saying she would return soon with the women from which he must choose which ones would be his concubines. 
			


    
				“This is so exciting,” Esther said. “I’ve never been present at a concubine choosing ceremony. What’s it like?” 
			


    
				Matthew exchanged a glance with Alena. Esther was strange to begin with. But where in the past, she had this mysterious and dangerous aura about her, now she seemed like a giddy child. 
			


    
				“Are you a vampire?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“I am not,” Esther frowned. “Why do you ask?” 
			


    
				“You said so much has changed since you were last awake,” Matthew muttered. “Vampires go for long sleeps in coffins.” 
			


    
				“Oh, I’m so much more than a vampire,” Esther smiled. “I am awake because my master is coming.” 
			


    
				“You have a master?” Matthew asked, surprised. The confidence she moved with, the power that seemed to radiate from her, he found it surprising that she would answer to anyone. 
			


    
				“We all have masters, Matthew,” Esther said. “Unless we are gods. And I am not a god.” 
			


    
				The door to the bedroom opened and in walked Jessie. She was completely naked now and her body wet, as if she had just washed. She was not alone. A group of girls walked in behind her. They were all young, in their early twenties or less. 
			


    
				Matthew counted thirteen girls in total, including Jessie. They were all naked, all washed, their skin and hair sparkling. 
			


    
				“Oh my,” Esther giggled. 
			


    
				“Do I have to be here?” Alena asked, her lips pursed. 
			


    
				“You can both leave, should you choose to,” Jessie said. 
			


    
				Alena climbed to her feet and walked out. Matthew glanced at Esther. She remained seated, her eyes moved from one naked girl to another as she took in their beauty. There was no chance she was leaving. 
			


    
				Desperate to get things going, Matthew turned to Jessie. “What happens now?” 
			


    
				“You must inspect our bodies, master, and choose your concubines,” she replied. 
			


    
				“Umm… okay,” Matthew muttered. “I’ll take the first-” he stopped, wondering how many he had to pick. Jessie had said he needed to pick his concubines, but did that really mean he had to pick more than one? Who made these rules? The former Baron? As the new Baron, he should be able to change the rules, right? Time is off the essence, Matthew reminded himself. He needed to get this ceremony over with as quickly as possible so that he could find Jason. 
			


    
				“How many are you going to pick?” Esther asked. “That one with the black skin has the juiciest of asses, that girl with the olive skin has amazing hair and lovely nipples and that girl with the red hair has such a nice pussy.” 
			


    
				Not for the first time, Matthew glanced at Esther in bemusement. The girl was perched on the edge of her seat, her lips parted, lust in her eyes. She had been asleep for a long time, she had said. Women covered more in those times, she had said. Maybe the girl just needed to get laid.
			


    
				“How many do I need to pick?” Matthew asked, getting back to the task at hand. 
			


    
				“As many as you want,” Jessie said. “We have all been waiting for the opportunity to be one of your concubines. Any woman not chosen will be sent back to their families in shame.” 
			


    
				No pressure, Matthew thought. Should he just pick them all? It would make the most sense. 
			


    
				“I will take you all,” Matthew smiled. 
			


    
				“That is great, master,” Jessie said. “You must now pick one of us as your Maitresse so that we can lead your concubines and train them in the ways of pleasuring you.” 
			


    
				“Uhh… how about you as the Maitresse?” 
			


    
				“I would be so honoured, master,” Jessie said. “But you must inspect our bodies. It is part of the ceremony.” 
			


    
				“I’ve had a look. It’s all great,” Matthew said nonchalantly.
			


    
				“But we have prepared master,” Jessie said, crestfallen. “We desire you to inspect our bodies.” 
			


    
				“Just do it you old prude,” Esther snapped at him. 
			


    
				Matthew raised an eyebrow at Esther. This had gone on for long enough. The sooner he cooperated, the quicker this would be over with. He climbed to his feet and approached the thirteen naked girls. 
			


    
				“Would you like to see our pussies first or our bottoms?” Jessie asked. 
			


    
				“Let’s have a look at those asses!” Esther exclaimed as she slid across the room to stand beside Matthew. 
			


    
				“Is there nowhere else you need to be?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“Nowhere else in the world I would rather be right now,” Esther replied. 
			


    
				“What about your god? Maybe he or she needs something from you?” 
			


    
				Esther shook her head. “My god isn’t here yet. But he will be soon. He is on his way and when he does arrive, I will be far too busy to enjoy these offerings.”
			


    
				Offerings? Matthew’s jaw tightened. These girls weren’t for her to enjoy. Hell, it felt wrong for him to do it. It was a necessity for him. A means to an end. Sure, the girls were all pretty and yes, he was a man. This wasn’t torture for him, but he felt bad for the girls. The Baron had surely created some sort of fucked up society in Shenstone where families sent their daughters to be concubines for the Baron.  
			


    
				“You need to shut up or leave,” Matthew said to Esther, finally deciding he'd had enough of her. 
			


    
				“Oh,” Esther raised an eyebrow as she looked at him. “Jealous, are we? Don’t worry. I think you’re hot stuff too, but my body is dedicated to my god. I can’t partake in your pleasures.” 
			


    
				“I am not jealous,” Matthew said, his tone firm. “But either you watch as a quiet observant, or you get the fuck out of here and go find your god.” 
			


    
				“My god isn’t here yet, Matthew,” Esther said, her tone tinged with condescension. “I will leave once he arrives. But in the meantime, do not ruin this for me.” 
			


    
				Matthew felt it again. Esther’s power radiated from every pore on her body. It was a confident power. One that did not need to be announced. Unlike Maria’s power, which she announced regularly by freezing the air. 
			


    
				But Matthew didn’t give a shit. “You need to leave.” 
			


    
				For the first time since meeting Esther, her carefree facade dropped. She stared at him with a fire burning in her eyes. A literal fire. The flames were blue. Matthew blinked. He took a step back and felt for his sword resting by his waist. 
			


    
				The flames were gone. An easy smile returned on her face. “I’ll be outside,” Esther said. “Have fun, Matthew.” 
			


    
				When she was gone and the door closed behind her, Matthew turned to the task at hand. 
			


    
				“Would you like to examine our asses first, or our pussies, master,” Jessie said, smiling. 
			


    
				It was the first time Matthew had seen her smile. She had a nice smile. Perfectly aligned white teeth. 
			


    
				“I’ll… ugh, bottoms first?” Matthew muttered. 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 19
			


    

    

    

    

    
				         It was a surreal ceremony. 
			


    
				All twelve girls turned away from him and arched their backs, sticking their bottoms out, they bent forward and using both hands, parted their ass cheeks to reveal their rosebuds. Jessie led him to the first girl and from there on, assisted him in examining each and every girl’s bottoms. She slapped their ass cheeks and commented on the size of each buttocks and the firmness. Jessie even inserted her fingers into each girl’s bottom, commenting on how tight each hole was. 
			


    
				Matthew had a feeling he had been in some bizarre situations in his life before the Land of Chaos. But he doubted anything came close to this. 
			


    
				They moved onto the next step. Viewing the girl’s pussies. 
			


    
				Jessie had them lie down on the carpeted floor and spread their legs. She then stood before Matthew and placed her hands on his waist. She stared up at him, a sparkle in her blue eyes. Jessie stood on tiptoes to kiss him on the lips as she undid the buckle on his belt. She continued to kiss him, her breasts now brushing against his chest, his trousers by his feet, she rubbed his cock, bringing it to life. 
			


    
				Jessie dropped down to her knees, her mouth near his cock, her eyes widened. “It’s so much bigger,” she mumbled, before looking up at him, she repeated, “It’s so much bigger than Thane and Jason’s cocks.” 
			


    
				“Um… thanks?” Matthew muttered. He didn’t care to have his cock compared to others. 
			


    
				But he stopped thinking about that soon enough. 
			


    
				Jessie took his cock in her hot little mouth and sucked on it. She massaged his balls gently as took his cock deeper down her throat. Despite wanting to hurry up and go in search of Jason, Matthew couldn’t ignore what was before him. 
			


    
				A beautiful naked girl on her knees sucking on his cock. Behind her, lying on the floor were twelve other girls. All naked, all hot. The town must have sent their best. They lay with their legs spread, their pussies inviting. He wanted to hold them by their wide hips and drive his cock into every single girl. 
			


    
				Fuck it, Mathew thought. 
			


    
				He was here. 
			


    
				This was happening. 
			


    
				He held Jessie by the hair and pulled her to her feet. Her mouth hung open, he kissed her hard as he removed his shirt. His chest now bare, he wrapped a hand around her waist and pulled her in, squeezing her warm body against his. He loved that feeling of squashed breasts against his chest. 
			


    
				Matthew felt for her pussy. It was wet. He probed his fingers inside, feeling the heat. He reached behind and grabbed her ass, pulling at her ample cheeks. He gave her another hard kiss before he took her hand and walked towards the twelve naked women lying on the floor. 
			


    
				He took in their naked form. The town really had provided their best. A black girl caught his eye. She had long legs and large breasts. Even as she lay on her back, he could tell she had a killer ass. A bit of pink probed out of her dark pussy, inviting, teasing. 
			


    
				There was another girl with red hair, her skin so pale, it looked ghostly. Matthew’s cock throbbed as he imagined the two girls, one black, one so white, both intertwined in each other’s arms as they played with each other’s bodies. 
			


    
				His eyes landed on one other girl that stood out. She had olive skin and silky hair. Her large eyes reminded him of Layla. 
			


    
				“I want those three,” Matthew said, pointing at the black girl, the girl with the red hair and the girl with the silky black hair. 
			


    
				The bed was large and Matthew climbed onto it. He sat naked with his back against the headboard. He beckoned for Jessie to join him by his side. When she did, he had her rest her shoulder against his and part her legs. His hand rested on her pussy, his fingers probed inside the wet hole.   
			


    
				“I want you to suck on my cock,” he said to the olive skinned girl, “as you two bring each other to climax,” he said to the black girl and the redhead. 
			


    
				There was only brief hesitation before the girls moved to obey his commands. The olive skinned girl climbed onto the bed. Her knees were beside his waist. She turned her bottom towards him as she lowered her mouth to take his erect cock in her mouth. 
			


    
				In front of him, the black girl and the redhead kissed each other tenderly at first, before their passion took over. Their hands ravaged each other’s bodies as their lips remained tightly pressed together, eyes closed. 
			


    
				There was too much for Matthew to see. Beside him, Jessie lay with her legs parted, her hands on her breasts as he played with her pussy. The olive skinned girl sucked on his cock, her ass in the air and perfectly displayed for him to see. Her knees rested a foot and half apart to perfectly reveal her pussy and provide a glimpse of her rosebud. 
			


    
				He wanted to grab her by the waist and fuck both of her holes from behind. At the same time, he wanted to lay Jessie on her back, spread her legs wide and mount her. Another part of him wanted to climb off the bed and join the two girls as they played with each other. 
			


    
				In the end, it was Jessie he decided to fuck. 
			


    
				He kissed her on the lips as he pushed away the olive skinned girl with his foot. Grabbing her by the waist, he moved her to the centre of the bed and parted her legs. As he moved down her body to suck on her breasts, she found his cock and guided it to her pussy, rubbing the tip against her opening. 
			


    
				The heat and wetness from her hole was too tempting to be teased. He drove his cock inside her. Jessie gasped and her smaller body squirmed beneath him as she adjusted. Matthew held her breasts, squeezing them as he stared at her pretty face. 
			


    
				“I want to fuck you hard,” he told her. “But I don’t know if you can take it.” 
			


    
				“I can take it,” Jessie said, confusion in her eyes. “I have to take it. I am a piece of meat to be fucked by you…” 
			


    
				Matthew couldn’t tell if it was just dirty talk, or if that was how she saw herself. But at that moment, he was consumed by lust. He drove his cock in and out of her pussy, fucking her hard as he squeezed her breasts. He lowered his body onto hers, his arms around her back, holding her little frame tightly as his cock continued to pound away, her body juddering. He reached down and grabbed her ass cheeks, feeling the heat from both her holes against his fingertips as his cock throbbed in and out of her little cunt. 
			


    
				Matthew shot his load inside her. His sperm filled her completely before it began to drip out. His cock rested inside her now as he looked down at her, a smile on his face. 
			


    
				“That was great,” he told her. “Will you tell me where Jason is now?” 
			


    
				Jessie smiled up at him. A curious smile.
			


    
				“What’s going on?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“It’s time for you to die, Baron!” Jessie yelled. 
			


    
				Matthew didn’t get a chance to turn. He felt the pointy end of a blade slam into his back towards his upper left shoulder. Whoever had struck him either didn’t have the skill or strength to drive it through his back and out his chest. 
			


    
				It was little comfort as he climbed off Jessie and turned to face his attacker. 
			


    
				Attackers. 
			


