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				The only light shining into the room was a wisp of sunlight that managed to sneak through the small gap in the curtains. That gap also allowed said light to shine directly onto Matthew’s eyes as he lay in bed. 
			

			
				He raised his hand and tried to shoo away the sunlight. 
			

			
				It took him a moment before he realised that wasn’t how sunlight worked. 
			

			
				You couldn’t just wave it away. 
			

			
				He raised the blanket and pulled it over his eyes. As he settled in to sleep the morning away, he heard someone clear their throat. 
			

			
				Matthew ignored it. 
			

			
				The person did it again. Louder this time. 
			

			
				Matthew continued to ignore it. 
			

			
				And then it happened a third time. 
			

			
				He pulled the covers down and looked ahead in the general direction of the sound, his face crunched in annoyance.  
			

			
				Kate stood at the edge of the bed, her long blond hair was tied into a ponytail, her blue eyes stared at him. 
			

			
				“There’s no water here,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				“What?” Kate asked, frowning. 
			

			
				“You’ve got an itchy throat? There is no water here,” he repeated. 
			

			
				“I… I don’t have- oh. Because I cleared my throat?” Kate frowned. 
			

			
				“Three times,” Matthew reminded her. 
			

			
				“Can’t you tell what I'm here for?” Kate asked, her frown deepening. 
			

			
				“Well… apparently it’s not water, is it?” 
			

			
				“Oh my god! Stop with the water and look at me!” Kate snapped. 
			

			
				Matthew rubbed his eyes as he sat up. He looked at Kate. Properly looked at her. Her hair was in a ponytail. He’d noticed that already. She was wearing lacy black panties and a bra. The materials were so thin, he could see her nipples and the slit between her legs. 
			

			
				“Oh… sex?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“Seriously?” Kate snapped again. 
			

			
				“Ok, this is very confusing. You’re definitely dressed like you want to fool around,” he muttered. 
			

			
				“Did you notice this?” she asked as she held her hand up. 
			

			
				Matthew had not noticed it. He should have. It was a strange thing to be holding. Especially considering they didn’t have a dog. Unless… 
			

			
				“Did you get a dog?” Matthew asked as he stared at the red leash in Kate’s hand. 
			

			
				“Maybe,” Kate grinned mischievously. “I suppose she is my bitch,” she laughed. 
			

			
				“Hey,” a voice protested. 
			

			
				Matthew looked around the room. There was no one else there. Not a single other person in sight. 
			

			
				“Did you hear that?” Matthew whispered as he looked around the room. “Ghosts? Are ghosts real?” 
			

			
				“I’m here!” the voice said. 
			

			
				It came from the end of Matthew’s end, by the feet of Kate. He crawled down the bed, ready to battle the ghost, his hands raised in a karate fighting style. 
			

			
				He need not have been concerned. 
			

			
				It was Layla. 
			

			
				She was naked, on her knees, save for the collar around her neck, attached to which was the leash that Kate held in her hand. 
			

			
				“Oh wow…” Matthew murmured as he stared at Layla’s body. Her back was arched, her skin smooth, her ass was in the air, the curves were simply delicious. And then he noticed the plug in her bottom. “Oh wow…” he said, much louder this time. “What’s going on?” 
			

			
				Kate’s lips spread into a big smile. “Layla’s a submissive slut!” 
			

			
				Matthew had seen some of those tendencies in Layla. That desire to please. But seeing her like this, submitting to Kate, who she did not seem to like very much… That was surprising. A lot must have happened in his absence, when he went off to battle stonemen and werewolves… 
			

			
				“I’m a dog on a leash…” Layla said, her cheeks turning red as she stared up at him from her spot on the floor. 
			

			
				“She’s my bitch!” Kate said, grinning widely. 
			

			
				“You said you wouldn't use that word,” Layla protested weakly. 
			

			
				“Shush, bitch,” Kate said as she slapped Layla’s bottom. 
			

			
				Layla’s body jolted. But not from pain. More from the surprise of being spanked. She stared up at him, her brown eyes wide, Bambi like. Matthew was still sleepy, but seeing Layla like that, on her hands and knees, ass stuck up in the air, not to forget, she was completely naked, he felt his cock growing. 
			

			
				“Your cock is rising,” Layla said, delight in her eyes. “You do like this?” 
			

			
				“Don’t get too happy. He’s a man. You’re a hot little bitch. You don’t need to get on your knees and stick a plug up your butt. Your naked body would be enough to get his cock up,” Kate said. 
			

			
				“Why am I doing this then?” Layla asked, frowning. 
			

			
				“Because you’re a submissive little slut and you love this! Now climb onto the bed and suck your master's cock!” Kate said as she slapped Layla’s bottom once more. 
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				The jungle pressed in around them, dense and steaming with heat, every breath thick with the scent of wet earth and rotting leaves. Towering trees loomed above, their trunks so wide it would take three people to wrap arms around them, their canopies tangled in a web of vines and mist. 
			

			
				Alena moved ahead with silent precision, her eyes sharp, scanning the ground for tracks and the trees for broken branches—signs of game worth hunting. Every now and then, she would sling her bow across her back and nimbly climb up into the foliage, vanishing for minutes at a time before dropping back down beside Matthew with a quiet nod or shake of her head. 
			

			
				He followed her with a sword resting lazily on his shoulder, sweat dripping down his brow, his pace unhurried. The air was thick and still, filled with the drone of insects and the distant cries of strange birds. 
			

			
				Matthew wasn't particularly interested in the hunt; mostly because compared to Alena, he really sucked at it. No. He was here to make sure nothing unpleasant leapt out from the undergrowth. The jungle behind the hilltop village was a strange place full of mutated monsters. 
			

			
				So far, only a few startled lizards and the occasional snake had crossed their path—nothing worth unsheathing steel over. 
			

			
				But Alena’s focus never wavered. She crouched low, examined a faint hoofprint in the mud, then pointed wordlessly ahead. 
			

			
				“What?” Matthew asked. “Is there something out there?” 
			

			
				Alena let out a deep sigh. “There was, until you screamed and alerted it of our presence.” 
			

			
				“Screamed?” Matthew frowned. “I barely whispered!” 
			

			
				“Did you see me point wordlessly ahead?” Alena asked, and then without waiting for him to respond, she continued, “Do you think I did not speak because I had forgotten how to make sounds? Or do you think I remained silent for other reasons?” 
			

			
				Matthew’s frown deepened. This clearly wasn’t about him scaring away some prey, if he even did do that, which he had serious doubts about. He had barely raised his voice above a whisper. Which was pretty much how he always talked when he went hunting with Alena. It had never been a problem before. 
			

			
				This was about something else. 
			

			
				“What?” Alena snapped as she folded her arms across her chest. “Speak. You love doing that, don’t you?”  
			

			
				“Is it that time of the month?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				He knew instantly he had said the wrong thing. If a normal human woman did not like being asked if their overreactions were due to it being that time of the month, an elf woman hated it a hundred times more. 
			

			
				Alena’s pointy ears twitched as her nose flared. She reached behind for an arrow nocked it against the bowstring. 
			

			
				“Come on!” Matthew protested. “That is an overreaction!”
			

			
				Alena didn’t seem to care. She had a crazy glint in her eyes, one Matthew had never seen before. Not on Alena. In fact, he couldn’t recall seeing anyone with such a crazed glint. 
			

			
				The suddenly crazy elf was really going to shoot him with an arrow. Matthew had seen what her arrows could do. They were deadly against creatures that were much bigger than him and had much tougher skin. 
			

			
				He readied his sword and as she let loose, the arrow flying towards him, he took a swipe at it, hoping to deflect it, or cut it in half. Whether it was skill, or a pure fluke, Matthew managed to swipe the arrow away. 
			

			
				He let out a nervous laugh as he watched it strike the tree to his left, burying itself deep inside. 
			

			
				And then, he glared at Alena. “What the actual fuck!?” 
			

			
				“Oh stop being so dramatic. It’s just an arrow,” Alena muttered. 
			

			
				“With a sharp metal fucking tip! I could have died!” 
			

			
				Alena’s eyes bore into him. “I saw you get impaled by a sword and live. A little arrow wasn’t going to kill you.” 
			

			
				Matthew couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Sure, he had survived being impaled by the Baron’s sword, but that didn’t mean he was invincible. For starters, if the arrow had struck him in the eye and pushed through to his brain, would he have survived that? 
			

			
				“Seriously, what is wrong with you? You’re acting like a complete bitch and I have no idea why,” he muttered. 
			

			
				Alena nocked another arrow and raised her bow, pointed at him. 
			

			
				“If you fire one more arrow at me, I will leave you here,” Matthew warned. 
			

			
				“I don’t need you,” Alena scoffed. “I’ve been hunting here long before you came into my life and ruined it.” 
			

			
				“How the hell did I ruin your life?” Matthew asked, exasperated. “Where is this coming from? You were fine just yesterday and today you’re like a completely different person.” 
			

			
				And then a thought occurred to him. This was the Land of Chaos. A strange planet with pretty much every type of fantastical and mythical beasts you could think of existing. What if Alena wasn’t Alena, but a shapeshifter of some sort that looked like Alena? 
			

			
				Matthew took a cautious step towards her, his sword raised. “Tell me something only Alena would know.” 
			

			
				“What?” 
			

			
				“Tell me something only Alena would know about me,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				“You’re not making any sense. And now that you’ve lost the dear I was very close to killing, I have too much to do and too little time to waste with you,” Alena said. 
			

			
				And with that, she turned her back to him and walked away. Matthew watched as she glided around the foliage, leaving it pretty much undisturbed. She disappeared quickly from sight. 
			

			
				She hadn’t answered his question. Alena could be a fucking shapeshifter. But was that likely? Why would a shapeshifter want to emulate Alena and go hunting with him in this corner of the world? 
			

			
				Matthew sighed. 
			

			
				Alena might not be a shapeshifter, which meant she was probably being a bitch for no reason. Or did she have a reason? 
			

			
				Matthew sighed again. 
			

			
				And then, he turned to his left, slid across the ground, came up behind a tree, his sword ready, he waited. A second later, the beast emerged from between the leaves. 
			

			
				It was Spud. 
			

			
				The talking ant. 
			

			
				“Hello Matthew. Shall we eat the elf now?”  
			

			
				“How long have you been following us?” 
			

			
				“Not very long. Long enough to know that she has become tiresome. Shall we eat her?” Spud asked. 
			

			
				“We’re not going to eat Alena. I’m not a cannibal, for fucks sake.”
			

			
				“Can I eat her?” Spud asked. 
			

			
				“Sure. Go for it. Don’t lose a leg or your head though,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				Spud, the ant, stared at Matthew for a long time before he spoke again. “Will you kill her for me so that I can eat her?” 
			