    
				All twelve girls were armed with swords. Where the fuck they had gotten swords from, Matthew had no idea. Perhaps the fuckers had hidden them up their asses. 
			


    
				“What the fuck is going on?” Matthew asked as blood dripped down his back. 
			


    
				“You’re going to die,” Jessie said. She had left the bed and stood on the other side of it. She reached under the bed and pulled out a sword. 
			


    
				“You got any more swords down there for me?” Matthew asked as his eyes canned the room, looking for his own sword. Not finding it, he stared at Jessie and asked, “Why the fuck are you trying to kill me?” 
			


    
				It was his fault really, Matthew thought. He should have been more careful of attractive women. The Fallen women from the settlement had tried to kill him. The Ice Queen had tried to kill him. Now, these fucking psychos were having a go at it. 
			


    
				“We won’t live under your tyranny any longer,” Jessie said, defiance in her blue eyes. 
			


    
				“My tyranny? I haven’t done anything!” 
			


    
				“Thane, Jason, Patricia, Cathay - you’re all the same!” Jessie spat. “We will no longer bow before you!” 
			


    
				“I never asked you to bow before me to begin with. I hated the Baron just as much as you. I’m the one that killed him, for fucks sake,” Matthew grumbled as he reached behind and felt the wound on his back. “Fucking fuck!” he said to the olive skinned girl who held the sword with the bloody tip. “You stabbed me!” 
			


    
				“It was supposed to come out of your chest,” the olive skinned girl mumbled. “Your bones are strong.” 
			


    
				“It doesn’t matter. We know he bleeds,” Jessie said. “He is defenceless. We can kill him.” 
			


    
				Matthew stared at the thirteen women stepping towards him in a semi-circle, swords raised, hatred across their faces. It was a complete contrast from moments earlier, when they presented their naked bodies for his pleasure. 
			


    
				“Was the ceremony a trap to lower my guard?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				Jessie nodded. “We know your kind. All you care about is finding a warm body to fuck and abuse. We picked the hottest women in town. We trained for months, waiting for the right moment to kill the Baron. Then we heard news of his death. We thought it was a rumour. But Jason arrived last night with a broken leg. After a few drinks and surrounded by a few naked ladies, he confirmed Thane’s death and mentioned you.” 
			


    
				“It was perfect. A new Baron would be easier to trick. The most attractive and skilled women in Shenstone were picked to kill you. We needed to distract you long enough to drive a sword into your back. That’s how you deserve to die. It is a shame for you that Jasmine was unable to do that. You will now die with a hundred cuts to your body.” 
			


    
				The women had inched closer. Matthew could reach for their swords and touch the pointy ends with his fingertips. Soon, they would leap forward and stab him at the same time. He had nowhere to go. 
			


    
				“I really need to keep my fucking clothes on,” Matthew muttered as he chuckled to himself.
			


    
				“What?” Jessie frowned. 
			


    
				“You won't believe how many times I've nearly died naked,” Matthew said with a wry smile. “I know I shouldn’t care because I’ll be dead, but I’d rather not be found naked with a bunch of swords sticking out of my chest.” 
			


    
				“No one will find your body. We will cut it into small pieces and feed it to the pigs!” 
			


    
				“Oh, that’s olrite then,” Matthew said. He held his hands before him, fingertips stretched out, he beckoned for them to attack. “Let’s get this over with, shall we?”  
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 20
			


    

    

    

    

    
				As the girls charged at him with their swords, Matthew dashed towards the girl at the far left. He screamed at her, hoping to frighten her enough to throw her off from impaling him. It worked. The girl jumped back and threw her sword at him at the same time. 
			


    
				These girls might have been training for a long time to kill the Baron. They might have been the most skilled girls in town. But they had never been in an actual fight. They had never killed anyone before. 
			


    
				Matthew moved his head to the left, swerving it out of the sword’s path, he grabbed the handle as it levelled with his ear. Now armed, he felt confident. 
			


    
				Except, he was wrong. 
			


    
				The girls may have been inexperienced. But that did not make them harmless. He had been stabbed twice in the chest. They weren’t deep cuts. But blood still poured out. 
			


    
				“Fuck,” Matthew groaned. 
			


    
				He didn’t get a chance to breathe. All around him, the women moved with deadly grace, blades flashing in the candlelight. Steel clashed as they lunged, striking from every side, a whirlwind of speed and precision. 
			


    
				Matthew fought like a cornered beast, parrying blows, landing counterstrike’s, grunting as steel kissed flesh—shoulder, side, thigh—each wound weakening him. Still, he refused to fall, staggering but fierce, until one of them, silent and swift, drove her sword clean through his leg. He roared in pain, dropping to one knee as the others circled tighter, the fight slipping from his bloodied hands. 
			


    
				“Why don’t you strike to kill?” Jessie asked, as she stood over him, sword raised. 
			


    
				“I’ve been trying to kill you fuckers, but I guess you girls have been training really hard,” Matthew said with a bitter chuckle. 
			


    
				“You lie,” Jessie said. “You could have killed me twice, but instead you chose to strike me with the flat end of your blade.” 
			


    
				Matthew knew why he hadn’t struck to kill the girls. He knew they had good reason to want to kill the Baron and Jason and any one of the Ice Queen’s Chosen. To them, he was just another evil bastard here to torment them. 
			


    
				“Just get this over with,” Matthew said. “Go for the neck. Slice my head off,” he added, curious to see if the warmth in his chest would return to save his beheaded body, if it could even do that. 
			


    
				“You are strange,” Jessie frowned. She was about to swing her sword when the door to the bedroom opened. 
			


    
				“What is going on here?” Esther asked. “Oh. A fight? This should be fun.” 
			


    
				She stepped in and drew her sword from her waist. It was a beautiful sword, almost blinding. The blade sparkled as if it were made of diamonds. 
			


    
				Jessie was quick to react. She swung her sword, aiming for his neck and at the same time, she yelled for the other girls to attack Esther. 
			


    
				Matthew moved his head back. The tip of her blade brazed his skin, leaving a thin line of blood across his neck. The other girls moved to attack Esther. No longer surrounded by them, he pulled out the sword that had been driven through his leg and threw it at Jessie. 
			


    
				It was a good throw and it struck her on the head. 
			


    
				She dropped to the ground, eyes faltering. Matthew staggered over her body, blood pouring out of his leg, he felt faint. 
			


    
				Before him was a bloodbath. 
			


    
				Esther had cut down three girls already. One girl had been decapitated. Her head rolled before his feet. Another had been sliced in half as if she were made of paper. The third girl had had her heart punched out. 
			


    
				Literally. 
			


    
				There was a hole in her chest where her heart should have been. 
			


    
				The remaining girls backed away from Esther, rightly terrified, they hovered behind Matthew for protection. 
			


    
				He met Esther’s eyes. There was that power radiating from her. Now he knew how devastating it could be. Whatever the fuck she was, he knew she was not one to mess with. 
			


    
				“I think they’ve surrendered,” Matthew said as Esther stepped towards him, murderous delight spread across her face. 
			


    
				“I think I’m going to kill them anyway,” she said. 
			


    
				“I can’t let you do that,” Matthew said as he took a deep breath. He could feel the wound on his leg healing. But he had lost a lot of blood. His sight was blurry, his heart pounded away voraciously.
			


    
				“You’re going to protect the women that just tried to kill you and would have done so had I not entered?” 
			


    
				“They had good reason to fear me. Their former master was a bit of a cunt.” 
			


    
				“I don’t really care,” Esther said simply. “I thought there might be something special about you. But I was wrong. You’re bleeding like any mortal man. I shall be leaving Shenstone to await my master’s return. But before I leave, I will kill all the girls in this room. You can step aside, or you can die with them.” 
			


    
				“Why are you going to kill them?” Matthew asked. “Why can’t you just leave?” 
			


    
				“You might be weak, Matthew, but I stand for justice. They all attempted to murder you. They must pay. Evilness must be rooted out of this world. It must be purged so that my master can fulfil his destiny.” 
			


    
				When he had first met Esther, Matthew hadn’t taken her for a religious zealot. But that was the thing. Most extremist religious types kept their shit together pretty well. On the surface, they were calmer, happier, more content. They had patience and used words of love and peace. But they saw the world as black and white.
			


    
				And it didn’t matter how much you tried to argue otherwise, they did not change their view. 
			


    
				Which meant Matthew had two options. 
			


    
				He could step aside and let the girls die. 
			


    
				Or he could fight Esther. 
			


    
				Seeing the power that she had, battling her was suicidal. 
			


    
				But he was going to do it anyway. 
			


    
				“Any chance you might let me recover before we battle?” Matthew asked, smiling. 
			


    
				“I would if I thought it would make any difference in the outcome,” Esther smiled back. “But why delay the inevitable?” 
			


    
				“How about a moment for me to gather myself before you… punch my heart out?” 
			


    
				Esther gave him a nod, her lips twitching. 
			


    
				Matthew closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His injuries were extensive, but blood no longer flowed out from his body. He didn’t think he could win, even if he were at full strength. But he had trained for many months to battle the Baron. His skills with the sword had improved dramatically. He had managed to hold his own against Jason, Patricia and Cathy. He had even slightly hurt a demon that terrified everyone that came before it. 
			


    
				If he could stay calm and focused, he could buy time for the girls to escape. 
			


    
				Matthew opened his eyes and looked back over his shoulder at the girls that huddled together, their faces contorted. “Run,” he whispered to them. 
			


    
				Matthew turned and charged at Esther. 
			


    
				He fought with everything he had. His breath ragged, his body a canvas of bruises and cuts, his determination remained unbroken. His leg throbbed with every step, and his arms were heavy with the weight of each strike. His sword clashed against hers in a flurry of sparks, his movements precise and steady. 
			


    
				Esther fought with a grace that he did not think possible. Her every movement was art. The way she slid around him, the movement of her arms, it was like watching an intricate performance. One that was being played at ten times the normal speed. She was lightning fast. 
			


    
				Yet, Matthew managed to deflect her strikes. 
			


    
				For a brief moment, he caught a flicker of something in her eyes—a spark of intrigue, maybe even respect. She was fast, incredibly fast, but he had surprised her. 
			


    
				But as quickly as his hopes were raised, so they were dashed. There was a sudden shift in her stance. Esther began to move at incredible speeds. Her form was nothing more than a blur as she weaved in and struck in the blink of an eye. 
			


    
				Matthew had no time to react. 
			


    
				He had no weapon to react with. 
			


    
				It took him a moment to realise the blade of his sword had shattered into hundreds of pieces. 
			


    
				Another blink of an eye and Esther stood directly in front of him, having seemingly appeared out of nowhere. 
			


    
				“You did well, Matthew,” she smiled. “But you will die now.” 
			


    
				She punched him in the chest. Matthew felt his bones shatter as his feet left the ground and his body hurtled back. He was briefly aware of striking the top rail of the bed’s footboard. But the speed his body moved at, it wasn’t enough to stop him. He smashed through the wood, splinters now in his back. 
			


    
				But that was the least of his worries as he crashed into the wall. Dust from the ceiling above floated down from the impact, obscuring his already blurry vision. 
			


    
				Esther was standing before him once more. How she had crossed the length of the room so quickly, he did not know. Or care. He tried to move his hands to feel his chest. He was certain his heart was missing, a hole in his chest where it had formerly resided. 
			


    
				But his hands refused to comply. They lay flatly by his side. Useless. His head seemed to work some. He managed to raise it and look up at Esther. 
			


    
				“Maybe you aren’t completely useless,” she mused as she towered over him. 
			


    
				Funny, Matthew thought. He felt completely useless right now. 
			


    
				Esther dropped to her knees, bringing her face close to his, she touched his chest. “You should have died,” Esther commented. “You probably still will, but you should die proud. You entertained me, if even for a brief moment, with your skills.” 
			


    
				Matthew opened his mouth with much effort. If he was going to die, he wanted to piss the bitch off as much as he could before that happened. But no words came out. He tried to spit at her. That did not happen either, though blood did trickle down his chin and onto his chest. 
			


    
				“You didn’t save the girls either, Matthew,” Esther said, her tone tranquil. “You can die with a clear conscience that you were not able to obstruct justice. I will ensure they are punished for their crimes against you.” 
			


    
				Matthew looked past Esther to see the girls still in the room. They cowered in the corner to the right of the bed. Jessie had recovered from having a sword strike her on the head. She stood before the girls, the sword in her hand wavered. 
			


    
				Why didn’t they leave? 
			


    
				He moved his eyes to glance at the door. It was engulfed in flames that covered the entirety of the door and the frame, but did not expand into the room. 
			


    
				So Esther had magical powers in addition to her super strength and speed. 
			


    
				“It has been interesting knowing you, Matthew. But it is time to say goodbye. May your soul be good and worthy of escaping the eternal hellfire,” Esther said. 
			


    
				She climbed to her feet and drew her sword. It was hard to not be impressed by it. The blade was long and thin, the tip curved ever so slightly, it sparkled like a finely cut round diamond reflecting direct sunlight. 
			


    
				Matthew waited for the sword to impale him. But it did not come. He looked up to see Esther staring at him, eyes narrow, nostrils flared. 
			


    
				And then he felt it. 
			


    
				The warmth in his chest. 
			


    
				It was back. 
			


    
				And with a bang. 
			


    
				Every fibre in his body felt like it was being supercharged. The shattered bones in his chest snapped back into place, as if someone had pressed the reverse button. The skin around the stab wounds on his chest and leg expanded to cover the punctures. 
			


    
				“What are you?” Esther asked, uncertainty in her eyes. 
			


    
				She wasn’t afraid just yet. But she should be. Matthew had never felt so strong and powerful. 
			


    
				“I don’t know what I am,” Matthew growled. “But I do know that if you don’t back the fuck down, I will kick the shit out of you.” 
			


    
				Esther watched him with caution. “I have never seen someone heal so quickly,” she commented. “I felt it again. There is something very strange about you,” she told him as she slid her sword back into the scabbard by her waist. “For now, I will spare you. And the murderous girls in this room,” she said, as she glanced over her shoulder at the cowering batch. “You may leave,” she told them. 
			


    
				The door that was roaring with flames abated instantly. The door nor the frame bore no visible signs of damage. There was a moment’s hesitation from the girls before all of them ran as fast as they could, hurtling towards the exit. Three of the girls stumbled to the ground as they tripped over each other. One rolled out of the room as the other two hastily climbed to their feet and practically leaped through the opening. 
			


    
				Only Jessie remained. 
			


    
				She still held the sword in her hand, her eyes moved from Matthew to Esther. 
			


    
				“You can leave,” Esther said. 
			


    
				“Wait,” Matthew said to Jessie, before turning to Esther, he asked, “Are we done here? Like… I don’t know how I feel about you.” 
			


    
				Esther’s eyes sparkled in delight. “You don’t know how you feel about me? Is love in the air for Matthew?” she chuckled. 
			


    
				“You just killed three people right,” Matthew frowned. 
			


    
				“They were trying to kill you.” 
			


    
				That was true. But the girls didn’t deserve to die. He was sure they had a good reason for wanting him gone. “I don’t know what your plans are, but if you’re going to stick around, I need you to listen to me,” Matthew said, his tone firm. 
			


    
				“Okay,” Esther smiled. 
			


    
				“I mean it!” 
			


    
				“Of course.” 
			


    
				He stared at her, brows furrowed. Was she taking him seriously? He couldn’t tell. Her face had returned to that state of being zen-like calm tinged with amusement. 
			


    
				“If I tell you to not kill someone, you listen,” Matthew said. 
			


    
				“Sure,” Esther said. 
			


    
				Matthew didn’t trust her. But for now, he didn’t know what to do with her. He couldn’t force her to leave without a fight. And he did not feel like fighting her. Not right now. He needed to stay focused on the task at hand. Finding Lupita so he could save the people of Northstrot. A fight with Esther, even if he did win, could leave him crippled. That sword of hers could slice off his arms in a single strike. Matthew doubted even the flame in his chest could regrow limbs. 
			


    
				“Why did you try to kill me?” Matthew asked Jessie. “And where the fuck is Jason?”  
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 21
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Jessie sat on the floor of the bedroom, her back against the corner, her knees up to her chin, her arms wrapped around her shin, she stared at the bodies of the three dead women, a glazed look in her eyes. 
			


    
				The girl was in shock. 
			


    
				There was nothing Matthew could do about that. 
			


    
				He dressed quickly, putting his trousers and shirt on as Esther ogled him, not being at all discreet, he sat on the floor in front of Jessie. With some encouragement, she began to talk. 
			


    
				Thane ruled Shenstone with an iron fist. If anyone disagreed or stood up to him, not only were they punished usually by death, so were their loved ones. The town was located at the edge of the Stonehills where the Stonemen lived. 
			


    
				Before the arrival of the Ice Queen, Shenstone had a local mayor and a police force that maintained law and order. Life by the edge of the world was hard, but there was peace and happiness. That all changed when the Ice Queen came and claimed the area as part of her kingdom. 
			


    
				Thane killed the mayor and the town police in a brute show of force. He then took the prettiest women in town, mothers, daughters, wives, for a night of pleasure. Worse, he demanded everyone work in the Stonehills to mine the precious jewels found there. 
			


    
				The Stonemen lived in the Stonehills and for most of their history, they did not have any issues with the humans living in Shenstone. But as the townspeople were sent out to mine the hills, the Stonemen saw it as an act of aggression. 
			


    
				Jessie was very small when the Stonemen attacked the town. But she could remember it clearly. It was the day her mother and father both died. The wall that surrounded the town was no defence in the face of such strength. The Stonemen easily breached it. They went on a rampage, mindlessly breaking things and killing people. 
			


    
				The Baron was not around during the attack. But things took a turn for the worst when he returned to see the damage. Thane went up to the hills alone to meet the Stonemen. He returned to announce he had struck a compromise with the Stonemen. 
			


    
				The people of Shenstone would be allowed to mine the hills for precious stones without fear of the Stonemen. There would be no more attacks on the town. The Stonemen were a simple people, Thane had said. They fought not out of hate, but as a way of life. And they would continue that way of life. The people of Shenstone would be required to provide twelve of their bravest every year to fight the Stonemen in the Stonehills. 
			


    
				Every year, the Baron would lead twelve men and women from the town up to the hills. 
			


    
				Every year, he would return alone.  
			


    
				Losing their loved ones every year, having their women abused and raped by the Baron and his friends, the townspeople had had enough. They hatched a plan to kill him the next time he came. 
			


    
				Thane wore his impenetrable armour at all times except for when he was abusing the women of the town. That would be their opportunity - to kill him when he was most vulnerable. But even without his armour, the Baron was incredibly strong and powerful. At most, he would take two to three women with him each night. The plan was to sneak the weapons into his room beforehand and on the night of question, during his weakest moment, when he is in the throngs of passion, to stab him repeatedly until he breathed his last. 
			


    
				Every year, on the first day of spring, Thane would come to Shenstone to lead the twelve townspeople to their deaths up in the hills. 
			


    
				The next time Thane came, they would kill him. 
			


    
				Except, Thane did not come. 
			


    
				Cathy and Jason arrived to take the townspeople up to the hills. Jason’s leg was damaged. He was in no mood to abuse the women of the town. He did drink a lot. And in his drunken state, he let slip that Thane was dead, killed by another who would be their new Baron. 
			


    
				Jessie saw this as an opportunity and concocted the idea of a ceremony for the new Baron that would keep him distracted and vulnerable. 
			


    
				“You saved my life after I tried to kill you,” Jessie said, when she was done. “Why did you do that?” 
			


    
				“You can’t tell me where Jason is if you’re dead,” Matthew said flatly, before adding, “and I figured you probably had a good reason for wanting to kill anyone associated with the Ice Queen.” 
			


    
				“What happens now?” Jessie asked. 
			


    
				“I guess I set off for the hills in search of Jason,” Matthew said. “Do you know the way?” 
			


    
				Jessie nodded. Matthew climbed to his feet and held his hand out to her. She took it tentatively and he pulled her to her feet. 
			


    
				“You should probably get some clothes on,” he commented. 
			


    
				Jessie nodded in agreement, her cheeks running red, she rushed out of the room. 
			


    
				“Do you want to come?” Matthew asked Esther. 
			


    
				“Stonemen battling humans in some sort of tournament?” she asked. “Of course I want to come.” 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 22
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Jessie wanted to wait till the sun rose before making the trip up the hills. When resting, the Stonemen were hard to distinguish between the rocks and stones. The last thing you wanted to do was step on one, she had said. 
			


    
				 But time was not on their side. Two days had already passed. They had but one more day. Matthew needed to find Jason and hope to any of the many gods in this land that he knew where Lupita was. 
			


    
				With Alena nowhere to be found, they set off in search of Jason. 
			


    
				The night was cold and still, the air thick with the scent of stone and earth as Matthew, Jessie and Esther made their way up the steep, jagged hills. The only light came from the faint glow of the moon above, casting long shadows over the rocky terrain. 
			


    
				The path was narrow and winding. It was a treacherous climb, each step taking effort as their boots scraped against the uneven surface of the stone. The sound of their breathing mixed with the distant echoes of rocks shifting underfoot. There were no trees here, no vegetation, just the endless expanse of rugged stone, towering over them like silent giants.
			


    
				After what seemed like hours of climbing, a flicker of light caught their attention. In the distance, a small fire burned. It had to be Jason and the townspeople. Stonemen did not require fires, and who else could be here, in a desolate corner of the world? 
			


    
				They set off towards the fire. The winding path grew steeper as they neared. It blazed in a small clearing nestled between the stone hills. Around it lay fourteen humans, curled up in sleep, their bodies barely moving. 
			


    
				Matthew spotted Jason and Cathy lying together in each other’s arms. If he didn’t know better, he would have assumed them to be a loving couple. But he knew better. There was nothing loving about Jason and Cathy. He was tempted to pick up a rock and throw it at Jason to wake the fucker up.
			


    
				But Matthew didn’t do that. 
			


    
				There was something odd about the hills that surrounded the clearing. The stones that lined the hills were not just rocks. Some of them were shifting subtly. Upon closer inspection, he realized the stone formations had shapes—humanoid shapes. 
			


    
				Figures of rock and stone stood among the natural boulders, their forms rough yet distinctly human in outline. 
			


    
				Stonemen. 
			


    
				They were fucking huge. 
			


    
				Twice the size in height and width of your average man. 
			


    
				Mathew had seen a lot in the Land of Chaos. A talking ant that was six foot tall. Deformed monsters in the jungle that surrounded the Fallen women’s settlement, demons, werewolves, Esther literally punching a heart out. 
			


    
				And now he had come face to face with Stonemen. 
			


    
				Judging by their size, shape and the material they were made of it wasn't hard to see why none of the townspeople ever returned. 
			


    
				Still, Matthew had a job to do. He picked up a rock and chucked it at Jason, aiming for his head. 
			


    
				It was a good throw. 
			


    
				Jason jolted up. His hands turned into blades, his face scrunched in fury, he spotted Matthew immediately. 
			


    
				“Did you just throw a rock at my head?” he growled. 
			


    
				“I did, you prick,” Matthew replied. 
			


    
				“The Ice Queen isn’t here. I could cut you down like the dog you are,” Jason growled. 
			


    
				“Try me, you crippled fucker,” Matthew shot back. 
			


    
				There was a brief standoff which was interrupted by Jessie, who pointed out that the Stonemen embedded into the surrounding hills had begun to shuffle some.
			


    
				She wasn’t wrong. 
			


    
				The sounds of rock and stone rubbing against each other filled the small valley as dust coated the air. 
			


    
				“Don’t wake them up,” Cathy hissed. “You don’t want to deal with sleep deprived Stonemen.” 
			


    
				“What are you doing here?” Jason grumbled, his tone low. 
			


    
				“Do you know where Lupita is?” Matthew asked, also speaking in hushed tones. 
			


    
				“Lupita?” Jason frowned, before adding, “The werewolf’s daughter?” 
			


    
				“Yes. Do you know where she is?” 
			


    
				“Why?” Jason asked, frowning. 
			


    
				Matthew brought Jason and Cathy up to speed on what had happened in Northstrot. He told them of the demon that had accompanied the werewolves in attacking the town, that Silas, the werewolf pack leader of Sherlake Forest had been summoned by the werewolf king. He would leave as soon as he had his daughter returned to him. He had given a three day deadline. After that, he would attack Northstrot and burn it to the ground before moving towards Strogg Gorth and the Ice Queen’s castle. 
			


    
				“There was a demon?” Cathy asked, eyes wide. “Are you sure?” 
			


    
				“Pretty sure,” Matthew said. He described the demon, how large it was and how it swallowed men whole before shrinking in size. 
			


    
				“A demon that large would be one of their most powerful…” Jason said quietly, a distant look in his eyes. “The world really must be in danger of ending if the demons have crossed the Charred Wasteland.” 
			


    
				It was the demon part that everyone seemed to intently focus on. Having met Mephistopheles and witnessed his power, Matthew had to admit he did understand why. The demon swallowed people whole. Just chucked them in his mouth and… they disappeared. He didn’t even chew. Not that being chewed would somehow be less painful. 
			


    
				“Do you know where Lupita is or not?” he asked Jason. 
			


    
				“She’s in Northstrot in the Baron’s house. There is a secret passage that leads down to a dungeon. That’s where she is.” 
			


    
				“How long does it take to get to Northstrot from here?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“If you leave now,” Cathy paused, her eyes narrowed. “You could get there by tomorrow morning.” 
			