			
				“You’re a strange ant, Spud. You’re a very strange ant,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				He gave the six foot tall ant a tap on the head and set off in search of Alena. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Matthew pushed through the thick jungle foliage, his breath quickening as he tried to catch up with Alena. The white-haired elf had vanished moments before, her slender form slipping between the twisted trees and dense leaves like a ghost of the forest itself. She had left no trace of which direction she had taken. He was guessing. There was a good chance he would not find her and then he would be lost in a forest full of mutated monsters. 
			

			
				It was a good thing he was a skilled swordsman who did not die easily. 
			

			
				Why Alena was behaving like an emotional lunatic, he had no idea. She had stormed off, leaving him behind, her eyes burning with a fierce determination he couldn’t quite understand. 
			

			
				Suddenly, through the dim light filtering down from the canopy, he saw her silhouette pause on a small clearing. With a fluid grace that only a hunter born of the wild could muster, Alena drew her bow back and let loose a volley of arrows. 
			

			
				They sang through the air, precise and deadly, striking true in the broad chest of a colossal deer—an enormous beast, easily five times the size of any deer Matthew had ever seen. 
			

			
				The creature stumbled, then crashed to the ground with a heavy thud, sending leaves and dust into the air. Alena’s sharp eyes gleamed with quiet triumph as she approached the fallen giant.
			

			
				“Very well done,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				Alena didn’t look back as she dropped to her knees and pulled the arrows out of the beast’s body. “You can carry this back, can’t you?” 
			

			
				It was a big beast, weighing in at hundreds of pounds, maybe even a thousand. Carrying it through an overgrown jungle that did not have a clear path would be an annoying challenge. Especially when it was very hot and sticky in this blasted place. 
			

			
				And they had come further into the jungle than they normally did. So far in fact, Matthew was sure they were close to the portal that randomly opened in the sky to drop people naked with their memories wiped. 
			

			
				But he didn't want to argue with Alena. There was something clearly wrong with the elf. 
			

			
				Matthew dropped to his knees beside the gigantic deer-like creature and grabbed it by the hind and rear legs, a pair in each hand, he lifted it up and onto his shoulders. It was heavy. But he could manage. 
			

			
				“I suppose you’re not completely useless,” Alena commented as she stared at him, her arms folded across her chest as she leaned against the trunk of a tree. 
			

			
				Matthew let out a deep sigh. “Want to lead the way back or are you going to just stand there like a bitch?”
			

			
				Alena stood straight, no longer leaning against the tree trunk, she reached behind for an arrow. 
			

			
				“I promise you Alena, I am not above hitting a woman,” Matthew threatened. “Put the arrow away!” 
			

			
				But Alena did not put the arrow away. She nocked it, and now, it was pointed at his chest, before it moved to his head, and more specifically, his eye. 
			

			
				Maybe it was a shapeshifter and not the real Alena. Maybe it was Alena, but she had gone completely crazy. It didn’t matter so much what the reason was. An arrow shot directly into his eyeball could be fatal. And Alena had the aim to be able to do that.  
			

			
				Matthew dropped the deer and charged at her, his sword drawn. 
			

			
				She let loose the arrow. 
			

			
				It flew towards him, whistling. Matthew moved his head to the left, just in time, the arrow still nicked him on the cheek. He closed the distance between them and pushed her back against the tree trunk, the blade of his sword against her throat. 
			

			
				“What is wrong with you?” Matthew snapped. “You’ve gone completely psycho. Why?”
			

			
				Alena kneed him in the balls. 
			

			
				Matthew held back a cry. 
			

			
				It didn’t matter how tough he was, being struck in the balls hurt. A tear formed in his left eye. 
			

			
				Alena’s lips twitched as her eyes sparkled in satisfaction. “It’s not like you need them anyway,” she murmured. 
			

			
				What was that supposed to mean? Matthew didn’t know what was wrong with her. But in his experience, there was usually a simple fix to sort it out. 
			

			
				He slapped her across the cheek with his left hand. A moderately hard slap, his palm imprinted in red against her pale flesh. 
			

			
				Alena’s eyes widened in shock.
			

			
				“Did it work?” Matthew asked. “Are you done being crazy? Or, do you need another slap?” 
			

			
				Alena’s eyes no longer sparkled. They shot daggers at him. She dropped the bow from her hands as they formed into fists. Matthew took a cautious step back. The girl had an animalistic look about her. Like she had just gone rabid. 
			

			
				Alena came at him like a storm, eyes blazing, fists flying, her boots kicking up bursts of dirt and broken vines. Matthew dropped his sword as he ducked a wild swing, sidestepped a sharp jab, his muscles tensing with every move. Her fury was relentless, but so was his control—calm, precise, a dance of blocks and dodges. 
			

			
				What Matthew couldn’t control was the sweat that poured down his temple as the thick jungle heat pressed against his skin like a wet blanket, his clothes clinging to him with every breath. 
			

			
				As she came again, he ducked another set of wildly swung fists and slammed his shoulder into her stomach. He brought her down onto the ground with a thud and climbed on top of her, sitting on her waist, he pinned her hands back, his face now resting inches above hers. 
			

			
				“What is wrong with you?!” Matthew snapped. 
			

			
				“She has gone rabid. You should eat her. I can cut her open, if you would like?” a voice said. 
			

			
				Matthew and Alena both turned towards the voice. 
			

			
				It was Spud, the gigantic ant. 
			

			
				“I should put an arrow through his head,” Alena said with disgust. 
			

			
				“He’s harmless,” Matthew said. “I think,” he added. “Spud, mate. Please fuck off.” 
			

			
				The ant did listen. Which is what Matthew liked about him. He was a bit strange. Always wanted to eat everything and everyone around him. But he did listen. As the ant fucked off, Matthew pushed Alena’s hands back against the dirt with some force. 
			

			
				“You need to tell me what’s wrong,” he growled. 
			

			
				Alena raised her head and kissed him on the lips. It was an aggressive kiss. But better than having his face bit, which is what he feared she might try and do.
			

			
				“Take me here… right here, in the jungle,” she whispered. 
			

			
				“What?” Matthew asked, confused by her sudden turn from the aggressive and violent behaviour. “You’re horny now?” 
			

			
				Alena nodded. “Fuck me…” she whispered. 
			

			
				It was strange to hear her use those words. Being asked to be fucked in the middle of the jungle forest was very out of character. Normally, their fucking was more making love in a bed behind walls.
			

			
				Was that it? Did she find their sexual life too vanilla? 
			

			
				Alena tried to free her hands from his grip. Matthew decided to let her right had free. He released his grip on it cautiously, wondering if she might suddenly try to punch him. 
			

			
				Alena reached for the buttons on her blouse and tore them off. 
			

			
				“Can I use my other hand?” she asked. 
			

			
				Still sitting on her waist, Matthew let go off her other hand. 
			

			
				Using both hands, Alena ripped off her blouse. Her breasts spilled free and she took them in her hands, squeezing them. She raised her head, bringing it close to his, her lips parted, Matthew kissed her hard as he wrapped his arms around her back, squeezing her bare breasts against his chest. 
			

			
				He could feel her hands moving as her body wiggled beneath him. She was trying to get naked, but it was hard when he’d wrapped his powerful arms around her as he rested his heavy frame on her waist. 
			

			
				Matthew pulled his lips away from hers and climbed to his feet. No sooner had he done that, Alena jumped up with the flexibility only elves had. Her blouse was completely off. Her skirt was next. 
			

			
				Now completely naked, she jumped at him, legs spread apart, her chest slammed into his as her legs wrapped around his waist. She kissed him on the lips passionately as her hands searched for his cock. 
			

			
				Matthew decided to give her a hand. He pulled his trousers down. His cock now free, Alena found it. She took it in her hands and rubbed it against his pussy as she continued to kiss him with her legs wrapped around his waist. 
			

			
				Matthew pulled his lips away from Alena. “As interesting as this position is, I don’t think we can have sex like this.” 
			

			
				“Oh ye of little faith, Matthew,” Alena said as she continued to rub his cock against her pussy. And then, she pushed it in. “See,” she said triumphantly.
			

			
				“How am I supposed to… you know… drive my cock in and out of you?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“You just stand there. I’ll do all the work,” Alena murmured, a distant look in her eyes. 
			

			
				Her legs still wrapped around his waist, she began to move her hips back and forth, driving his cock in and out of her dripping pussy. She began to do it at pace. It felt incredible. With one hand around her back, Matthew fondled her breasts as he stared into her eyes. 
			

			
				She was incredibly hot. He kissed her on the lips as she took his cock inside her. All the way in. Every time, it struck her cervix. He was closer to coming, until he did. He shot load after load inside her, filling her up. 
			

			
				Alena slowed her pace, until she came to a complete stop, his cock resting in her pussy. “Was that good?” 
			

			
				“Yeah… was pretty good,” he grinned. 
			

			
				“Let’s do it again,” Alena said. 
			

			
				“Yeah, let's. I just need like, twenty minutes.” 
			

			
				“No. Now,” Alena said. She began to grind her hips. 
			

			
				“No,” Matthew protested. He wasn’t ready. 
			

			
				But Alena ignored him. She continued to grind her hips as his cock rested in her pussy. 
			

			
				Matthew was about to protest more vigorously when he spotted the monster to his left. 
			

			
				It was only a few feet away.
			

			
				It stared at them, mouth wide open, it had sharp teeth and spikes on its tongue. Saliva dropped from the corner of its mouth as it stared at them hungrily. 
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				The jungle heat pressed down like a damp, invisible hand. Thick vines drooped from towering trees, their leaves catching drops of moisture that sparkled in the sun’s filtered light. 
			

			
				Matthew stood with his trousers by his ankles. 
			

			
				Alena had her legs wrapped around his waist. 
			

			
				She had stopped grinding her hips but his cock remained in her pussy, resting. 
			

			
				She had spotted the monster. 
			

			
				Matthew glanced at his sword. It rested on a bed of thick ferns. Alena’s bow and arrows leaned against the base of a knotted tree. 
			

			
				Both were too far away for them to reach in time. 
			

			
				For one quiet moment, it seemed like the jungle itself was holding its breath.
			

			
				Then the trees exploded.
			

			
				From a tangle of leaves and broken branches burst a monster the size of a warhorse—its body covered in slick, mottled scales the colour of bruised flesh. Jaws opened wide in a howl, revealing two rows of jagged, dripping teeth—and a tongue lined with needle-like spikes that writhed like a whip. It moved faster than something that big should be able to, crashing toward them with predatory precision.
			

			
				Matthew's instincts kicked in. 
			

			
				He pulled his trousers up and shoved Alena to the side just as the creature’s tongue lashed out. It missed her by inches but raked across Matthew’s arm, shredding flesh instantly. Blood sprayed the undergrowth. He cried out as he stumbled to the ground. The creature’s mouth opened for the kill.
			

			
				Pain flashed through him, hot and immediate—but his hand found the hilt of his sword.
			

			
				Matthew rolled aside as the monster lunged, jaws snapping closed on empty air. He surged upward, swinging his blade in a wide arc. Steel met scale, sparks flying as the edge tore a gash across the monster’s shoulder. It screeched, flailing, its spiked tongue whipping again, this time catching Matthew’s ribs.
			

			
				The blow hurled him backward against a tree. Bark cracked under the impact. For a second, he couldn’t breathe.
			

			
				But then—his eyes flared with determination as he felt the warmth in is chest. His wounds were already knitting together. Deep gashes closed like time was rewinding, bones clicking back into place. He pushed off the tree and charged at the creature.
			

			
				The monster hissed and lashed with its tongue. But Matthew was faster now. He ducked beneath the tongue, rolled, then leapt onto the beast’s back. His sword plunged deep into its neck, slicing through muscle and bone. The creature bucked and shrieked as blood sprouted out in hot, dark arcs. It thrashed once—twice—and then collapsed with a final, trembling groan.
			

			
				Matthew stood over the beast for a breathless moment, then let himself fall to the jungle floor. He breathed hard, watching the angry red lines of his wounds fade, seal, and vanish, leaving only ragged holes in his shirt.
			

			
				Alena emerged from the undergrowth, her bow in hand, eyes wide with concern. “You’re hurt—wait, no, you’re… you’re healing remarkably quickly.”
			

			
				Matthew’s arm had completely healed. There was blood there, but no wound beneath it. Not even a scar. He had never healed that quickly before. He climbed to his feet and brushed off the dirt from his clothes best he could before he stared at the monster once again. 
			

			
				“I didn’t see it coming until the very last second,” he murmured. 
			

			
				“These monsters are getting deadlier,” Alena agreed. “Perhaps we should look for a new hunting ground…” 
			

			
				“Perhaps,” Matthew nodded. “Or we could not have sex in the middle of the jungle,” he added with a smirk. 
			

			
				Especially immediately after a kill, he thought. It was possible the blood of the deer-like creature Alena had killed was what drew the monster to them. 
			

			
				Matthew collected their hunt, lifting the deer-like creature back onto his shoulders when Spud the ant appeared. It dashed past him without a moment's pause and dived right in, his pincers cutting past the scaly exterior with relative ease. 
			

			
				“Ugh… at least cook the meat, you filthy animal,” Alena muttered. 
			

			
				“Spud’s an ant. I don’t think it’s normal for them to cook their meat,” Matthew said, frowning. 
			

			
				“He’s a talking ant. He should be more civilised,” Alena said, disgustedly. 
			

			
				Matthew turned away from the ant and began to walk back in the direction he hoped was towards the hills. At some point, Alena would surely guide him if he was going in the complete wrong direction.. He just hoped she would do it sooner rather than later. He wanted to go home and shower. And see Layla and Kate. Those too were much nicer to him than Alena had been of late. 
			

			
				“Another woman fell from the sky,” Spud said as he briefly raised his head from inside the monster’s stomach, which he had cut into. “She’s taken your women as prisoners.” 
			

			
				Matthew turned immediately to face Spud once more. He dropped the deer-like carcass off his shoulders. It hit the ground with a thud and specs of blood splattered out from the wounds left by Alena’s arrows. 
			

			
				“What do you mean she’s taken my women as prisoners?” Matthew asked, frowning. 
			

			
				Spud did not respond to Matthew’s question. He continued to eat the monster, his pincers cutting away chunks of flesh, his mouth working overtime to gobble it all up. 
			

			
				Alena nocked an arrow and pointed it at Spud. 
			

			
				Matthew placed a hand over the arrow and pushed it down, his eyes narrowing as he glared at her. 
			

			
				“He’s ignoring you,” Alena said. “He should be killed for that!” 
			

			
				Not for the first time, Matthew wondered what was wrong with Alena. This was completely out of character for the elf. 
			

			
				Spud, it seemed, did have decent awareness of his surroundings. He stopped eating and turned to look at Alena. “Should I be afraid of you?” he asked. 
			

			
				“No. She’s just a bit moody at the moment. But she’s harmless,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				Alena’s mouth opened wide, ready to protest that she wasn’t moody. Matthew placed his hand over her mouth to stop words from coming out. “You said something about a Fallen woman taking prisoners?” 
			

			
				Spud nodded. “She has white hair and markings of angel wings on her body. She attacked your women when they approached her. She defeated them all.” 
			

			
				“Okay… and then what happened?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“I don’t know,” Spud said. “This Fallen woman did not look like she would share any food with me, so I left.” 
			

			
				Alena moved Matthew’s hand away from her mouth as she turned to look at him. “You know your ant buddy was probably waiting for one of the girls to die so he could eat them, right?” 
			

			
				“Matthew knows that is what I do. I have told him this,” Spud said, nodding with his expressionless face. 
			

			
				It was true. One of the first things Spud had said to him was that he wasn’t going to kill Matthew. But he would wait for something else to kill him, and then he would eat Matthew’s body.
			

			
				After resolving the issues with the Stonemen and the werewolves, Matthew had returned to the hilltop village. Maria, the Ice Queen, had returned to her castle in Strogg Gorth. The unnatural heat in this corner of the world didn’t agree with her. 
			

			
				Matthew was glad for it. He didn’t like Maria much. She was a bit of a bitch. He sort of understood why. Tough upbringing and all that. But, she was still a bit of a bitch. With her gone, he was in complete charge of the hilltop village in this corner of the world. 
			

			
				He’d arrived in this world by falling from the sky, naked and with his memory wiped. He wasn’t alone. Every so often, the sky would open up in a particular spot above this jungle and a person would be dropped from an airplane or helicopter.  
			

			
				When Matthew had fallen from the sky, he had been captured by a group of women led by a powerful demi-god named Lucy. Having managed to escape from Lucy and then defeat her, Matthew had dismantled their camp. He then had a treehouse built in the general area beneath where the portals in the sky opened. Between five and six Fallen women from the hilltop village would stay in the treehouse, switching every couple of weeks. 
			

			
				So far, since he had set up the treehouse, the portal had only opened once. A naked woman with dark hair had fallen out of the sky. Matthew couldn’t remember her name. But he did recall that the woman had no memories of her previous life, much like himself and every other person to fall from the sky. 
			

			
				“You said this woman that fell from the sky took prisoners? But you also said you left once she defeated my girls. Do you know if they're still alive? Did she take them as prisoners or did she kill them and flee?” 
			

			
				“I don’t know. She might have killed them; she might have taken them as prisoners. I’m going to go back to eating. Please tell your woman to not kill me,” Spud said. 
			

			
				Matthew let out a deep sigh as the ant, true to his word, immediately returned to the task of eating as much of the monster as quickly as he could. 
			

			
				“We’re going after this mystery woman, aren’t we?” Alena asked. 
			

			
				Matthew nodded. He had to go after her. If for no other reason, then it was to make sure his girls were okay. He was the Baron now, though he hated that title. He was responsible for the well-being of all the inhabitants of the lands that the Ice Queen gave him command over. That included the hilltop village and its residents. 
			

			
				It included all the Fallen women.  
			

			
				And it especially included the five or six women who had been staying in the treehouse and keeping an eye out for the portal. He hadn’t stationed them there just out of the goodness of his heart for the confused men and women that were thrown out of the sky. He wanted the women to observe the portal every time it opened and make notes of whatever they saw, no matter how small the details. 
			

			
				Matthew was still determined to get off this world, eventually. Studying the portal whenever it opened could provide him with clues. 
			

			
				The jungle was a dangerous place full of monsters. Which was why he had stationed five to six Fallen women in the treehouse. And it had been women only. They were the ones that had the magical powers and demigod strength. 
			

			
				Five or six women should have been more than enough to deal with whatever monster dared challenge them. So the fact a new Fallen woman could take them all out whilst being unarmed was concerning. 
			

			
				“This new Fallen woman has got to be really strong to have taken all of our women out,” Alena said out loud exactly what he had been thinking. “We should proceed with caution.” 
			

			
				“That’s the plan,” Matthew said. To proceed with caution. Except, Alena was a bit of a loose cannon right now. “Do you think you can put away your craziness for now?” 
			

			
				To his surprise, Alena nodded, her face completely serious. “I can do that,” she said. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 4
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The afternoon sun beat down relentlessly as Matthew and Alena trudged through the thick underbrush, sweat clinging to their skin in the dense, humid air. Birds called from the canopy above, and the occasional rustle in the leaves reminded them that a monster could emerge at any moment. Vines curled around towering trees, and the path they followed was barely more than a series of disturbed ferns and broken twigs. Matthew wiped his brow with the back of his hand and glanced at Alena, who moved ahead of him with quiet determination.
			

			
				He had asked her if she could drop the craziness whilst they searched for and rescued the Fallen women. I can do that, she had said. 
			

			
				And so far, she had actually dropped the craziness. 
			

			
				Which meant, behaving like a crazy bitch had been a choice. She was doing it on purpose!  
			

			
				“There is a cave not far from here. We should rest for the night,” Alena said as she looked back at him. “It would be wise to be well rested before we fight this new Fallen woman.” 
			

			
				Again, that was a sensible suggestion. The Alena that he knew was back. So, the question was, why the hell was she purposely behaving like a crazy bitch? To have sex with him? Because that was what they had done - have sex in the middle of the jungle. 
			

			
				Alena didn't need to behave like a crazy bitch if sex was all she wanted. 
			

			
				The elf knew she could have sex with him whenever she wanted. So long as she booked it in with the other girls. 
			

			
				There was a system in place. Matthew just wasn’t sure about the finer details. But he knew they worked it out between themselves when it came to whose turn it was to sleep with him. 
			

			
				The light began to thin and the shadows grew longer as dusk set in. Matthew’s legs were heavy with exhaustion when they reached the cave. Half concealed behind a curtain of vines and surrounded by moss-covered stones, he would never have found it on his own.  
			

			
				“Sit, rest. I’ll grab wood for a fire,” Alena said. 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t need much persuading. He was not used to this climate. Not really. Sure, the weather was nice if you wanted to sit on top of the hill and look out at the view. The humidity was horrible if you planned to walk for any period of time. 
			

			
				Without wasting a moment, Alena disappeared back into the jungle. The sounds of the forest closed around her—crickets humming, branches cracking underfoot, the occasional sharp whistle of some distant animal. By the time the sun had completely set, she was back at the cave, a bundle of wood under one arm and the body of a small rabbit-like animal under her other arm. 
			

			
				The fire she built crackled warmly, casting flickering light on the damp stone walls. She cleaned and skinned the animal quickly, cooking the meat over the fire while Matthew sat nearby, watching the flames. The smell was earthy and rich, and it filled the cave with a sense of comfort that he hadn’t felt all day. 
			

			
				“Eat,” Alena said softly, handing him a chunk of seared meat wrapped in a broad jungle leaf. 
			

			
				Matthew took the meat and bit into it. He knew it was his hunger that made it taste so good even though it was burnt on the outside. He had become accustomed to a good life here in this corner of the Land of Chaos. Good food, good women, no stress. 
			

			
				He supposed Alena acting like a crazy bitch wasn’t that big of a deal compared to what he had to manage over the past few weeks and months. 
			