    
				Matthew felt some relief. They would make it back in just enough time. “Let's go,” he said. 
			


    
				Jason frowned. “You said there’s a demon with the werewolves.” 
			


    
				“So?” 
			


    
				“I’m not going anywhere near a demon.” 
			


    
				Matthew couldn’t believe it. “You fucking coward!” 
			


    
				“You can say what you like, but I draw the line at demons. And if you weren’t so stupid, you would do the same. Every living thing on this planet fears demons, the Ice Queen included,” Jason muttered. 
			


    
				Esther, who had been standing behind Matthew, now stepped forward, a big smile on her face. “I really want to see the demon.” 
			


    
				“Who are you?” Cathy asked. 
			


    
				“Esther.” 
			


    
				“What’s an Esther?” came Cathy’s response. 
			


    
				“Me,” Esther said. “I suppose I’m an Esther.” 
			


    
				Both Jason and Cathy stared at Matthew in confusion. 
			


    
				“That’s her name for fucks sake,” he rolled his eyes. “If neither of you pussies will come with me, how will I find the dungeon?” 
			


    
				“That’s easy,” Jason said, apparently too afraid of the thought of facing a demon to be offended by being called a pussy. “The door to the dungeon is under the Baron’s bed.” 
			


    
				“Fine,” Matthew grumbled. 
			


    
				He would have liked one of them to come with him, but he supposed he would be able to locate a trapdoor under the Baron’s bed. He was about to leave when his eyes fell on the townspeople sleeping around the fire. Except, they were no longer asleep.  
			


    
				They were a young batch, Matthew noted. In their early twenties. Not a single one ever returned from their duels with the Stonemen. It was essentially a death sentence, a sacrifice. Which made it more curious that they were all so young. Wouldn’t their mothers and fathers rather sacrifice themselves? 
			


    
				“So, what happens here?” Matthew asked, his tone conversational. 
			


    
				“They’re slaughtered by the Stonemen,” Jessie stuttered out. 
			


    
				Jason glared at the girl. “It is tradition. A duel between the Stonemen and the people from Shenstone. It helps maintain the peace.” 
			


    
				“They’re all going to die,” Jessie said, undeterred by the daggers Jason shot at her. “The Baron was too much of a coward to fight the Stonemen, so instead he sent us as sacrificial lambs.” 
			


    
				“You need to stop talking,” Jason said angrily. 
			


    
				He took a step towards Jessie and reached for her hair. Matthew grabbed his arm and held it back. He was prepared for what was to come and let go quickly as Jason’s arm turned into a sharp blade. Matthew drew his own sword, ready to battle the fucker once more. 
			


    
				“As much as I would like to see you two fight each other,” Esther said, “am I to understand that anyone can stand in for these pathetic humans and fight the Stonemen?” 
			


    
				“Pathetic humans?” Cathy asked. “What are you?” 
			


    
				“I am the Disciple of a god,” Esther said. “And I am here to battle Stonemen,” she announced. 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 23
			


    

    

    

    

    
				Having battled Esther, Matthew knew she was the best person to go up against the Stonemen. He knew little about the Stonemen, but he did know they were going to be in for a surprise when they came up against her. 
			


    
				He was grateful that she had volunteered to battle them. Matthew might have done so himself were he not exhausted. Esther had hurt him badly. Before that, Jessie and her band of assassin prostitutes had drained him off a lot of blood. And, after both battles, he had spent all night hiking along the hills to come to this point. 
			


    
				So Matthew was very happy to drop onto his bottom and remain there while Esther battled the Stonemen. 
			


    
				Except, time was not on his side. If they left that very moment, they would make it back to Northstrot just in time to prevent a slaughter. 
			


    
				Matthew had suggested to Esther that she remain here and battle the Stonemen and save these townspeople while he headed off for Northstrot and released Lupita to save those townspeople. 
			


    
				“I want to see the demon, Matthew,” she had said. “If you leave now, I will come with you.” 
			


    
				It left Matthew in a horrible position. Leave now and condemn the twelve townspeople to their deaths. Or leave later and potentially miss Silas’s deadline. 
			


    
				In the end, Matthew decided to stay. The battle between humans and Stonemen would take place first thing in the morning. It was dawn already. Soon, the Stonemen would rise and the battle would begin. 
			


    
				Matthew was seated on his bottom, his eyes on the stone creatures that were embedded into the hills when Esther came to stand before him, blocking his view. 
			


    
				“Will you be fighting with me?” she asked. 
			


    
				“Huh?” 
			


    
				“There must be twelve fleshly creatures battling the rock beings,” Esther said. “I will be taking the place of that one,” she pointed to a girl that looked like she was barely fifteen. “Will you join me and relieve one of them,” she pointed at the townspeople huddled together, “from what is going to be a traumatising and possibly deadly affair?” 
			


    
				“When put like that, how can I refuse?” Matthew grumbled. 
			


    
				“Excellent,” Esther smiled. “You,” she pointed at the next youngest townsperson. “You’re out.” 
			


    
				The relief on the youngster’s face was palpable. Matthew held his hand out for Esther to pull him up. He half expected her to slap his hand away, stare at it confused, or not see it at all. 
			


    
				To his surprise, she took his hand in hers and pulled. 
			


    
				“I have a question for you,” Esther said. 
			


    
				“Go ahead,” Matthew said as he dusted his trousers of the dirt. 
			


    
				“Do you have the power of the Eternal Flame within you?” 
			


    
				Matthew stopped dusting his trousers. “The what now?” 
			


    
				“The Eternal Flame. Before the birth of the universe, there was the Eternal Flame and the Eternal Darkness. They were bound together as a single unit of creation, constantly opposed to each other, they burst forth and gave life to all that we see. The stars, the planets, everything came out of that single unit. My god is of the purest form of the Eternal Flame. He is of the first in the universe. He is a god. But there are others that will have some of the Eternal Flame flowing through their blood. Descendants of the gods, but not wholly of the gods themselves. It gives them incredible strength, speed and power. It gives them the ability to heal, like you did after I crushed you.” 
			


    
				“Okay firstly, you did not crush me,” Matthew muttered. He stopped without saying any more. That floating warmth in his chest that made random appearances, was it the Eternal Flame. “Suppose I were to have this Eternal Flame thing in my blood, how would I know?” 
			


    
				“You would feel the Eternal Flame flowing through your veins like a constant source of power. You would be able to expand it out of your body,” Esther said. She held her hand out, palm flat, a ball of fire appeared.
			


    
				When Matthew had first arrived in the Land of Chaos, that warmth in his chest was constant. Not only that, he could extend it out and light things on fire. “Is it supposed to come and go?” 
			


    
				Esther raised an eyebrow as the flame from her hand disappeared. “Come and go?” 
			


    
				Matthew told her how he could feel a constant warmth in his chest when he first arrived. He was even able to expand it out like she had done. But with every passing day, that warmth faded until it was completely removed, only making an appearance to heal him when he was close to death. 
			


    
				“I have never heard of it behaving like that,” Esther said. “Perhaps the Eternal Flame within you is weak. Nonetheless,” she smiled. “You seem to be one of us. For that reason, I will take care of you.” 
			


    
				Matthew didn’t know how he felt about being called weak and having Esther say she would take care of him. Actually, that was a lie. He did not like it at all. He could look after himself well enough, thanks very much is what he wanted to say. 
			


    
				But he didn’t. 
			


    
				Because the Stonemen that had been dormant began to move. And as they did, they opened their eyes. 
			


    
				Matthew didn’t know what he expected from creatures made of rock and stone to have when it came to eyes. What he did not expect was glowing balls of red. 
			


    
				Except, they weren’t glowing. They were actual balls of lava. 
			


    
				“They shoot out lava from their mouths,” Jason said. He then slapped Matthew on the back. “Good luck.” 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 24
			


    

    

    

    

    
				The battle began without much fanfare. The Stonemen did not care who faced them. They simply wanted twelve humans to bash. Or at least, that was what they said. 
			


    
				Twelve humans to bash. 
			


    
				Jason wasn’t kidding when he said they shot lava out of their mouths. It dripped out when they spoke. Chunks of orange lava that turned black on their skin as it cooled. Which also explained why their grey stoney exterior was covered in black marks. 
			


    
				Jason, Cathy, Jessie and the two townspeople Matthew and Esther had stepped in for climbed a hill to get out of what was the arena. The battle would only end when the last human had fallen, or the last Stoneman fell. 
			


    
				The Stonemen stood in a circle, surrounding the humans, towering over them, their hulking form at least twice the size. Their bodies were an imposing mass of rough stone and jagged rock, as if they had been forged from the very earth itself. The surface of their skin was uneven, cracked in places where molten veins of orange and red pulsed beneath the surface, as if the creature's very essence was made of the core of the earth. Their massive limbs, shaped like those of a human, rippled with rock-hard muscles, each movement causing the stones to grind and shift with a deep, rumbling sound.
			


    
				Their heads were crowned with sharp, jagged rocks that looked like ancient crowns. The eyes were one of their most unsettling features. The sockets were deep and cavernous, and inside them glowed balls of liquid lava, swirling and churning like molten fire contained in a fragile shell. 
			


    
				There was an intense heat radiating from their eyes, and a terrifying awareness.
			


    
				They may look like dumb bits of rock, but Matthew had a sinking feeling they would be very capable killers. 
			


    
				He turned to face Esther and the townspeople that had huddled together. “What’s the plan?” 
			


    
				“We’re going to die,” a girl uttered, her eyes wide, her skin pale, she held a rusty sword in her trembling hand. 
			


    
				“Hopefully that’s not plan A,” Matthew muttered. He looked at the ten that came from Shenstone. Properly looked at them. They were a scrawny bunch. The weapons they carried could barely be called that. The blades were blunt, the metal rusty. 
			


    
				Shenstone had sent their poorest and most vulnerable to die here, hadn’t they? Fuckers. 
			


    
				“They have fire inside them,” another said. “No one told us they would have fire inside them. It wasn’t there when they were sleeping.” 
			


    
				The kid was right. And he was a kid. Probably seventeen or eighteen. If the Stonemen looked terrifying when they were dormant, awake, they were so much more fearsome. The glowing eyes, the veins of lava, that cruel smile. 
			


    
				“Esther?” Matthew snapped. “Any suggestions before these kids die of a fucking heart attack?” 
			


    
				“We fight them,” Esther said, frowning. 
			


    
				“Yes, but do you have a strategy to keep this lot alive?”
			


    
				“Don’t die?” Esther asked. 
			


    
				Great. Just fucking great. Matthew scanned the area, looking for any advantages. But he didn’t have much time. A Stoneman opened his mouth and roared. For a moment, they were like a wolf pack as the rest of the Stonemen joined in. The sound reverberated off the surrounding hills, amplifying the terror. 
			


    
				The battle began as the sound dissipated. The Stonemen opened their mouths. Balls of hot lava shot out towards them. 
			


    
				“Duck,” Matthew yelled as he dropped to the ground.
			


    
				All of the townspeople listened to him and fell to the ground. Esther remained standing on her feet. As the balls of fire came at her from every direction, bending and twisting with grace, she avoided every single one.
			


    
				Most of the balls of fire crashed into each other, sending drops of lava splashing about. Some of those drops landed on the townspeople, burning their clothes, burning their flesh. Matthew jumped to his feet and charged at the Stoneman closest to him. 
			


    
				As he came within striking distance, the creature swung at him with his arm. For a beast so large and made of incredibly weighted materials, it should not have been able to move with such speed. 
			


    
				Had Matthew not leaned back and slid forward, the stone fist would have smashed his head in. As he glided underneath the arm, he came up to the beast and leaped up, sword at the ready, Matthew aimed for the neck. 
			


    
				He struck the creature with all his strength.
			


    
				The pointy end of his sword penetrated the creature’s rocky exterior. It remained embedded and Matthew hung above the ground by the sword’s handle. 
			


    
				The Stoneman glared at him. And then, it opened its mouth. 
			


    
				Matthew knew what was to come. 
			


    
				He tried to pull his sword free. 
			


    
				It did not budge. 
			


    
				So he let go and dropped to the ground just as a ball of lava shot out from the creature’s mouth. It flew above his head, singeing his hair. The Stoneman grabbed the sword that protruded out of his neck and pulling it out, he threw it at Matthew. 
			


    
				It was a brilliant throw. It had speed and accuracy. Had Matthew reacted like any normal human, he would have had a sword sticking out from his chest. But he managed to turn aside and grab the sword by the handle as it flew past. 
			


    
				There was lava pouring out of the Stoneman’s neck. It was like their blood, Matthew reasoned. Enough cuts and surely they would lava out. He was about to test that theory by attacking the creature again when he spotted the object flying at him from the corner of his eyes. 
			


    
				Matthew stepped back just in time. As the object sailed past, he recoiled in horror. It was the charred remains of a human. He looked around at the naturally made arena circled by the hills where the humans fought the Stonemen. 
			


    
				It was just him and Esther that remained. 
			


    
				The ten other townspeople were dead. Some of the bodies had been burnt, others had been crushed. 
			


    
				He hadn’t known them for long, or known anything about them. But seeing their dead bodies lying on the ground was hard to digest. They were young, some kids, the others barely adults. Scrawny things, they had probably never known an easy day in their lives. A day where they did not have to worry about their next meal. And now, they never would. 
			


    
				Matthew felt a surge of rage tear through him. It was like a storm, it overwhelmed his senses. The sword fell from his hand as his fists clenched so tightly, he could feel his nails digging into his palms. His breath quickened as his vision went fuzzy. 
			


    
				He felt the warmth in his chest. It had returned. But this time, it was different. It felt raw and it did not remain in his chest. It coursed through his veins like molten lava flowing beneath his skin. His muscles tensed as the world around him seemed to momentarily spin. As he found his feet, his vision sharpened to a piercing intensity. A burning heat began to radiate from his core, spreading outward, filling him with an unstoppable force. 
			


    
				A guttural roar escaped his lips. Like a wild animal, he charged at the Stonemen before him. What happened next was hard to follow for him. He was vaguely aware of his surroundings, of the Stonemen that tried to clobber or burn him. He was aware of Esther staring at him. He could see her face in detail. Her large blue eyes seemed to pierce through the fog that seemed to surround him. He was aware of his fists. They punched away at stone. Sometimes that stone was the head of one of the creatures, other times it was the leg or chest. 
			


    
				There was no coordination. There was no skill. There was just rage. 
			


    
				Matthew ran at the Stonemen repeatedly, kicking and punching them with all his might. Many times, they struck him with enough force to send him flying into the hills and leave his bodily imprint against the stone and rock. But Matthew came back at them again and again. 
			


    
				His fists worked. 
			


    
				He felt their bodies smash. Saw the lava pour out. Saw the creatures drop to their knees, howling before they turned onto their sides, the veins of lava crisscrossing their bodies fading away. 
			


    
				They were dying. 
			


    
				He was killing them. 
			


    
				But the rage within him and the power it seemed to bring had its limits. He could feel himself slowing down, weakening. His vision blurred at first, then began to darken, like someone had poured black ink in his eyeballs from the edges. Ink that was now travelling towards the centre. 
			


    
				There were still a few Stonemen remaining. He hadn’t won the battle. But he was done. Matthew dropped to his knees, suddenly exhausted. As the world turned to black, he was vaguely aware of a stone fist pummelling his chest. 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 25
			


    

    

    

    

    
				When Matthew opened his eyes and saw the sky above and the hills surrounding him, he wasn’t annoyed at having black out once again. 
			


    
				He was happy to be alive. 
			


    
				“That was interesting,” Esther said. 
			


    
				She sat on the ground on her bottom to his left and stared at him with those large blue eyes of hers. All around them were the messy remains of the Stonemen and the townspeople. The smell of burnt flesh and molten lava was not one he was going to forget soon. 
			


    
				“We won?” Matthew asked, as he tried to sit up. 
			


    
				“We did win,” Esther nodded. “Thanks to your-” she paused, before continuing, “I don’t know what to call it. It was impressive, if a little strange. I felt it inside you.”
			


    
				“Felt what inside me?”
			


    
				“The Eternal Flame. You are definitely a descendant of the gods, however faint.” 
			


    
				Matthew was curious to know more about his potential ancestry. But he was gripped with sudden panic. He could not sit up. Hell, he couldn’t move a muscle. Aside from the muscles in his mouth and eyes. 
			


    
				“I can’t move,” he mumbled. 
			


    
				“Oh, yes. The Stonemen smashed every bone in your body. Surprisingly, they left your head alone, which is probably why you are still alive. Fear not, I can see your body recovering. You should be back on your feet in some time.” 
			


    
				That was his last memory. Of a Stonemen clobbering him with its enormous fists. He trusted Esther when she said his body was healing. But he wished it would heal faster. They were lying around him, the young and dead townspeople. If he did not make it to Northstrot in time, there was going to be another massacre. 
			


    
				Matthew made another effort to get up. This time, his body complied some. He was able to sit up. Though it hurt like fuck. 
			


    
				Matthew let out a scream. 
			


    
				It was then did Jason and Cathy appear in his line of sight. 
			


    
				“Why are you always screaming?” Jason asked, frowning. 
			


    
				Matthew stopped screaming and looked up at Jason with pure hatred. “You fucking fuck! You piece of fucking shit. You fucking cunt! I will fucking kill you, you worthless piece of shit!” 
			


    
				Esther raised an eyebrow and Cathy took a step back. Jason, on the other hand, stared at him with caution. The fucker was scared, Matthew realised. And for good reason too. The last time Matthew lost it, which was only moments ago, he had destroyed a whole bunch of Stonemen with his bare hands. 
			


    
				“You’re a piece of shit, you are,” Matthew said again, his tone a normal level this time. “Those kids died because of you.”  
			


    
				Jason glanced at the remains of the townspeople before he spoke. “It was the Baron who came up with this arrangement to protect the Ice Queen’s kingdom. That is all we do,” he said, his tone low and soft for a change. “That is what we are bound to do by oath.” 
			


    
				“Fuck the Ice Queen,” Matthew growled. “This stops now.” 
			


    
				“There will be a need for a new negotiation,” Jason said, nodding. “Now that the Stonemen have lost for the first time ever.” 
			


    
				With some effort and a lot of growling and cursing, Matthew climbed to his feet. “I’ll be here when we negotiate with these fuckers,” he said before he turned to Jessie. “Lead the way back to Shenstone. I’ve got to free a werewolf girl.” 
			


    
				 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				 
			


    
				* * *
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				Matthew, Jessie and Esther returned to Shenstone as fast as they could. Matthew found Alena waiting by the front gates of the Baron’s house. She wasn’t too happy at having been left behind by him. And when she learnt that Jessie and the twelve naked women from the night before had tried to kill him, she tried to strangle Jessie. Thankfully, Esther stepped in to prevent the murder. Matthew didn’t have the energy to break up a fight. 
			


    
				With little time to lose, they set off for Northstrot, armed with information on where Lupita, Silas’ daughter, was kept hidden. 
			


    
				It was a long journey, made harder by the fact that Matthew’s body was battered. Horse riding at the best of times was bumpy. Now it felt like he was being run over by a herd of bulls. But he didn’t not complain. After seeing the poor townspeople die horrible deaths, it didn’t seem right to complain. 
			


    
				They moved without a break, taking the rougher but shorter journey and travelling through the night. So tired he was, his eyes closed and he fell off his horse once. It would have been hilarious if it had happened to someone else. 
			


    
				To his credit, he got back on immediately and they kept going. 
			


    
				They had to make it before sunrise. 
			


    
				That was the deadline Silas had given. 
			


    
				They did not make that deadline. 
			


    
				They were still an hour away, according to Alena, when the early morning light appeared. Half an hour later, the town came into sight. 
			


    
				They were too late. 
			


    
				The attack had begun. 
			


    
				Matthew could see werewolves in their beastly form outside the town wall. The gate had already been breached by the demon the last time they had attacked. It had not been repaired. He couldn’t understand why werewolves were waiting to surround the town as if to siege it when they could simply walk in. 
			


    
				He realized with horror why there were werewolves outside. He spotted a figure standing on top of the wall, having climbed it from inside the town. The figure jumped and landed outside the town awkwardly. It broke into a run. But it did not stand a chance. There werewolves ravaged the person, ripping it to shreds as they tossed it about like a ragdoll. 
			


    
				“This fucking place,” Matthew muttered as he urged his horse to pick up the pace. 
			


    
				Stonemen, werewolves, the Baron, the Ice Queen, the women from the settlement - the things they had done and continued to do, it was hard for Matthew to process. Especially as he had seen it all first hand. There was so much fucking hatred and evil in this land.
			


    
				He couldn’t feel the warmth in his chest. And he had a feeling it wouldn’t make an appearance for some time. The power that had flowed through his body when he battled the Stoneman was immense. He feared what little of the Eternal Flame flowed through his body, he had used it all up.  
			


    
				But even without the Eternal Flame, Matthew was exceptionally skilled with the sword. And he was angry at the sight before him. As his horse reached the wooden pikes that stuck out of the ground circling the town, Matthew climbed onto his horse and standing on the saddle, his sword ready, he leaped at the closest werewolf. 
			


    
				His body slammed into the werewolf’s body, his sword impaled the creature as they both crashed into the ground. They rolled in the dirt until there bodies came up against a pike. Despite the sword embedded in the werewolf’s chest, the beast was still alive. 
			


    
				It let out a ferocious roar before its gigantic head, mouth open, teeth bared, came for his neck. Matthew let go of the sword and grabbed the werewolf by the neck. He held its head back as he tightened his grip around the neck. 
			


    
				Despite the beast weakening, it still had some fight in it. It lashed out with its paws, claws out, Matthew felt them dig into his flesh. He felt the blood begin to drip out of him. He squeezed the neck with all of his strength. There was a snap as his fingers cracked bones. The wolf stopped clawing as the life from its yellow eyes faded. 
			


    
				Matthew climbed to his feet and pulled his sword out of the lifeless wolf body. 
			


    
				He didn’t get a chance to catch his breath. 
			


    
				Another wolf came at him. 
			


    
				It moved at an incredible speed, its claws glinted in the morning light as it flew over the pikes. Matthew turned his body sideways at the last second and struck with his sword. It was a good hit and a normal beast would have hit the ground bleeding heavily before dying. 
			


    
				But werewolves had much thicker hides. 
			


    
				His strike did little but annoy the beast as it landed on its paws and turned to face him. 
			


    
				“They are tough, aren’t they?” Esther asked. 
			


    
				“Where the fuck did you come from?” Matthew asked, jumping a foot back as he instinctively swiped at the thing that had been standing an inch away from him. 
			


    
				Esther blocked his strike with her sword. Her brows furrowed. 
			


    
				“Sorry,” Matthew smiled sheepishly. “You gave me a bit of a heart attack by appearing out of fucking thin air.” 
			


    
				“I did not appear out of thin air, Matthew,” Esther said, her tone like that of a scolding mistress. “You must have poor hearing and situational awareness.” 
			


    
				Matthew wasn’t about to argue with her. Not as they were suddenly surrounded by werewolves from all sides. Maybe she was right. He must have poor hearing and situational awareness, because he had no idea where the fuck these werewolves had come from. 
			


    
				Matthew stood with his sword low and ready, his breath steady despite the deep gashes across his arms. Beside him, Esther stood with a serenity that did not befit their surroundings. Her sword drawn, the diamond like blade seemed to illuminate their space. 
			


    
				“I hope your situational awareness improves, Matthew,” Esther said, a smile on her lips. “If it doesn’t, feel free to find a place to hide as I deal with these beasties.” 
			


    
				Matthew glared at her. They were surrounded by werewolves that circled them. Snarling beasts with fur like shadows and eyes that glowed with unnatural light. Their claws could cleave through bone. Their hides resisted steel. 
			


    
				Yet, Esther had time to mock him. 
			


    
				A werewolf lunged forward.
			


    
				Esther moved first. She was a blur of motion. Her blade arced clean through the beast’s neck, severing it with a sickening crunch. Its headless body stumbled before crumpling into the dirt.
			


    
				Yup. That was why she mocked him. 
			


    
				Esther made it seem easy. But Matthew knew it was anything but. She was able to do that because of her immense strength. No normal human could cut off a wolf’s head like that. 
			


    
				Another charged at Matthew. He sidestepped, slashing against its flank with all his might. His blade barely cut through the thick hide. Esther moved in quickly, leaping over him to drive her sword into the beast’s spine, she landed gracefully and turned to smile at him.
			


    
				“You need to strike harder, Matthew,” she said. 
			


    
				“Thanks. I didn’t know I had to strike it harder. I’ll do that next time,” he muttered.
			


    
				“Sarcasm,” Esther said, her blue eyes sparkling. “Most are too afraid to mock me,” she laughed.   
			


    
				A massive werewolf, easily twice the size of the others, howled as it barrelled forward. It swiped at Esther, who ducked low and drove her sword up under its jaw and through its skull. It dropped like a stone.
			


    
				That was probably why no one mocked Esther, Matthew thought. Not that he was going to stop mocking her if given the chance. 
			


    
				The werewolves decided going one at a time was a stupid tactic. They charged at once. Esther and Matthew fought back-to-back. The clash of metal and the growls of beasts echoed across the pike-ridden land. One by one, the werewolves fell until there were no more remaining on this side of the town wall.
			


    
				“That was fun!” Esther exclaimed. “You’re bleeding.” 
			


    
				Matthew dropped to his knees, his sword covered in blood, he let it rest on the ground as he stretched his hands. 
			


    
				He was bleeding. 
			