			
				But it did annoy him that she was doing it on purpose. He asked her to dial it down, and she did. What the fuck! 
			

			
				“What?” Alena asked, noticing his stare. 
			

			
				“What the hell is wrong with you? You’re behaving like a crazy bitch and you know you are! Which is what makes it worse. You’re doing it intentionally!” 
			

			
				“I am not doing anything intentionally,” Alena muttered, frowning. “I-” she stopped and took a deep breath. “It’s…” she stopped again. 
			

			
				“Just spit it out for fucks sake,” Matthew grumbled as he bit into the meat. It tasted like rabbit. Which made him think, when had he eaten rabbit? In his previous life, before his memory was wiped clean, before he was thrown into this world? 
			

			
				“I need to have a baby!” Alena spat out. 
			

			
				Matthew stopped chewing. The meat still in his mouth, he swallowed it whole. It was uncomfortable. Clearing his throat, he stared at Alena. 
			

			
				“Sorry… what now?” he gulped. 
			

			
				“I need to have a baby…” Alena said. 
			

			
				Matthew had heard her the first time. Alena repeating herself without providing any additional information was not helpful. “So… you’re acting like a crazy bitch because you want a baby?”  
			

			
				“You need to stop calling me a crazy bitch,” Alena warned. 
			

			
				“Yup, sorry. It just seemed like the right thing to call you at some point, but I think I’m overusing it now,” Matthew nodded. “Although, you are behaving like a crazy bitch,” he said, before adding quickly, “Last time I call you that. Probably.” 
			

			
				Alena glared at him. 
			

			
				But to her credit, or perhaps not wanting to fit the description of a crazy bitch, Alena did not attempt to shoot him with an arrow. 
			

			
				“Elvish women… we have to have babies!” 
			

			
				“Okay…” Matthew said slowly, still unsure what he was supposed to be doing with this information. Having kids was not on his mind. Not at all. 
			

			
				“There is a very short period during which we are fertile. And if we don’t do it in that time, then we can never have babies, ever,” she explained. 
			

			
				“Sure,” Matthew nodded again. “Eggs drying up and all. I get it.” 
			

			
				“What?” Alena frowned. “You say some strange things Matthew.” 
			

			
				“Don’t we all?” he asked, before repeating, “Don’t we all.” 
			

			
				Alena’s frown turned into a glare. 
			

			
				“How long do you have before you can’t have any children?” Matthew asked, trying to move the conversation along, he took another bite of the meat she had cooked for him.  
			

			
				“Six months at best,” Alena said. 
			

			
				“What?” Matthew spat the meat out. “How old are you!?” 
			

			
				“I am not old!” Alena said angrily. “I am not like the humans of this world, who can have children for twenty years and as a result, overpopulate the planet, breeding like rabbits!” 
			

			
				“Ah, rabbits,” Matthew nodded, happy to know they existed in this Land of Chaos. 
			

			
				“That’s the bit that you’re focusing on? Rabbits?”
			

			
				“It was just nice to know rabbits existed in this world,” Matthew mumbled. 
			

			
				“You’ve had rabbit already. I have cooked it for you many times,” Alena said, staring at him like he was the crazy bitch now.
			

			
				“Really?” Matthew asked, frowning. He couldn’t remember eating rabbit, but he supposed once it was killed, skinned, gutted, cooked and served to him, he wouldn’t know what type of meat it was. Enough about rabbits, he scolded himself. “So… you were saying something about having a short period of time to have a baby?” 
			

			
				Alena explained how it worked for elves. The elven women reached a stage known as Saadi in their early twenties. Elven women could sense when the Saadi stage was approaching and had to ensure they found a soulmate in time to procreate. The Saadi period lasted for six months and that was how long Elven women had to become a mother. 
			

			
				“Bloody hell,” Matthew muttered. “You don’t get a Saadi time thing later in life? Like, it's either now or never?” 
			

			
				Alena nodded. 
			

			
				“I’m so sorry, Alena, but I’m not ready to be a father,” Matthew said. “I mean… I’m still looking for a way out of this world and…” 
			

			
				“It doesn’t matter,” Alena said sullenly. “You can’t have babies anyway.” 
			

			
				“What?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“The camp Sarah and Lucy ran in the middle of the jungle? Where they kept the men as sex slaves? You know they had sex a lot right?” 
			

			
				Matthew nodded slowly. 
			

			
				“Don’t you think that place should have been crawling with pregnant women and babies?” Alena asked. 
			

			
				“Shit,” Matthew muttered. 
			

			
				There wasn’t a single pregnant woman amongst the Fallen. There should have been many.  Alena was right. All the Fallen women did when they had the jungle camp was train for war and have sex. Lots of sex. 
			

			
				“Are all the men impotent or the women barren?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“Maybe both,” Alena said with a shrug of her shoulders. “We’ve been having sex like bunnies, yet I remain unpregnant.” 
			

			
				“You were trying to get pregnant?” Matthew asked, alarm in his voice. 
			

			
				“Why do you think we’ve been having sex almost every day?” 
			

			
				“Because I’m very good in bed?” Mathew asked, shrugging his shoulders. 
			

			
				“You’re fine,” Alena said, rolling her eyes. 
			

			
				“Well, that’s a lie,” Matthew said defensively. He was more than fine. The elf was just being bitter now. 
			

			
				“I wanted a child with you but if that’s not going to happen, there are other ways for me to have a child,” Alena said, ignoring his comment. “I need your permission, though, as you’re my soulmate.” 
			

			
				Matthew opened his mouth to talk, but Alena closed the distance between them at an impressive speed. She placed a hand on his mouth. A gentle hand, which was much nicer than being shot at, Matthew thought. 
			

			
				“Let me talk,” Alena said with a smile. 
			

			
				A sad smile, Matthew thought. 
			

			
				But he remained silent and listened to Alena. 
			

			
				She told him how she had fallen for him, head over heels. It was an elven thing, she explained, to fall so deeply in love with the person that they believed to be their soulmate. Her desire to have a child was equally as strong. And she wanted that child to be with him. 
			

			
				She had tried to conceive a child the natural way, by having continuous sex with him. It was possible for elves to birth children with humans and demi-gods. But after a month of trying, and with no luck, she had to believe her mother Alara and concede that Fallen men were infertile. 
			

			
				Alena had no desire to birth a child with another male, human or elf. 
			

			
				But she did want a child. 
			

			
				She had to have a child. 
			

			
				And there was a solution. 
			

			
				As the time limit for elven women to conceive was so short, elven women had developed a process of conceiving without the need of a man. 
			

			
				“There is a pool in a sacred and ancient elven mountain that I must enter. When I emerge from the pool, I will be pregnant,” Alena said. 
			

			
				“Like… a pool full of elven men’s sperm?” Matthew asked, an eyebrow raised. 
			

			
				Alena shook her head indignantly. “There is no eleven male sperm involved. Once we elves find our soulmates, we do not have sex with others, nor do we go anywhere near their sperm.” 
			

			
				“Okay, sure,” Matthew said quickly, not wanting to upset Alena further. “So, you want to go to this magical pool and… have a baby?” 
			

			
				Alena stared at him for a long time before she let out a deep sigh. “What I want is to have your baby,” she said, as she placed a hand on his lap, feeling his cock beneath his trousers. “But as that doesn’t seem to be in my fate, yes, I need to go to this sacred elven site.” 
			

			
				Matthew nodded in understanding. If this was Alena’s only chance to have a child, he completely got it. “Let’s free the Fallen women and head for this sacred elven site,” he said. 
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				The morning mist clung to the dense canopy as Matthew and Alena emerged from the cave, the scent of wet stone lingering on their clothes. The jungle beyond stretched endlessly, a labyrinth of tangled vines, towering ferns, and the constant drone of unseen life. Alena adjusted the strap on her quiver, her sharp eyes scanning the undergrowth while Matthew followed with sword in hand. The air was thick, alive with distant bird calls and guttural echoes too deep to belong to any known animal.
			

			
				As they moved deeper into the jungle, the foliage seemed to watch them, leaves twitching without wind and flowers blooming wide as they passed—as if hungry. A six-legged creature with translucent skin skittered across their path, clicking its mandibles in warning. They gave it space, only to stumble minutes later into a glade where something far worse awaited. A hulking beast, like a jaguar twisted through a nightmare, blocked the trail. Its eyes were pits of gold fire, and it's back bristled with jagged bone spines.
			

			
				As it roared at them, Matthew surged forward, his sword gleaming as he slashed upward, deflecting a claw swipe that could’ve torn him in half. The monster roared again, its breath stinking of blood and sap. Alena was already moving, agile and silent, loosing arrows from behind a moss-covered tree. One struck the beast in its flank, another just above the eye. Distracted and snarling, the creature lunged towards her. Matthew used the opening to drive his blade deep into its chest. It let out a terrible shriek before collapsing in a shuddering heap.
			

			
				They didn’t pause. A battle with such a creature, the sounds it had emitted and the blood that spilled out from it would attract others. 
			

			
				Matthew half expected Spud to suddenly pop out from behind a tree and dive into the beast, eating away. But the ant was nowhere to be seen. 
			

			
				Another hour passed before the treehouse came into view. It rose above the canopy in the distance, a jagged silhouette against the sun-streaked sky. As they approached the roped ladder that led up to it, Matthew and Alena slowed until they came to a complete stop beside a tree. 
			

			
				“Do you see anything?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				Alena shook her head. “It’s too quiet.” 
			

			
				Something was clearly wrong, which meant Spud’s intel was accurate and they hadn’t made this journey for nothing. 
			

			
				“I guess we climb up and have a look?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				Alena nodded and then stepped out from behind the tree trunk, her bow raised, an arrow nocked, she took a cautious step forward. 
			

			
				“Obviously I’m going first,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				He grabbed her by the blouse to pull her back. The blouse that had been partially torn when they had sex in the jungle. It came loose in his hands. Alena turned to look back at him, her breasts now exposed, a sparkle in her eyes. 
			

			
				“We’re not having sex right now!” Matthew warned. 
			

			
				“Fine,” Alena muttered. 
			

			
				Matthew stared at her breasts. “Maybe later though, if everything is fine here.” He wrapped his arm around her back, and pulling her in close, her breasts pressing against his chest, he lifted her up and turned. “Me first,” he said as he placed her beside the tree. “I’m being serious,” he warned. “This girl could be really dangerous.” 
			

			
				“Fine,” Alena said, rolling her eyes. 
			

			
				Matthew turned once more to face the treehouse. 
			

			
				It was then did it happen. 
			

			
				Matthew saw it coming. It seemed to happen in slow motion. But equally, so was his reaction. He wanted to move faster. But he couldn’t. The arrow flew towards him, the tip glistening, it struck him in the chest. 
			

			
				“Fuck,” Matthew grunted. 
			

			
				Alena let loose a volley of arrows towards the treehouse. They flew through a window and into one of the rooms, the very room from which the arrow now stuck in Mathew’s chest had come from. 
			