    
				The wolves had cut him across the arms, chest and legs. The wounds were not deep, thanks to his reflexes. He had managed to avoid the claws digging into his bones, but he wasn’t fast enough to come out completely unscathed. 
			


    
				Unlike Esther. 
			


    
				The girl wasn’t even sweating. 
			


    
				Growling, howling and human cries echoed out from within the town of Northstrot. Taking a few moments to catch his breath, Matthew grabbed his sword and climbed to his feet. He looked back to see Alena perched on the wall, her bow drawn. It was then did he spot a few arrows sticking out of the wolves’ bodies.
			


    
				She gave him a nod before disappearing off the wall and into the town. 
			


    
				“The demon’s in there, isn’t it?” Esther asked casually. 
			


    
				“Probably,” Matthew said, though he hoped Mephistopheles wasn’t there. Not because he was afraid. But because the demon swallowed people whole. His mere presence would leave people petrified and defenceless for the marauding wolves. 
			


    
				“Let's go and find him!” Esther said, grinning ear to ear. 
			


    
				As they ran towards the broken front gates of Northstrot, Matthew wondered if Esther would be as happy when she finally came face to face with the demon. 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 26
			


   

    
				The sky above the town of Northstrot was black with smoke and ash, the orange glow of fire licking the rooftops like a cruel sunrise. Screams pierced the air with a chorus of terror and pain that echoed down the narrow streets.
			


    
				Matthew ran on, his boots thudding, his lungs burning as his sword bounced by his side. 
			


    
				“Where are the town's defences?” Esther asked as she ran by his side, keeping pace with him effortlessly. 
			


    
				Matthew shrugged his shoulders in response. There wasn’t much of a town defence to begin with. The Town Watch couldn’t protect all of Northstrot in the event of a full scale invasion. He wondered if Sjilkar, the leader of the Town Watch had been able to shepherd the townspeople to a defensively sound building where they could make a final stand. 
			


    
				If the demon was here, it was unlikely Sjilkar could mount any decent form of resistance. More likely, he had fled the town or was cowering in some dark basement corner. 
			


    
				As they turned the corner to head towards the Baron’s house he had stayed in during his first and last visit, Matthew’s question was partially answered. The path was littered with bodies, human and horse. 
			


    
				Though he did not know their names, Matthew recognised the dead faces of the Town Watch. Some had been bitten in half, others had deep gashes across their chests and limbs torn off. Some had been ripped to shreds beyond recognition. The horses had not fared any better.
			


    
				Not a single wolf body lay amongst the dead. 
			


    
				“This did not go well for the humans,” Esther observed. She looked ahead at the Baron’s house, the front gate was smashed, the slated roof had partially collapsed. “Is the wolf woman in there?” 
			


    
				Matthew nodded. 
			


    
				“There may be wolves inside,” Esther said. 
			


    
				Matthew nodded again. There were wolves inside. Because at that moment, four of them stepped out from the smashed front door. They were in their human forms and their bodies were covered in armour. 
			


    
				“That’s the Amarok Guard,” Matthew said. “They’re the bodyguards of King Crescent the fifth,” he added. 
			


    
				“A wolf named Crescent? That’s prosaic,” Esther’s lips twitched. “What’s the plan, Matthew?”
			


    
				He stared at the wolves walking towards him with their intimidating armour crafted from overlapping plates of dark red metal. The chest pieces were broad and thick, reinforced with jagged edges and sharp ridges that gleamed. Spikes jutted out from the pauldrons, curling like the fangs of a beast, designed to wound any foe who dared strike too close. The gauntlets bore claw-like protrusions along the knuckles, perfect for raking through flesh, while the leg armour was segmented for swift movement, each plate adorned with cruel barbs. 
			


    
				They were alone. There was no sign of Silas or the demon. Where were they? His whole plan to stop the massacre hinged on him finding the werewolf’s daughter and returning her to Silas. Hard to do if he didn’t know where the bastard was. 
			


    
				One step at a time, Matthew thought. “Can you handle the wolves?” he asked Esther, nodding at the Amarok Guard that walked towards them. 
			


    
				“Oh yes,” Esther said, smiling like she always did. “I just hope it isn’t too easy.”
			


    
				“Right,” Matthew nodded. “I’m going to go and look for Lupita.” 
			


    
				Esther began to take long strides towards the werewolves, her sword drawn. The Amarok Guard had their eyes on her and only her. Who could blame them? Esther looked mesmerising.  In the midst of the dead bodies, the cobbled stone path, the weathered stone houses, she looked like an angel in her white dress. 
			


    
				Matthew waited until she reached within striking distance of the werewolves. The Amarok Guard did not hesitate. They moved as a unit and surrounded Esther in the blink of an eye. It happened so quickly, for a moment, he was concerned. As they drew their swords and attacked her from all angles, Matthew held his sword by the handle, ready to pull it out of the scabbard and charge towards them. 
			


    
				As quick as the Amarok Guard were, and they were very quick, Esther was equal to them. Surrounded by the Amarok Guard that seemed to move like inky shadowy blurs, Esther looked like an angel surrounded by darkness. 
			


    
				“Fucking hell, she’s impressive,” Matthew muttered as he slunk past them. 
			


    
				

 
			


    
				 
			


    
				* * *
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				 
			


    
				There were more dead bodies inside the Baron’s quarters in Northstrot. Some were recognisable as the Town Watch. Swords lay beside their bodies, some had on armour and chainmail that had been shredded by claws. 
			


    
				Other bodies were smaller and younger. Many were women. 
			


    
				Matthew felt his blood begin to boil. There was no need for Silas to do this. 
			


    
				He reached the Baron’s room, the same one he had spent time in not so long ago, the same room he had made love to Alena in. The room had not been touched by the wolves. All this destruction, and they walked past the one thing they desired the most. 
			


    
				Matthew closed the door behind him and pushed the bed to one side. There was a rug underneath the bed, which he might not have thought much of but now new was there to hide what must be a trapdoor. 
			


    
				He was right. The door became visible as he pulled the rug away. He grabbed the flat ring handle and pulled it open. A set of steps appeared. Matthew walked down them carefully, his eyes scanning his surroundings in case of booby traps. 
			


    
				The steps led down into a large room that was lit by glowing stones fixed onto the walls and ceiling. 
			


    
				Matthew spotted Lupita immediately. 
			


    
				In the centre of the room was a cage. And inside the cage was a naked woman. There were manacles around her ankles and wrists. Fastened to chains, her body had been stretched in the shape of a star. There were large round objects protruding out of her pussy and ass. Her naked body was covered in cut marks. Some were long and deep. 
			


    
				Her eyes were closed, her hair was messy, her body was covered in bruises. There was nothing about her to identify as a wolf. She wasn’t hairy, except for the head full of thick brown hair. There were no claws on her hands or feet. 
			


    
				Was this Lupita? Or was this a human girl kept as a prisoner for the Baron’s pleasure. 
			


    
				The girl opened her eyes. 
			


    
				They were yellow and glowed. 
			


    
				“Are you here to fuck me?” she asked. 
			


    
				“No. I’m here to free you, actually,” Matthew said, before adding, “You are Lupita, right?” 
			


    
				She stared at him, not understanding. “You’re not here to fuck me?” her eyes narrowed. 
			


    
				“Absolutely not,” Matthew shook his head. He stepped closer to the cage and examined it. The metal bars were thick, as were the chains that stretched her body. There was a padlock attached to the door of the cage and smaller locks that secured the chains to the manacles. “Do you know where the key is?” 
			


    
				“I don’t understand,” Lupita said. “The Baron or Jason always fuck me when they come down here… Is it because I am dirty?” she asked. “I can wash. There is a well over there.” 
			


    
				Matthew looked behind him to see that there was indeed a well in the room. There was a bed too. And attached to the walls, hanging off hooks were various devices that could be used to both torture and pleasure a girl.  
			


    
				“Do you remember your father?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“Father?” Lupita’s eyes narrowed in confusion. Her lips parted as she seemed to soundlessly repeat the word. “I don’t understand…” 
			


    
				Fuck. Thane and Jason had really done a number on Lupita. Matthew felt sorry for her. And at the same time, he wondered what would happen if he returned her like this to Silas. 
			


    
				Not naked, obviously. 
			


    
				But damaged. 
			


    
				“Fuck,” Matthew cursed. 
			


    
				“You want to fuck?” Lupita asked. 
			


    
				“No,” Matthew said, groaning. “Do you know where the keys are kept for this cage?” he asked once more. 
			


    
				“In that draw,” Lupita said, her eyes stared beyond him towards the bed. 
			


    
				Matthew looked back to see a chest of draws to the left of the bed. How had he missed that earlier? He rushed over to it and opened the top draw. His first bit of luck. There were a bunch of keys attached to a ring. 
			


    
				Grabbing it, he rushed back to the cage and unlocked the door. Reaching in, he removed the remaining locks. Her body no longer stretched into a star shape, Lupita stretched her limbs before she crawled out of the cage. 
			


    
				Once out, she remained on her hands and knees and stared up at him. 
			


    
				“Do you want me to stick my tongue out?” Lupita asked. 
			


    
				“What?” 
			


    
				“The Baron sometimes wanted me to stick my tongue out like a dog because that’s what I am,” Lupita said. “A stupid animal.” 
			


    
				Fucking fuck, Matthew cursed silently. He could wash her up and take out the plugs that were inserted in her cunt and ass. Maybe there were clothes in this room and if there weren’t, he would have to pry some off the dead people that littered the corridors above. 
			


    
				But all of that would be pointless the moment Lupita began to talk. She was broken mentally. 
			


    
				Matthew dropped to his knees beside her. “Hey,” he took her hand in his. “The Baron is dead. I killed him. And now I’m here to take you to your father, Silas. You’re going to be free.”
			


    
				“The Baron is dead?” Lupita asked. 
			


    
				Matthew nodded. “I sliced his head off. He can’t hurt you anymore.” 
			


    
				“You killed him?” 
			


    
				Matthew nodded again. 
			


    
				Lupita’s face contorted with rage. “You killed the Baron?” she roared. 
			


    
				Matthew jumped up and moved back. His hand shot to the sword by his waist.
			


    
				“How dare you kill the Baron?” Lupita asked, now also on her feet. 
			


    
				“What the fuck is going on?” Matthew asked, his turn to be confused. 
			


    
				“Thane was the love of my life. We were going to get married and have mixed babies,” Lupita said, claws now coming out of her fingers. 
			


    
				“Get married and have babies?” Matthew muttered. “He locked you in a cage and raped you, for fucks sake!” 
			


    
				“I’m going to kill you!” Lupita said. 
			


    
				“Fuck this shit,” Matthew muttered. 
			


    
				As Lupita’s body began to transform, fur growing as her limbs expanded, he stepped in and slammed the hilt of his sword against her head. Lupita staggered back and shook her head. She opened her mouth and roared. Matthew hit her again, this time much harder. She dropped to the ground as her eyes closed. 
			


    
				“Fucking psycho,” Matthew muttered as her now unconscious body began to revert to its human form. 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 27
			


   
    
				After having knocked Lupita unconscious, Matthew set about in making her presentable. The first thing he did was remove the two objects that were resting in her pussy and anus. There was an audible plop as both devices came out. 
			


    
				He then proceeded to wash her body and the hair on her head. As he rubbed her breasts, legs, thighs and ass clean with water from the well, he began to wonder if he was wasting time. Lupita would be wearing clothes. Her father would not know her body was dirty. And if at some point he did see her naked, it wasn’t the dirt that would enrage him. 
			


    
				Lupita’s body was covered in cuts and bruises. That was what would piss Silas off. 
			


    
				There were no clothes in the room. Matthew threw Lupita’s naked body over his shoulders and climbed up the steps that led out of the basement dungeon. Once in the Baron’s room, he went through the wardrobe and found a pair of trousers and a shirt. 
			


    
				He lay Lupita on the bed and dressed her. 
			


    
				The clothes were loose. 
			


    
				Much too loose. 
			


    
				He grabbed the trousers around the waistband and tied the material into a knot, tightening it so that it would not fall off when she finally regained consciousness and could walk. 
			


    
				He stood back to admire his work. 
			


    
				It was a bit shit. 
			


    
				But it would have to do. He flung Lupita over his shoulders once more and headed out of the Baron’s house. 
			


    
				He spotted Esther immediately. She sat with her back towards him, her bottom resting on the bodies of the four Amarok Guard who were piled one on top of another. Her hearing must have been excellent, because she looked back and smiled. 
			


    
				“You found the wolf girl,” Esther said, her voice carrying through the considerable space between them. 
			


    
				Matthew broke into a jog and once within normal speaking distance, yelled, “Yes, I found Lupita!” 
			


    
				“Why are you yelling?” Esther asked, a smirk on her pretty face. 
			