			
				“Stop firing. We could end up hurting one of our own girls,” he told her. 
			

			
				“You’ve just been shot in the chest!” 
			

			
				“I know,” Matthew nodded. “Trust me, I know,” he grimaced. “But until we know more, firing arrows back could hurt one of our own.”
			

			
				“You want me to do nothing?” Alena asked, eyes wide. 
			

			
				“Not nothing. Did you see where the arrow came from?” 
			

			
				Alena nodded. “It came from the window that I fired into.” 
			

			
				“Right. Did you see anything else?” 
			

			
				Alena shook her head. 
			

			
				Matthew was about to turn to look at the treehouse and the window from which the arrow had flown out from when it happened again. 
			

			
				“Fucking fuck,” Matthew groaned. 
			

			
				“There’s an arrow in your back,” Alena informed him. 
			

			
				“Yup,” Matthew muttered. “Very much aware of the arrow in my back and my chest.” 
			

			
				With a grunt, Matthew pulled the arrow out of his chest. He then reached behind and pulled the one out of his back. Turning quickly, he ran as fast as he could towards the treehouse. The arrows came flying at him. He weaved left and right, dodging the arrows for the most part. As he reached the roped ladder that led up the treehouse, Matthew was aware of the arrow that stuck out from his left bicep. 
			

			
				Only one arrow. 
			

			
				He had done well. 
			

			
				He climbed up the ladder and reached the treehouse, his sword in hand, he charged through the front door and into the living room of the house. 
			

			
				He spotted her instantly. 
			

			
				She had white hair, like Alena. 
			

			
				And she was gorgeous. 
			

			
				That wasn’t something Matthew noticed normally. There were loads of hot women in the hilltop village. 
			

			
				But this girl was different. 
			

			
				She was angelic looking. 
			

			
				Her skin was radiant. Her features were sharp, as if someone had turned up the definition on her and her alone a thousand times. 
			

			
				She had a tattoo. On her chest. Two wings. 
			

			
				She stood at the end of the room with a sword in her hand, a sword she held to the neck of a girl that Matthew recognised. Martha? Melissa? He couldn’t remember the girl’s name, but he had seen her walking around the hilltop village. 
			

			
				“Let her go,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				The woman with the white hair and golden eyes stared at him, studied him. 
			

			
				She had golden eyes… holy fuck, Matthew thought. Those eyes were fucking insane. Which was weird. Because he wasn’t really an eye’s guy. He was more of a legs, ass and tits guy. And personality. That was important too. 
			

			
				“We’re not here to harm you. Let her go and we can talk,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				“Drop your sword,” the woman said. “Or I remove her head.” 
			

			
				Remove her head? The woman did not look like someone who could hurt a fly, let alone decapitate someone. 
			

			
				“I will do it,” she threatened. 
			

			
				Matthew decided he couldn’t judge the girl by her appearance. She had already tried to kill him wit her volley of arrows. He dug his sword into the wooden flooring. “What now?”
			

			
				“I shot you with an arrow right in the chest. Why aren’t you dead?” the woman asked. 
			

			
				“I’m really hard to kill,” Matthew told her. “We’re not here to hurt you. In fact, we’re all just like you.” 
			

			
				“You’re nothing like me,” the woman said as she shoved the girl aside.
			

			
				Briana. 
			

			
				The girl that was being held hostage was named Briana. She tumbled to the floor with a gasp. 
			

			
				The white haired woman lunged. 
			

			
				Steel flashed through the moist air as she came, her speed inhuman. Matthew barely had time to dive, the blade slicing through the air where his chest had been a heartbeat before. His hand closed around the hilt of his own sword, half-buried in the wood, he pulled it free and rolled to his feet.
			

			
				The woman was on him again, slashing with a precision that forced him to backpedal toward the edge of the treehouse. Her strikes were relentless. Their blades clashed as wood splintered underfoot. Matthew blocked a blow aimed for his shoulder, the vibration jarring his entire arm. He pivoted, ducking low, he swung upward. But she twisted, agile like a jungle cat, she avoided the counter.
			

			
				But then, her foot caught on a protruding knot in the wood. It was only a second, but it was enough. Matthew surged forward, parrying a wild swing, he brought the flat of his blade down across her wrist. Her sword flew from her grasp and clattered onto the floorboard, skittering to a stop at Briana’s feet.
			

			
				Breathing heavily, Matthew levelled his blade at her throat. She met his gaze. Her golden eyes were unreadable.
			

			
				“I’m going to put the sword down,” Matthew said. “But, when I do that, I want you to promise you’re not going to try and attack me? Will you do that? Will you promise?” 
			

			
				“I promise,” the woman said instantly. 
			

			
				“You can’t trust her!” Briana shouted from her position on the floor, her back against the wooden wall. “You have no idea what she did to us!” 
			

			
				“What did she do?” Matthew asked as he kept his eyes on the woman with the white hair and golden eyes. 
			

			
				“She attacked us!” came the response from Briana. 
			

			
				“That’s it?” Matthew asked. He already knew she had attacked them.
			

			
				“We went to help her. She attacked us!” Briana protested. 
			

			
				Matthew had been in a similar position. He’d been thrown out of an airplane, naked, his memory wiped, his first encounter was with a talking ant. He almost killed Spud. 
			

			
				Matthew stared at the woman. Her white hair, golden eyes, radiant skin, there was a strange allure about her that made him want to trust her. 
			

			
				“How did she defeat you all?” he asked. 
			

			
				“...we trusted her…” Briana mumbled.
			

			
				Matthew nodded. It confirmed his suspicion. The radiant skin, the golden eyes, the white hair that was like Alena’s but wasn’t. It reminded him of something. A memory? 
			

			
				“You’re an angel…” Matthew whispered. “Aren’t you?”
			

			
				The woman’s eyes widened. “You know what I am? Are you one of them?” 
			

			
				“One of whom?” Matthew asked.
			

			
				She didn’t reply. 
			

			
				Instead, she turned and dashing out the front door of the treehouse, she jumped. 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t know why he thought she was an angel. Whether it was a feeling or a memory, it seemed like he was right? Before she jumped, the woman effectively confirmed she was an angel? As she jumped, he expected her wings to appear. Whether they burst out from her flesh, or were already there but hidden somehow, he wasn’t sure. But he did expect to see them. 
			

			
				Matthew rushed out the door and onto the porch to look out, expecting to see a magnificent site. Beautiful and enormous white wings that glowed magnificently as she soared into the sky. 
			

			
				Except there was no souring. 
			

			
				There were no wings. 
			

			
				The woman had crashed into the ground, where she lay with her legs and arms spread out, her body unmoving. 
			

			
				“Why did she do that?” Briana asked as she joined Matthew on the porch and stared down at the woman.     
			

			
				“Maybe she thought she could fly,” Mathew said. 
			

			
				“That would have been so cool,” Briana said. “Do you think she’s dead?” 
			

			
				The body wasn’t moving at all. If she were alive, she would be in pain, writhing and screaming? Shame really. He hadn’t known the girl for long, but she seemed interesting. 
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				Lucky for Matthew, it turned out the woman was still alive. As he reached the bottom of the treehouse, taking the traditional route of climbing down the rope ladder instead of jumping off the front porch, the woman began to stir. 
			

			
				He had his sword ready as she sat up and rubbed her head. There was minimal bruising on her body. The fall hadn’t hurt her as much as it would have done a normal human. She was clearly super powered. A demi-god or an angel, that still remained to be determined.  
			

			
				“What happened?” the woman asked as she continued to rub her head. 
			

			
				“You jumped, gravity kicked in, you hit the ground hard, knocked yourself unconscious,” Matthew said as he pointed up at the treehouse. 
			

			
				The woman looked up, squinting as she held a hand to shield her eyes. “Why did I do that?” 
			

			
				Matthew shrugged his shoulders. Probably because you thought you had wings and would be able to fly, he thought. He held his hand out to help the woman climb to her feet. “You got a name?” he asked. 
			

			
				She took his hand and he pulled her up.
			

			
				“Angelica,” she said. “What about you?” 
			

			
				Angelica, the woman who thought she was an angel. Aptly named, that was for sure. 
			

			
				“Matthew,” he said. “I’m Matthew.”   
			

			
				“Sorry about this Matthew,” Angelica said with a smile. 
			

			
				It was odd. 
			

			
				He knew instantly what was going to happen. 
			

			
				And then it happened. 
			

			
				She punched him in the face. 
			

			
				“That hurt,” Matthew said as he rubbed his jaw. 
			

			
				“It should have knocked your head off…” Angelica murmured. 
			

			
				“You were trying to kill me?” Matthew asked, strangely feeling more hurt by Angelica wanting to kill him than from her punch. 
			

			
				Angelica punched him again. This time it was much harder. Maybe she had been holding back the first time and didn’t want to kill him. The force of the punch caused him to stagger back. He tripped over a fallen branch and hit the ground with a thud. 
			

			
				Angelica was over him in an instant. One foot rested on his chest and the other foot on his sword arm. 
			

			
				“Let go of the sword,” Angelica warned. “You have no idea how powerful I am. However much they're paying you buddy, it’s not worth it.” 
			

			
				Matthew supposed the words coming out of Angelica’s mouth made sense to her. He remembered back to when he was thrown out of the plane over this patch of jungle. The heat and humidity made him think he was in India, or Indonesia. He didn’t know much about those two places, other than that they had hot and humid jungles. 
			

			
				He learnt soon after landing in this jungle that he wasn’t on his home planet, wherever that was. But Angelica didn’t know that. As far as she was concerned, some bad people had thrown her off a plane and now, Matthew and the girls were part of that crew, carrying about the next step of her abduction. 
			

			
				In her confused state, he supposed that made sense. 
			

			
				The question was, how did he make her see the truth? 
			

			
				“Step back or I will shoot your eye out,” Alena said. She stood a few feet away, bow raised, arrow pointed at Angelica.
			

			
				Angelica turned her glance towards Alena. “You have white hair.” 
			

			
				“Very perceptive of you,” Alena said. “Now, step back, or I let this arrow fly. It will strike you in the eye.”
			

			
				“You have pointy ears,” Angelica frowned. “Why do you have pointy ears?” 
			

			
				“She’s an elf,” Matthew chimed in from his position on the ground. 
			

			
				Angelica turned to look at him, eyes narrowed in confusion. “Elves aren’t real,” she scoffed. 
			

			
				Alena was trigger happy on a good day. But today wasn't a good day. From the little of their conversation, she was clearly very emotional. In addition to that, being told elves weren’t real probably didn’t help. 
			

			
				Alena let the arrow loose. Angelica, who was looking down at Matthew, spotted the sharp point flying towards her from the corner of her eye. But her reaction wasn’t quick enough. As Alena had promised, the arrow struck Angelica on the eye. 
			

			
				There was a bloodcurdling scream as Angelica staggered back, the arrow sticking out from her right eyeball. 
			