    
				Matthew had reached Esther by now. He wanted to drop Lupita from his shoulders but could not find a suitable spot to rest her body. All around them were dead bodies and the blood-soaked ground. 
			


    
				“Were they hard to kill?” he asked Esther, nodding at the four bodies of the Amarok Guard that she had piled one on top of another to form a sitting spot. 
			


    
				“No,” Esther shook her head as she stared down the road leading away from the Baron’s house. “But a challenge will be coming soon. I can feel it.” 
			


    
				“The demon?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				Esther nodded. “They are coming.” 
			


    
				Sure enough, no sooner had the words escaped her lips, the demon came into view. He wasn’t alone. Walking with him was Silas and a much larger contingent of the Amarok Guard. Silas was in his human form and he wore body armour. It was blue in colour, with hues of red around the edges. It did not look as terrifying as the Amarok Guard’s armour. But Matthew supposed it did not need to be. 
			


    
				There was a calmness about Silas that portrayed strength. 
			


    
				Walking beside him was the demon Mephistopheles. He too wore plated armour. It was all black, though on the chest was the emblem of a red devil. 
			


    
				The Amarok Guard formed a long line and walked behind Silas and Mephistopheles. 
			


    
				“That is a demon, indeed,” Esther said as she climbed to her feet, no longer resting her ass on the dead bodies of the four Amarok Guards she had killed. 
			


    
				“Are you going to kill him?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“I’m going to try,” Esther said. 
			


    
				“Try?” Matthew raised an eyebrow. 
			


    
				“I may be a Disciple of my god, but that does not make me invincible. I can sense a lot of the Eternal Darkness within that demon…” 
			


    
				For the first time since Matthew had known her, Esther wasn’t exhibiting her usual easy confidence. There was no smile on her face. Instead, her jaw was set in grim determination as she eyed the demon. 
			


    
				Mephistopheles did the same. His eyes were fixed on Esther as they came to stop a few feet away. 
			


    
				“You’ve found my daughter,” Silas said. “What is wrong with her?” 
			


    
				“Nothing,” Matthew lied. “She is napping.” 
			


    
				“Napping?” Silas took a step towards Matthew, his hands extended out, claws appearing from the edges of his fingers. “Why would she nap like that?” 
			


    
				It was a good point. It wasn’t normal for a grown woman to be fast asleep slung over the shoulder of a man. Not unless that woman had been drugged. Or in this case, had been knocked unconscious. 
			


    
				“You broke our deal,” Matthew said, his teeth gritting.
			


    
				“I did not break the deal,” Silas said. “I gave you three days to return my daughter. You were not able to do that.” 
			


    
				“You couldn’t wait half a morning before you went on your murderous rampage?” Matthew spat, his blood beginning to boil. 
			


    
				“What’s done is done,” Silas said. “Hand over my daughter.” 
			


    
				“What happens after I do that?” 
			


    
				“There will be no more killing. I will take my daughter and leave.” 
			


    
				“Oh, I think there may be some more killing,” Mephistopheles said as he took a step forward, eyes still on Esther. “You’re a Disciple, aren’t you?” 
			


    
				“The Eternal Darkness within you is strong, but it will bow to my light,” Esther said as she drew her sword. 
			


    
				“So it’s true then?” Mephistopheles asked as he extended his arms by his sides and two black blades appeared in his hands as if out of thin air. “Your Messiah must be back if his Disciples are out.” 
			


    
				“We are not here to fight,” Silas said, frowning. “Give me my daughter and we will leave.” 
			


    
				“You can go. But I must kill the Disciple,” Mephistopheles said. 
			


    
				The battle began. 
			


    
				The air seemed to crackle with an intensity as Esther, her black hair cascading like a dark waterfall, twirled her single sword with a speed that blurred the edge into a silver streak. Her piercing blue eyes, radiant and fierce, locked onto Mephistopheles. The demon appeared to be a creature of shadow and death. His black armour reflected no light as if it were made of the abyss itself. His two black blades crackled with malevolent energy, and the ground beneath them seemed to shudder in anticipation. Every move was a blur, the two combatants dancing on the edge of mortality as they clashed in a whirlwind of steel, raw power, and unyielding speed.
			


    
				The demon swung one of his blades down in a brutal arc, but with a grace that defied her strength, Esther twisted and sidestepped, bringing her sword up just in time to deflect the second strike with a loud, reverberating clang. The force of his blows pushed her back, but her stance was unwavering, like the grace of an angel in the fury of battle. She lunged forward, a blur of motion, her sword flashing like lightning, but the demon anticipated her, meeting her strike with a vicious counter. Sparks flew, their weapons locked in a fierce deadlock as their strength clashed, neither giving ground. For every strike she made, Mephistopheles parried with equal ferocity. It was as though neither one could be overwhelmed—strength against strength, speed against speed. The dance continued, each a mirror of the other, neither able to gain the advantage. 
			


    
				And then their swords clashed with such power, both Esther and Mephistopheles were forced to separate as they slid back twenty feet apart. 
			


    
				 “That was great,” Matthew said. He would have clapped too if he didn’t have one arm around Lupita who rested on his shoulder. “Shall we call it a tie and move on with our lives?” 
			


    
				Mephistopheles finally turned to look at Matthew and said, “You talk too much. Kill him, Silas.” 
			


    
				“That was not the agreement. We-”
			


    
				“Your king has pledged his loyalty to Lord Iblis to stop the destruction of our world,” Mephistopheles said, cutting Silas off. “Matthew has aligned himself with the world destroyer. He must die.” 
			


    
				World destroyer? 
			


    
				“Woah, hold up a second,” Matthew said. “What the fuck are you guys talking about? I haven’t aligned with anyone. I barely know her!” 
			


    
				Esther, who had her eyes on Mephistopheles, now turned to look at him, her eyes narrow. “You have the Eternal Light within you. You are one of us.” 
			


    
				“You have the Eternal Light?” Mephistopheles asked. “Kill him!” he commanded Silas. 
			


    
				“Hold on a fucking second!” Matthew yelled. 
			


    
				He wanted to tell everyone to take a fucking chill pill. This was getting way out of hand. It was supposed to be a simple transfer of Lupita to Silas and a withdrawal of the fucking werewolves. 
			


    
				That was it. 
			


    
				Why the fuck Esther was here had nothing to do with him. She had tagged along with him to see a demon. That was the fucking truth. He didn’t really know what the fuck the Eternal Light or Eternal Darkness was, and he absolutely gave no shits about picking a side between the devil himself and the Faith. Two sides of the same coin. 
			


    
				But Matthew didn’t get a chance to say any of that. 
			


    
				Mephistopheles had renewed his battle with Esther. 
			


    
				And running towards Matthew was Silas. 
			


    
				And his fucking Amarok Guard. 
			


    
				Mattthew dropped Lupita from his shoulder as he prepared to fight. 
			


    
				And then, the wolves in human form began to change into their beastly forms. The armour they wore changed with them. Metal shouldn’t have been flexible like that, Matthew thought bitterly as he held his sword in both hands, waiting for the incoming horde of armoured werewolves to trample him to death. 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 28
			


    

    
				The sun hung high in the sky, casting its golden light across the town of Northstrot. But there was no warmth in it—only the harsh glare of death and destruction. 
			


    
				Matthew stood firm, his sword gripped tightly in both hands, the blade glinting in the sunlight as sweat dripped from his brow. But his stance remained unbroken. Before him, the earth trembled with the thunderous charge of the werewolf horde. They came in a wall of snarling fury—massive beasts wrapped in jagged black armour, their yellow eyes burning with bloodlust. The ground cracked beneath their armoured paws, and their growls rose like a war song.
			


    
				They slammed into him as one, an avalanche of flesh and metal. The impact knocked the breath from his lungs and sent him sprawling into the blood-soaked ground. For a heartbeat, everything was sound and chaos—the crushing weight of bodies, the sharp sting of claws tearing at his defences. 
			


    
				Matthew roared as he forced his way up and swung his blade in a wide arc. He felt it connect against multiple bodies and heard the howls surround him. He could not feel the warmth in his chest, the Eternal Flame, as Esther had called it. But he felt a different energy take hold of him. 
			


    
				The basic human instinct to survive. 
			


    
				His senses heightened, he slashed with his sword as the horde of wolves snapped and clawed at him, ducking, dodging and sidestepping, he managed to hold his own. For a moment, he felt invincible. 
			


    
				But they kept coming.
			


    
				A brute lunged from the left and sent him crashing down again. Clawed hands tore at his arm, and a sharp set of jaws sank into it. He roared as pain ripped through him, and then he was airborne—hurled upwards like a discarded doll. He landed hard, choking on air, vision swimming. 
			


    
				Elsewhere, under the same blazing sun, Esther’s battle with the demon raged on. Her blade sang in the daylight as it clashed against the demon’s twin black swords. The demon was relentless, every strike a blur of speed and fury, his dark blades a whirlwind of destruction. But Esther was his match. Her form moved with impossible grace and power, her blue eyes burning like cold fire. She struck back with precision and strength, her lone sword moving like a flash of divine vengeance.
			


    
				Matthew staggered to his feet again, facing the circle of armoured werewolves tightening around him. His breathing was ragged, and blood dripped from his wounds, but his grip on his sword did not falter. 
			


    
				As the wolves circled him, Matthew became aware of Silas. The leader of the horde, even in his wolf form, he was recognisable. Silas was bigger than the rest. The fur around his neck was thicker, longer. Like a lion’s mane. 
			


    
				Silas was coming in for the kill. At the same time, from all sides, the circling wolves stepped in, ready to cut him to pieces. 
			


    
				This was it, Matthew thought. There was no escaping this. No way out. He was going to die. He took a deep breath, and as the wolves closed in, he focused on Silas and charged at him.
			


    
				He wasn’t going to make it. 
			


    
				From the corner of his eye, Matthew was aware of another werewolf closing in. It would cut him down long before he reached Silas. 
			


    
				The thought of chucking his sword at the werewolf leader crossed his mind. 
			


    
				It would do no good. 
			


    
				Werewolf hide was much too thick and strong. 
			


    
				“Mother fucker,” Matthew growled. 
			


    
				He was about to turn and face the wolf closest to him when a sound cut through the chaos. 
			


    
				Thwip. 
			


    
				An arrow struck the wolf in the eye. 
			


    
				It dropped to the ground. Momentum carried its dead body to Matthew’s feet. 
			


    
				Matthew stopped running towards Silas. The wolves decided to take a break from trying their best to rip him to shreds and presumably eat him. 
			


    
				Everyone stopped, confused by the arrow protruding from the wolf’s eye. 
			


    
				“Hell of a shot, right?” Matthew asked Silas. 
			


    
				The wolf growled in response before its eyes scanned the surrounding rooftops. 
			


    
				Another arrow flew through the air, this time coming for Silas. 
			


    
				Again, it was a perfect shot and should have struck the wolf in the eye. 
			


    
				But Silas slapped it aside with his paw. 
			


    
				“Nice reflexes,” Matthew whistled. 
			


    
				A barrage of arrows came flying in. Two wolves fell to the ground as arrows hit them in the eye and mouth. 
			


    
				Matthew searched for the source and saw her. 
			


    
				Alena. 
			


    
				She was perched atop a stone rooftop, bathed in sunlight, her white hair shone like silk. Calm and deadly, her bowstring twanged as she fired without pause, her gaze sharp and focused. 
			


    
				“Get the elf.” Silas growled. “I will kill the Baron.” 
			


    
				The Amarok Guard turned their attention to Alena and bounded away, leaving Matthew to face Silas. His survival chances had changed dramatically, thanks to Alena. 
			


    
				“I’m not the Baron,” Matthew said as he glanced at the rooftop where the elf sat perched, still firing away. “You can walk away with your daughter, or you can die here.” 
			


    
				“It is you who will die,” Silas growled. 
			


    
				The werewolf was a hulking figure as he stalked Matthew in a slow circle, his yellow eyes glowing like burning coals. His body was immense. A mass of sinew and fury wrapped in metal armour. His fangs dripped with saliva as his claws clicked against the stone path. 
			


    
				“Did it ever occur to you that your daughter perhaps wasn’t kidnapped, but ran away from you because you are fucking terrifying to look at?” Matthew asked and then wondered why he did that. Why did he always further antagonise the ones trying to kill him? 
			


    
				Silas lunged at him. He was a blur of fur and steel. Matthew barely brought his sword up in time, the clash sending a shockwave down his arms. He staggered, boots skidding back through the bloodied stones, barely staying upright as Silas pressed the attack—claws raking, jaws snapping. Armor clanked with each movement, giving the beast the sound of a marching war drum.
			


    
				Matthew gritted his teeth, forcing back the pain that flared in his ribs with every movement. A broken one, at least. Maybe two. Blood trickled from a gash above his eye, stinging as it blurred his vision. Those wolves had hurt him some. 
			