			
				Matthew shot to his feet, his own eyes wide in horror, he looked back at Alena. “What the fuck!?” 
			

			
				Alena, who had another arrow ready to fire, glanced at Matthew with a pout. “What? I did tell her I was going to shoot her in the eye.” 
			

			
				“Just because you tell someone you’re going to shoot them in the eye, doesn't mean it's okay to actually do it!” Matthew snapped. 
			

			
				“Whatever,” Alena sulked. “I saved your life. You’re welcome?” she added as she pointed another arrow at Angelica. 
			

			
				“Put the fucking arrows away,” Matthew growled. 
			

			
				Alena obeyed his command, though she didn’t look very happy about it. Matthew dashed over to Angelica, who having staggered back, tripped over a fallen branch and hit the ground with a thud. She remained on the ground, surrounded by fallen leaves and insects, an arrow sticking out from her eye. 
			

			
				Matthew dropped to his knees beside her. “Are you okay?” 
			

			
				It was a stupid question to ask. She had an arrow in her eye. Obviously she wasn’t okay. 
			

			
				Angelica didn’t respond. Her mouth open, she let out a roar as she grabbed the arrow and pulled it out of her eyeball.
			

			
				“Fucking hell,” Matthew muttered as drops of blood and fluid from her eyeball landed on his arm. 
			

			
				Angelica’s roar turned into a scream, before that suddenly stopped. Her eyes rolled back and closed before her body became still. 
			

			
				“Is she dead?” Alena asked. 
			

			
				Matthew shook his head. He could see Angelica’s chest rising and falling. She was still alive. But for how long? An arrow to the eye could result in death, if it penetrated deep enough. And knowing the speed of Alena’s arrows, combined with the sharpness of the point, it was a miracle the arrow hadn’t broken through Angelica’s skull and come out the other side. 
			

			
				“We need to get her back to the village. Perhaps your mother can help her,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 7
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Matthew's arms ached, the kind of deep, sinew-burning ache that settled in the bones and refused to fade. Angelica lay limp against his chest, her white hair was matted with specs of blood and sweat, her breathing shallow but steady. Her eyelids were closed, but her right eye had swollen and an angry purple bruise stretched across her temple. She had a fever pulsing off her skin like heat from a dying fire. 
			

			
				The jungle around them was thick, the air heavy with moisture and the constant drone of insects. Each step was a battle against sinking mud, tangled roots, and hanging vines that clawed at his clothes. The scent of damp earth and rotting vegetation clung to everything. Still, he pressed on, her weight somehow both a burden and a reminder of why he couldn’t stop.
			

			
				Matthew was still in shock that Alena had fired the arrow that struck Angelica in the eye. It had been a deliberately vicious attack. The elf had threatened to go for the eye and had done exactly that. Sure, Angelica was a bit confrontational. But who wouldn’t be if they’d just been thrown off a plane, naked and memoryless? 
			

			
				Alena moved ahead of him, barely making a sound as she slipped through the underbrush. Her ears twitched with every rustle as her eyes scanned the shadows. The elf seemed untouchable, her lithe body barely brushing the ground as she moved. Her bow remained slung over one shoulder, but her hand never strayed far from the quiver. 
			

			
				Matthew envied her grace. Every step he took felt like thunder by comparison, especially with Angelica in his arms. He could feel the sweat soaking his back, feel his muscles trembling, but he couldn’t put her down.
			

			
				She was his responsibility. Her injury was his responsibility. Everything on this side of the hilltop village was under his jurisdiction. He was supposed to ensure every Fallen was safely collected and brought to the village where they could rest and recuperate as they came to terms with their new reality. 
			

			
				“I can’t believe you fucking shot her in the eye,” Matthew grumbled, not for the first time. “What if she dies?” 
			

			
				“She won’t die,” Alena muttered without bothering to look back. 
			

			
				“How can you be so sure?” 
			

			
				“She fell out of the treehouse and suffered no wounds. Not cuts or even minor bruises. Angelica is a strong Fallen,” Alina said. 
			

			
				“That’s it?” Matthew asked incredulously. “You shot her in the eye based on the fact she fell out from the treehouse and didn’t die? There is something seriously fucking wrong with you.”
			

			
				This time, Alena did look back. “I told you what’s wrong with me,” she said pointedly. 
			

			
				“The baby thing? We’re going to-”
			

			
				Matthew didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence. 
			

			
				It came without much warning. A shriek tore through the canopy, high-pitched and metallic. Matthew turned his head to see the creature burst through the dense foliage. It was long-limbed with sickle-shaped arms and skin that shimmered like oil in the sun. 
			

			
				He had no time to gently lay Angelica on the ground. He quickly dropped her on the patch of mossy ground he happened to be standing over and pulled his sword free from its sheath. 
			

			
				He dived into battle, his blood pumping, his arms burning with fatigue, he ducked under a sweep of claws and drove the sword upward into the thing’s ribcage—or what he thought might be a ribcage—and twisted. Black ichor sprayed across his forearm, sticky and foul-smelling, but the creature didn’t fall. 
			

			
				Another shriek, another lunge. Matthew gritted his teeth and roared. Somewhere behind him, he heard Alina’s bowstring sing, and the monster jerked violently before collapsing into the undergrowth with a final hiss.
			

			
				Panting, Matthew wiped his blade on the creature’s hide and turned back. Angelica hadn’t moved. He rushed to her, checked her pulse—still there. He scooped her up again, trying to ignore the way his arms trembled now with exhaustion more than adrenaline. 
			

			
				“Let’s hurry the fuck out of this jungle,” he muttered. 
			

			
				They made it to the cave just as the sun was setting. It would be their resting place for the night. The jungle was bad enough to traverse during the day, but at night, that was when the bigger monsters came out to hunt and play. 
			

			
				Despite that, Alena disappeared wordlessly into the jungle to hunt while he laid Angelica down on a bed of ferns and soft leaves. The cave was dry, and the air inside was cool compared to the sweltering humidity outside.
			

			
				He sat down heavily beside Angelica with his back against the stone wall and his sword resting across his lap. His shirt was soaked through, clinging to his skin. He could feel every bruise and every scratch the day had given him, though the wounds had healed. 
			

			
				Matthew watched her face—pale now, her breathing was slower but less ragged. He brushed a lock of hair from her forehead, his fingers gentle. “You’re going to make it,” he said softly, though the only answer was the echo of dripping water deeper in the cave.
			

			
				When Alena returned, she brought with her two rabbits and an armful of dry wood. She said nothing, only nodded once before setting to work on the fire. The flames soon flickered against the cave walls, casting long shadows. Matthew sat still and silent. Alena passed him rabbit meat on a skewer. 
			

			
				He took it from her and chewed on the meat in continued silence. He hoped Angelica survived and without too much permanent damage. She would definitely lose sight in one eye. But he hoped the arrow hadn’t penetrated all the way to her brain. That could come with much sever lasting damage. 
			

			
				“I’m sorry…” Alena said, her tone low. “I didn’t think she would…” 
			

			
				Though she hadn’t finished her sentence, Matthew knew what she meant. But remorse counted for little. If Angelica did die, he would be responsible for her death, as the Baron of the land upon which she had died. 
			

			
				And Alena would be responsible as the elf that had fired the arrow directly into her eye. 
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				The kitchen was dimly lit by the flickering candles. Layla, with her olive skin glowing warmly, focused intently on the task at hand. The aroma of roasting meats and freshly baked bread filled the air, mingling with the earthy scent of the herbs she deftly chopped. Her heart fluttered with excitement as she worked. 
			

			
				Kate would be back soon from the fields. She had taken on a more supervisory role to repair the damage that had been done to the village during the brief battle between Matthew and the Fallen women from the jungle camp. That role had extended to something more permanent that suited Kate’s dominant personality. 
			

			
				That personality had affected Layla’s relationship with Matthew. At first, she had considered the blond haired blue eyed woman as a love rival. But slowly, over time, that rivalry faded, only to be replaced with something else. 
			

			
				Layla had an intense love for Matthew. She would do anything for him. Anything. But being the Baron, he was a busy man. In his absence, she had formed a relationship with Kate where she was the submissive, and Kate was her dominant mistress. She now found herself wanting to cook, to clean and to sexually please the girl. 
			

			
				It didn’t replace what she felt for Matthew, or how much she desired him. But she had to accept the reality. Matthew had many lovers. Oh so many… There were the two elves in the hilltop village, there were the women from Shenstone and Northstrot, there was the Ice Queen… 
			

			
				Layla did not like Maria the Ice Queen one bit. If Matthew wanted to sleep with Maria, that was his right as a man. But… she really hated the Ice Queen. Just the thought of that woman made her angry and she had to take a deep breath to calm herself. 
			

			
				She turned her thoughts to Matthew. He was out in the jungle, hunting with his elf partner, Alena. He had been gone for a few days now, but that wasn’t uncommon. Sometimes he visited the treehouse in the middle of the jungle and stayed the night or more. 
			

			
				Did he sleep with the women that kept watch over the skies? 
			

			
				Layla heard the kitchen door creak. 
			

			
				Before she could even turn, a hand grabbed her left ass cheek and squeezed it hard as another hand wrapped around her neck. 
			

			
				“You’re clothed,” Kate said, annoyance in her tone. “I thought we agreed you would be naked all the time in the house?” 
			

			
				“I-” Layla stopped, not knowing what to say. She had agreed to be naked at all times in the house earlier that day… 
			

			
				“You know what happens to disobedient sluts, don’t you?” Kate asked as her hand moved away from Layla’s neck and down her chest. She searched for a nipple and gave it a hard squeeze. 
			

			
				Layla bit back a cry. 
			

			
				Being called a slut hurt as much as the nipple being squeezed. But it was her fault. She had agreed to being naked. And here she was, cooking with her clothes on. 
			

			
				“I’m sorry…” she mumbled. 
			

			
				“Oh, you will be,” Kate said, a warning in her voice. “But first, I think you’re going to make me happy. I’ve had a rubbish day,” she grumbled. 
			

			
				Ah. That’s why Kate was in a bad mood. 
			

			
				“Strip and meet me in our room,” Kate said as she let go of Layla. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Layla had already offended her mistress by being clothed in the house. She needed to get in Kate’s good graces. So, after taking off her clothes, she dropped to her knees and crawled into the bedroom. 
			

			
				Kate was sitting on the bed expectantly and let out a chuckle. “Clever girl,” she said as she climbed to her feet and circled around Layla, taking in every inch of her body. “Put your head down on the floor, ass in the air, please those cheeks apart. Let me have a look at your holes.” 
			

			
				Layla did as she was told. She lowered her head onto the cold floor and arched her back, raising her ass in the air, she reached behind and pulled her cheeks aside. It didn’t matter how many times she had been in compromising positions around Kate, she felt shame every time. But equally, she felt excitement… 
			

			
				Kate dropped to her knees beside Layla and placed a hand on her pussy. “Your dripping, you little slut,” she laughed. “And to think, when we met, you were so uptight.” 
			

			
				Layla closed her eyes as Kate probed her pussy, sticking a finger in, then another. She knew what was going to follow and despite being prepared for it, her body still shuddered as Kate used her other hand to stick a finger in her ass. 
			

			
				“God, your so hot…” Kate murmured as she fingered Layla’s holes. “I want to do so many things to you… I want to whip you, to beat you into submission, I want to kiss you, I want to suck on your pussy, I want to sit on your face…” 
			

			
				Layla opened her eyes in alarm. Beat me into submission? I thought I had already submitted? 
			

			
				Kate removed her fingers from Layla’s holes and wiped the juices on Layla’s back. “Get on the bed and lie flat on your back,” she commanded as she climbed to her feet.  
			

			
				Layla could sense the mood Kate was in, and it was not one that would tolerate hesitation. She climbed onto the bed with haste and lay on her back flat. Sensing what was to come, she spread her arms and legs apart. 
			

			
				Kate reached into a nearby chest and pulled out four lengths of soft, yet unyielding rope. Layla's pulse quickened as Kate began to tie her wrists to the bedposts, one by one. The knots were tight but not painful.
			

			
				Once her arms were secured, Kate moved to her ankles, binding them as well, leaving her spread eagle before her. Layla felt a mix of vulnerability and arousal, her breathing shallow and quick as Kate stepped back to admire her handiwork. 
			

			
				Kate's eyes were full of lust as she began to strip. Layla watched eagerly as her mistress’s clothes fell to the floor. She had radiant skin, and her ample breasts had smaller pink nipples. She stood naked now, save for the damp thin panties. 
			

			
				With a predatory grace, Kate approached the bed again, tracing a finger along Layla's collarbone, down her chest, and across her stomach, leaving a trail of goosebumps in its wake. 
			

			
				"I love your body…" Kate murmured, her voice thick with want. Layla's eyes never left Kate's as she slipped her own panties off, revealing her pussy, already glistening with need. The sight of Kate's naked body was intoxicating, and Layla felt a surge of wetness between her legs, her body responding instinctively to her lover's dominance.
			

			
				Kate positioned herself over Layla's face, straddling her. She lowered herself down, her thighs pressing into Layla's cheeks. Layla could feel the heat coming from Kate’s pussy, she could smell the scent. Her mouth began to water in anticipation, in want, in desperation. 
			

			
				Not so long ago, the thought of sucking on another woman’s pussy, or even touching another woman would have caused her to shudder in disgust. Now, she couldn’t seem to get enough. She did miss Matthew’s cock. The way it felt in her pussy as his powerful body rested on top of her. But this was almost as good. 
			

			
				She stuck out her tongue and began to suck on Kate’s pussy, simultaneously taking a deep breath to absorb the scent. Kate began to rock her hips back and forth as Layla eagerly pushed her tongue deep inside. She felt her mistress grab her breasts and squeeze them hard, holing onto them as if they were handles on a motorbike. 
			

			
				Kate’s moans began to grow loud. She was close to coming. Layla continued with her tongue, working hard to push past the pussy lips, push inside, then out. And then it happened. Laya felt the hot rush of Kate's orgasm against her face, and she lapped it up hungrily, eager to clean her lover of every trace. Kate's pussy clenched around her tongue, and she knew she had done well.
			

			
				Kate dismounted from Layla’s face and lay beside her. “That was good…” she murmured lazily. 
			

			
				It was good. But Layla was incredibly turned on. “Can I have a turn, Kate?” she asked, her tone meek. 
			

			
				“Yeah… but not now… Let’s just lie here a moment. I like seeing you like this…” she said as she placed a hand on Layla’s pussy. “All spread out for me,” she smiled. 
			

			
				It was a nice position to be in. Naked and spread out for her mistress. She could have happily stayed there for an hour or more. 
			

			
				But Matthew appeared by the door. “What is going on here?” 
			

			
				Layla felt her cheeks burn. “Nothing,” she mumbled quickly. “I uhh…” she tried to close her legs, but they were bound to the posts. 
			

			
				“She was being my bitch,” Kate said triumphantly.
			

			
				Layla hated that word. Bitch. It was so disrespectful. But she didn’t want to argue with Kate. The girl took control of her body and mind and made her feel things. 
			

			
				“I’m really tired so… as hot as this looks, I’m going to take a nap,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				He walked into the room, his eyes barely open, he collapsed onto the bed on the other side of Layla. His eyes closed, his breathing was slow and uneven, the kind that came with bone-deep exhaustion. Each inhale sounded like a quiet struggle, drawn out and shaky, followed by a soft exhale that faded almost to nothing. 
			

			
				“What happened to him?” Kate asked. 
			

			
				Layla wanted to shrug her shoulders, but couldn’t in her compromised position. So she moved the muscles on her face, hoping it conveyed the same message. 
			

			
				“What’s wrong with your face?” Kate frowned.
			

			
				“Nothing,” Layla said. “Matthew, what happened?”  
			

			
				“Angel,” Matthew murmured. 
			

			
				“What did he say?” Kate asked, an eyebrow raised. 
			

			
				“I think he said angel…” Layla mumbled, her eyes widening. 
			

			
				Was there an angel here? And if the angels were here, did that mean God was coming too?   
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				Matthew woke slowly, the kind of slow where the world returned in pieces—the rustle of linen, the dry taste in his mouth, the gentle creak of wooden shutters swinging in a morning breeze. 
			

			
				Sunlight filtered through the small window, casting a pale gold across the stone wall. His body ached, not sharply, but in that deep, echoing way that spoke of long travel, of burden carried too far for too long. 
			

			
				He sat up, his breathing slow, he rubbed his face with one hand, the image of Angelica still vivid in his mind—her pale face, the bruising around her eye, the way she had breathed faintly against his chest as he carried her through the jungle.
			

			
				The village was quiet as he stepped out into the morning air, the sky painted with soft hues of dawn. The homes, small and sturdy, lined the narrow paths like weathered guardians of the hill. Each was built from smooth yellow rock, low and practical, with thatched roofs and small windows. The paths themselves were made of white stone—flat, sun-bleached, and warm underfoot—winding gently around garden plots and communal wells. He moved quickly, his steps guided by memory and purpose.
			

			
				After making it back to the village last night still in one piece, Matthew had passed Angelica over to the village folk to take away. Exhausted, he hadn’t actually watched where they had taken her as he quickly made his way back to his own house and his bed. 
			

			
				His bed where Layla and Kate were playing with each other. 
			

			
				Or, more accurately, Kate was playing with Layla’s body. Even in his exhausted state, he was a little turned on. He remembered walking towards them and the bed before he collapsed onto it. 
			

			
				Alara’s house came into view. It was subtly different—its stones were cleaner, more evenly cut, the roof thatched tighter, the small garden out front blooming with lavender and pale mountain lilies. It was wider too.
			

			
				Matthew walked in through the front door. As he stepped into the corridor, Alara appeared and walked right up to him, literally stopping an inch away, she stared up at him. 
			

			
				“Hey,” Matthew took a step back. 
			

			
				Alara took a step forward. “What happened with Alena?” 
			

			
				“What do you mean?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“What did you say or do to her? She was all in tears when she got back.” 
			

			
				“She was in tears?” Matthew began, his eyes widening, his mouth hung open briefly, so much in shock was he. “Your daughter is crazy. She shot me with an arrow, then shot Angelica in the eye and almost killed her!” He looked past Alara and down the corridor. There was no sign of the white haired woman who had recently fallen from the sky. “Is she dead?” 
			

			
				“Angelica?” Alara asked, an eyebrow raised. “She’s alive and recovering very well. You can see her in a moment, but we need to first talk about my daughter. There were certain responsibilities you took when you became her soulmate.” 
			

			
				“Is this about the baby thing?” Matthew asked as he let out a deep sigh. 
			

			
				Alara nodded. She told him about elves and the responsibilities that the male had when he took command of a female elf, when he took her body as his own, there were commitments from his side. 
			

			
				Alena hadn’t told him about any of this stuff when he agreed to be her soulmate. Probably because he would have strongly declined the offer of taking her body, no matter how hot and appealing a ritual it was. Having kids was absolutely not on his mind. 
			

			
				But it turned out he didn’t actually have to be the father. In fact, it might turn out he could never be a father. The Fallen seemed to be impotent. Another thing for him to think about. But it wasn’t high on his list of priorities. 
			

			
				He told Alara that he was happy for Alena to have a baby via the magical process of swimming in a pool that didn’t contain elf sperm, if that's what she really wanted. 
			

			
				“Thank you,” Alara said. She leaned in and kissed him on the lips passionately before resting her head against his chest, she whispered. “It has been a long time since you have laid beside me… my body aches for you.” 
			

			
				Matthew reached behind and placed his hands on Alara’s curvy bottom. “Tomorrow?” he asked. 
			

			
				“Promise?” Alara said as she looked up with hope in her yes. 
			

			
				Matthew squeezed her buttocks as he kissed her lips. “Promise,” he told her. “Now, where is Angelica?” 
			

			
				“She’s asleep,” Alara said as she pointed to the door at the end of the corridor. 
			

			
				Matthew’s hand rested on Alara’s bottom for a moment longer. He gave it a harder squeeze, causing the older elf to squeal. “Tomorrow night,” he told her as he walked past her. “Jesus,” he muttered as he entered the bedroom. He turned and stuck his head back out the corridor. “Alara. Can you please explain why Angelica is tied naked to the bed please?” 
			

			
				The elf, who had opened the front door and was making what could only be described as a hasty exit, stopped and looked back. She gave him a sheepish smile. “We decided it would be best to restrain her. Alena said she was a threat?” 
			

			
				I wonder why she’s a fucking threat, Matthew thought. He knew the answer. Probably because the women in this village, human and elf, were batshit crazy. He wanted to build a relationship of trust with Angelica. He could kiss that goodbye if she woke to find herself tied down, naked. 
			

			
				And why was she naked? What was the need to strip her off her clothes? 
			

			
				Matthew took a deep breath to calm down. He was doing that a lot, he realised. Taking deep breaths to calm down. If the various monsters, demons, werewolves and the like didn’t kill him, he was going to die from a brain aneurysm brought on by stress.
			

			
				“Can you please remove the restraints before she wakes up,” Matthew said, his voice calm, tranquil. 
			

			
				“Are you sure?” Alara asked as she remained by the door. 
			

			
				 “Yes, I’m sure,” Matthew said as he gave what he hoped was a patient smile. 
			

			
				 Alara closed the front door of her house and disappeared into the kitchen. She emerged a moment later with a knife in hand. “To cut the rope,” she said as she walked past him and into the bedroom. 
			

			
				The bedroom where Angelica lay completely naked and spread out in a star, her ankles and wrists fastened to the bedposts. 
			

			
				Matthew was glad to see that Angelica was alive and well. When he had dropped her off last night with the villagers, he wasn’t confident she would make it. But now, looking at her as she lay asleep, eyes closed, the bruising around her eye had completely gone. 
			