    
				Another blow sent him crashing to the ground, sword flung from his grasp. Silas loomed over him, chest rising and falling like some infernal bellows. The werewolf raised a clawed hand for the killing strike.
			


    
				But Matthew didn't look away.
			


    
				He stared up into those burning eyes—and something deep inside settled. It wasn’t the Eternal Flame. But he didn’t need it. 
			


    
				He inhaled sharply. Time didn’t slow, not exactly—but it focused. All the noise dulled, narrowing to the beat of his heart.
			


    
				Matthew reached around, looking for something to use. He found a loose stone and flung it at Silas, aiming for the wolf’s eyes. 
			


    
				It was a good strike. 
			


    
				The beast recoiled, snarling. The moment’s hesitation was enough. Matthew rolled to his left and snatched up his sword. He surged to his feet in a single motion, pain screaming in protest.
			


    
				He ducked under a wild swipe and drove forward, sword low. Silas spun around but he was too late.
			


    
				Matthew plunged the blade into a gap in the werewolf’s armour, under the ribs—deep. The scream that tore from Silas was not human.
			


    
				The wolf reeled back, clawing at the sword embedded in his side. 
			


    
				Matthew could have killed the wolf. He could have twisted his sword with brutal precision, driving it deeper into the beast. 
			


    
				But he didn’t. 
			


    
				The Ice Queen had started this feud by taking his land. The Baron kidnapped his daughter and did horrible things to her. It didn’t feel right to kill Silas.  
			


    
				Matthew pulled his sword out of the beast and took a step back. Blood gushed out of the wound. Silas might still die. A normal human would from such a wound. But werewolves were supposed to be much more resilient. 
			


    
				Silas’s body transformed back into its human form, his metal body armour changed shape to accommodate him. His hands pressed against his ribs. He dropped to his knees, his breathing heavy. 
			


    
				“Leave with your daughter,” Matthew said. “And take your wolves with you.” 
			


    
				“I would have killed you, but you fight dirty,” Silas growled. “You have no honour.” 
			


    
				“Are you fucking kidding me?” Matthew snapped. “Where the fuck is the honour in killing a bunch of defenceless men, women and children? Where the fuck was your honour when your horde of wolves attacked me? If you’re so fucking honourable, heal and come back. I’ll duel you in single combat and cut your stupid head off.”
			


    
				The wolf climbed to his feet and moved his hand away from his ribs. It had stopped bleeding. He was going to live. His daughter Lupita lay on the ground to their left, still unconscious. Silas moved towards her and collected her in his arms. 
			


    
				“I accept your challenge,” Silas said. “I will return to battle you in single combat to an honourable death.” 
			


    
				And then, the wolf turned and walked off, heading away from the Baron’s house. As he disappeared from sight, Matthew shook his head in disbelief. “What an ungrateful wanker,” he muttered. 
			


    
				Suddenly exhausted, his body covered in blood that was a mixture of his own and that belonging to werewolves, Matthew turned his attention to Esther and Mephistopheles. He had expected to see much more of the same from the two of them. 
			


    
				Two incredibly powerful and skilled opponents putting on what seemed like an exhibition match at times. 
			


    
				But that was not the case. 
			


    
				“Holy fuck,” Matthew said, his eyes widened as Mephistopheles kicked Esther in the chest and knocked her to the ground, where she remained. 
			


    
				 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Chapter 29
			


    
				       It was instinct really. 
			


    
				Seeing Esther lie on the ground, Mephistopheles standing over her with his black blades, Matthew reacted without thinking. 
			


    
				He chucked his sword at the demon. 
			


    
				It was a good strike. From that distance, to be able to hit his target was impressive. To hit the demon on the head was even more impressive. 
			


    
				Mephistopheles being a demon and an incredibly powerful one, it did not cause him any damage. 
			


    
				And now, Matthew was swordless as the demon turned to look at him. 
			


    
				Not that his sword would have been much help against the guy from hell. 
			


    
				“Can I get my sword back?” Matthew asked as he casually strolled towards them. 
			


    
				He had expected Mephistopheles to be angry. Or at the very least, to be annoyed. 
			


    
				But the demon threw his head back and laughed. 
			


    
				“I like you, Matthew,” he said. “You have spunk.” 
			


    
				“Um, thanks. Does that mean we don’t have to fight right now because-” he pointed at the numerous cuts and bruises on his body, “I’m kind of tapped out.” 
			


    
				Mephistopheles turned his gaze back to Esther, who remained on the ground, her sword resting a few feet to her left. “I should kill you,” he said. “But I need you to send a message to your god.” 
			


    
				The demon reached down and grabbed Esther by the throat. He lifted her up off the ground as if she weighed nothing. Pulling her close, he whispered something in her ear before he threw her back down onto the ground. 
			


    
				“It’s your lucky day, Matthew. Today is not the day you die,” Mephistopheles grinned. 
			


    
				Matthew watched as the demon walked down the road that led away from the Baron’s ruined home, his obsidian horns glinting. As Mephistopheles disappeared from sight, he walked over to Esther, who was now sitting up, her knees pressed against her chest, her eyes wide and distant, fixed on nothing. 
			


    
				“Hey,” Matthew said, his tone gentle. 
			


    
				Esther shuddered as she turned her gaze towards him. 
			


    
				He held his hand out for her to take. 
			


    
				She stared at it, then slowly climbed to her feet. “He was stronger than me…” 
			


    
				“He’s really strong. You did well,” Matthew said, and he meant it. That demon had punched the crap out of him before. 
			


    
				“How can I help my god if I can’t defeat a demon?” 
			


    
				Matthew shrugged his shoulders. He didn’t know the answer to that question. It was still a strange world to him. She was a Disciple. A powerful weapon of the Faith. The demons opposed the Faith. Here, in this small corner in this Land of Chaos, they had met in battle. And she had lost. He could understand her despondency. 
			


    
				“What did he whisper in your ear?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“He wanted me to deliver a message to my god,” Esther said, her voice distant. 
			


    
				“What message?” 
			


    
				Esther shook her head. “It’s not important.” 
			


    
				It seemed pretty important to Matthew. The demon had let her live. Mephistopheles didn’t strike him as the type to take pity and show mercy. But he didn’t press Esther.
			


    
				“What will you do now?” he asked. 
			


    
				“I need to go to my god,” Esther said. 
			


    
				“I guess this is goodbye?” Matthew asked. 
			


    
				“For now, Matthew,” Esther said. “Our paths will cross again.” 
			


    
				And with that, Esther began to walk down the same road the demon had walked only moments ago. Matthew watched her go. Her black hair flowed in the wind as a gentle breeze swept across the town. She took haggard steps, her body stiff, she walked around the dead bodies before she too disappeared from sight. 
			


    
				Matthew was alone now as he stood in front of the destroyed Baron’s house. Before him lay a sight of ruin. Modest two-storey homes splintered and blackened; some had their walls cracked open like ribs. The bodies of the fallen were strewn across the road. Men, women, the young, werewolves. 
			


    
				And then he saw her climbing off the roof of a house before him, her distinct white hair flowing as she dropped to the ground. 
			


    
				Matthew broke into a job, stepping lightly to make sure he did not tread on any dead body. It was the least they deserved, the poor sods. Alena broke into a run as she turned. She was faster than him and closed the distance quickly. She leaped into his arms and hugged him tightly.
			


    
				Matthew tried to hold back a groan. He had many cuts and bruises all over his body that he was only beginning to feel and Alena was pretty strong for a slight girl. 
			


    
				“Are you okay?” Alena asked as she stepped back from him. 
			


    
				“I’m fine,” Matthew said, grimacing. “Just got tossed around by the werewolves for a bit. You look great.” 
			


    
				“Thanks,” Alena said, smiling widely. 
			


    
				“You don’t have a scratch on you. How did you get away from the wolves?” 
			


    
				“I’m pretty agile,” she smiled. “And the wolves are pretty stupid. They gave up after a while and walked off. I followed them from a distance. They left with Silas and his daughter. What happened here? Where is Esther?” 
			


    
				Matthew told her what had happened, how he had managed to defeat Silas and how Esther lost to the demon, who then spared her life so she could pass on a message to her god. 
			


    
				“What was the message?” Alena asked, intrigued.
			


    
				“Apparently it wasn’t important,” Matthew shrugged his shoulders. “She walked off after that.” 
			


    
				“So that’s it?” Alena asked as she looked around at the death and destruction. “Is it over?” 
			


    
				It was over. 
			


    
				Northstrot was damaged, but safe. The werewolves would not return. There were still a few things left for him to do. He needed word to get out that the town was free, that the wolves had left and would not return. He would send some of the remaining Town Watch to go out to Sherlake Forest and search for the former Baron’s concubines that Silas had kidnapped. 
			


    
				But after that, it was done.  
			


    
				The Ice Queen’s kingdom was no longer under threat. 
			


    
				Which meant his oath had been fulfilled for now.
			


    
				Matthew was free. 
			


    
				Until the next time someone threatened her kingdom. Which in fairness, might not be long. Maria was a bit of a cunt. 
			


    
				Matthew took Alena’s hand in his and pulled her in for a kiss. 
			


    
				“What was that for?” she asked, eyes sparkling. 
			


    
				“I’m going to enjoy my free time for as long as I can!” he declared. 
			


    
				
 
			


    
				


  




  

    
				Epilogue
			


    
				It turned out Sjilkar, the leader of the town watch, had survived the werewolf onslaught. Apparently he had been running around the town making sure people got off the streets and found safe places to hide. 
			


    
				Matthew had a feeling Sjilkar was being a bit dishonest and probably hid the moment the demon arrived. 
			


    
				But he was glad to see the man. 
			


    
				Having a leader in the town would mean he would have to spend less time sorting the shit out. He could leave it in Sjilkar’s hands, which is what he did, with an additional command that he send some men out to Sherlake Forest in search of the former Baron’s concubines. 
			


    
				The sun hung low in the sky when Matthew left Northstrot for the hilltop village. Alena rode beside him, her white hair catching the light like strands of moonlight. She was a horse riding expert, her mare moved with the grace of flowing water, silent save for the soft beat of hooves on dirt. Behind them, the smoke of battle still clung faintly to the air as it rose above Northstrot. 
			


    
				Matthew leaned forward in the saddle, exhaling slowly, a smile tugged at his lips. For the first time in since arriving in the Land of Chaos, he could take a break and rest properly. The Ice Queen’s kingdom secure, he was under no obligations to obey her commands. 
			


    
				He was going to make the most of it. He was going to spend a few months in the hilltop village, enjoying the warm weather and the warmer bodies of Layla, Alena, Kate and Alara. 
			


    
				They had not been riding for long when a streak of fire tore across the blue sky. It blazed orange with a tail of smoke that dragged across the heavens. It moved fast. 
			


    
				Incredibly fast as it tore through the air, the ground beneath seemed to rumble.  
			


    
				Matthew reined in his horse, shielding his eyes. 
			


    
				Alena stared after the trail of fire, her expression unreadable. “It’s him,” she said softly. “The Messiah of the Faith.”
			


    
				Matthew blinked. “The what?”
			


    
				She turned her eyes to him. “The Faith’s Messiah?” 
			


    
				“I know who he is,” Matthew said, irritated. “I thought he was already here?” 
			


    
				“The Prophecies speak of him descending in a ball of fury, fire around him, light like a sword in the sky. The stars will bow and the earth will tremble, and he will bring the reckoning.”
			


    
				Matthew scoffed lightly, not unkindly. “A little dramatic for a rock falling from space.”
			


    
				But Alena didn’t smile. “A rock?”
			


    
				“Meteorite?” 
			


    
				She shook her head with confusion. “It is no rock, Matthew. It has to be the Messiah.” 
			


    
				“I am so confused right now,” Matthew said, frowning. “You’re not a follower of the Faith, but you believe in the prophecy?” 
			


    
				“We believe the return of the Faith’s Messiah will start a world war that, should the Faith win, result with the destruction of the world,” Alena said. 
			


    
				“And you’re certain it’s not a rock falling from the sky?” Matthew asked, somewhat sceptical. 
			


    
				Alena looked up at the sky. “There are no rocks in the sky…” 
			


    
				Matthew stared at the ball of fire as it vanished beyond the hills. It would hit the ground soon. And then it did. There was a distant boom followed by a vibration in the ground. 
			


    
				If there really was a person in that fireball, surely they would die on impact? 
			


    
				There was a small part of Matthew that was tempted to turn his horse around and go and investigate. Alena seemed certain it was the Messiah who had come to destroy the world. Were that the case, the Messiah needed killing. If he did survive the impact of hitting the ground in a blaze, now was probably the best time to kill him. 
			


    
				“Nope,” Matthew shook his head. 
			


    
				“Huh?” Alena asked, frowning. 
			


    
				“Let’s go home!” Matthew announced. 
			


    
				Fuck the Messiah and the Land of Chaos. He was taking a break. 
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