			
				“Wait,” Matthew said suddenly, just as Alara was about to cut the rope by Angelica’s left ankle. “You’re awake.” 
			

			
				Alara looked back at him, momentarily confused before it dawned on her. She hastily moved away from the naked woman lying on the bed. 
			

			
				Angelica opened her eyes and stared at Matthew. There was pure hatred in them. “I will escape. And I will kill you,” she told him. 
			

			
				Her words would have sent chills down the average person’s spine. Because they weren’t a threat. They were the promises of a woman who kept her word. 
			

			
				“Can I get a chair please,” Matthew said to Alara. “And a blanket to cover her up.”  
			

			
				When the elf returned with the chair and blanket, he sat down as she covered the naked body of the girl, leaving only her head exposed. Alara placed the knife on the floor beside the chair and left the room, closing the door behind her. 
			

			
				“Before you kill me, let’s talk,” he said. 
			

			
				Angelica did not reply. But she did stare at him with eyes that signalled intent. She was definitely still going to try and kill him. 
			

			
				Undeterred, Matthew began to talk. He told her about himself, how he had fallen from the sky naked and with his memory wiped, he wandered the forest alone at first, before he was captured by psychotic women who took him to their camp and tried to auction him off as a slave. After escaping, he came to this village, where to survive, he had to battle the Baron. 
			

			
				At that point, he paused briefly to see if Angelica had any questions for him, or anything to say at all. 
			

			
				But she did not. She remained silent. 
			

			
				So he continued. 
			

			
				He told her about the Ice Queen, about how he had to swear allegiance to her in order to save the village from the psychotic women that had tried to auction him off as a slave. He told her how he then had to battle stonemen and werewolves. He noted how Angelica’s eyes narrowed when he mentioned the demon he had encountered. 
			

			
				After bringing peace to the Ice Queen’s lands, one of the first things Matthew did was construct the treehouse roughly beneath the area where the portal opened and dropped men and women naked and memoryless so that they could be given the support they needed in what could be the first day of their new lives in a new and strange world. 
			

			
				“I don’t know what happened between you and the women that you attacked in the jungle. But I want to assure you that we mean you no harm and if you would prefer, I’d be happy to untie you and let you leave the village and go out into the Land of Chaos,” he said as he finished talking. 
			

			
				Matthew leaned back in his chair as he waited for Angelica to absorb everything he had just said. He recalled back to when he had first landed in the jungle. Coming across the talking ant Spud had been an eye opener and he supposed it had prepared him for the fact that he had just landed on a foreign planet. 
			

			
				Angelica finally spoke. “I don’t believe you.” 
			

			
				That was expected. Matthew crossed his arms across his chest. “Which bit?” 
			

			
				“Everything you’ve said is a lie. I know you’re a demon. I will free myself and then I will kill you.” 
			

			
				“Sure,” Matthew nodded. “But did you believe a single word that I just uttered?”
			

			
				“From the start to the beginning, you’ve lied to me. I might have been thrown out of a helicopter, but I have my memories. You want me to believe that we’re on another world and not earth?” she scoffed. “You talked about demons, and werewolves and stonemen-”
			

			
				“Wait,” Matthew cut her off. “You have your memories?” he asked and when she nodded indignantly, he continued. “Can you please tell me everything? Where are you from? Why are you here? Who threw you out of the helicopter? How do we get off this world?”
			

			
				Angelica didn’t reply. She stared at him, distrust in her golden eyes. Uncertainty too. And then, she rolled her eyes and stared up at the ceiling. 
			

			
				She thought he was being tricky. He needed to gain her trust somehow.  
			

			
				“How about I cut you loose, and when I do that, you don’t try to kill me,” Matthew said as he climbed to his feet, “and you go have a look for yourself and see if you really are from the planet that you think you’re from.” 
			

			
				Angelica’s eyes shifted to rest on him once more. “Okay.” 
			

			
				“Cool,” Matthew nodded. 
			

			
				He picked up the knife from the floor and cut Angelica free, first the ropes around her ankles and then the ones fastened around her wrists. 
			

			
				She did not hesitate for a second. 
			

			
				She leapt to her feet, sending the blanket flying, she charged at him and grabbing him by the throat, she pushed him back against the wall and snatched the knife from his hand. 
			

			
				“Do you see how easy it is for me to kill you?” she asked as she tightened her grip around his throat. 
			

			
				His throat was fire and pressure as Angelica’s fingers, unrelenting, dug into the sides of his neck like iron vices. Every breath he tried to take rasped shallow and sharp. His windpipe felt like it was collapsing, pulsing with a dull, aching throb.
			

			
				He tried to speak, but the words died as little more than broken wheezes. His mouth moved, lips shaping sounds he couldn’t make. The effort felt like pushing against a wall that wouldn't budge.
			

			
				His vision shimmered at the edges. Heat surged behind his eyes. The only sound he could really hear anymore was the pounding of his own blood and the faint, cracking strain of his vocal cords trying and failing to form something intelligible. Everything narrowed to her face and the growing blackness creeping in behind it.
			

			
				He was going to black out if she didn’t let go soon. He could kick and punch her to free himself. But Matthew decided against doing that. She did say she wasn’t going to try and kill him. Perhaps she would leave him unconscious before fleeing. 
			

			
				Angelica let go of his throat. 
			

			
				Matthew dropped to his knees in a coughing fit. 
			

			
				“That’s how easy it is for me to kill men like you,” Angelica said as she looked down at him in disdain. 
			

			
				Having managed to regain his composure, Matthew sat on his bottom and rested his back against the wall. He looked up at Angelica. “Do you want to put some clothes on?” 
			

			
				“What?” Angelica asked. Her cheeks suddenly turned red as she glanced down at her naked body. Her eyes scanned the room as she desperately looked for clothes. Seeing the blanket lying on the floor, she leaped towards it and picking it up, she held it against her chest, covering her breasts and her pussy. “I should kill you for that!” 
			

			
				“If I got a penny every time someone thought they should kill me…” he sighed. “Are you done?” he asked as he remained seated on the floor. 
			

			
				“What do you mean?” Angelica asked, eyes narrowed. 
			

			
				“Can I get up? Or do you still have some rage inside you that you feel must absolutely be taken out on me?” he asked as he rubbed his throat. It was still burning. 
			

			
				“You’re-” she paused and shook her head. “Strange. You’re strange,” she finished. 
			

			
				“I’m going to take that as a yes,” Matthew said as he climbed to his feet. “I’m going to get you some clothes and then, hopefully, you can fuck off and leave me alone,” he grumbled as he massaged his throat. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 10
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Angelica decided to take up Matthew on his offer and fuck off. He wasn’t sorry to see her leave. She’d shot at him with arrows, attempted to punch his head off and strangled him. After giving her some clothes, he showed her the path that led away from the hilltop village and towards the Land of Chaos. 
			

			
				He watched her walk along the path until she disappeared from sight. She didn’t need a horse, she had said. Because she was an angel. 
			

			
				As happy as he was to see her go, he did wish she had spent a short amount of time talking about her world, where she had come from, why she was here. The first Fallen to have memories. What did it mean? 
			

			
				Life continued in the village as normal. Matthew took is easy for the rest of the day and that night, he headed to Alara’s house. He had a promise to keep. 
			

			
				The older elf was clearly happy to see him and eager. She greeted him at the door completely naked. As she pulled him inside, she dropped to her knees and pulled his trousers down. 
			

			
				Though she was older than his other lovers, Alara was equally as hot. Her body was curvier than the rest, and she was a little shorter too. As she found his cock and sucked on it, Matthew admired her curves and her large breasts. 
			

			
				She took his cock deep inside her throat, deeper than any other girl could. And she held it down her throat for long periods. 
			

			
				Matthew picked her up in his arms and carried her to the bedroom. Placing her on the bed, he stripped completely naked and climbed on top of her. His cock pressed against her pussy as he locked lips with hers. 
			

			
				“I want it in the ass, Matthew,” Alara said. “I want you to fuck me hard and make me feel like a woman…” 
			

			
				Matthew was happy to comply. He moved her into the doggy position and after briefly admiring her ass, he mounted her from behind. Grabbing her by the hair, he fucked her hard and long. Finally, he came inside her, filling her up. And when he was done, he lay on the bed, exhausted, but satisfied. Alara sucked his cock clean and then lay beside him. 
			

			
				It was then did Angelica appear by the door to their bedroom looking worse for wear.
			

			
				“Oh fuck,” Matthew muttered. “What happened to you?”  
			

			
				Angelica stood by the door covered in dirt and leaves. She looked like she had just taken a dive into a swamp. 
			

			
				“I tried to fly. It didn’t really work out. I landed in a ditch,” she grumbled. 
			

			
				Alara, whose hand was resting on Matthew’s cock under the covers, glared at Angelica. “There are rules,” she said. “If you wish to stay with us, you will have to follow them.” 
			

			
				“I don’t want to stay with you,” Angelica said as she slumped into the chair in the bedroom. “I came back to talk to your king.” 
			

			
				Matthew raised his hand in the air and gave it a wave. “Absolutely not a king.” 
			

			
				“He is the Baron,” Alara said, “He owes his allegiance to the Ice Queen.” 
			

			
				“I don’t care,” Angelica said. “Do you want to talk to me or not?” 
			

			
				Matthew sat up in bed and leaned against the headboard. The blanket slipped down to his waist, revealing his toned body. He noted Angelica glancing at it before looking away quickly. 
			

			
				He did want to talk to her. Because she could remember her past. That was a first amongst the Fallen. 
			

			
				“Can you give us a moment,” Matthew said to Alara. 
			

			
				The elf, who still had her hand on his cock, which was now barely covered by the blanket that rested just above his waist, kissed him on the lips as her hand began to massage his cock. “I had fun,” she told him. “Please don’t keep me waiting so long next time.” 
			

			
				As she climbed out of bed, fully naked, her hand trailed off his cock, removing the blanket and exposing it to Angelica. Matthew casually covered it up again with the blanket. But not before Angelica got a look at it. He supposed it was only fair. He had seen her naked. 
			

			
				With Alara gone, Angelica began to talk. 
			

			
				After being freed from her bounds, Angelica wasted little time in leaving the village. Matthew had given her clothes to wear, a sword and a horse. Angelica had only taken the clothes. She did not need a sword because she was an angel. And she did not need a horse. Because she was an angel. 
			

			
				The jungle and the hilltop village had a tropical humid climate. It could have been somewhere in Asia or parts of the Americas. But as she left the village, she knew instantly that something was wrong. The weather dropped dramatically. It wasn't supposed to do that. Nowhere on her home world did the weather change like that.
			

			
				She did not want to believe him. But she could not avoid the evidence before her. Was it enough to confirm that everything Matthew said was the truth? That she really was on another planet? 
			

			
				No.  
			

			
				She needed more. 
			

			
				So she spread her wings and flew up into the air. 
			

			
				“Wings?” Matthew interrupted. “You have wings?” 
			

			
				“I had wings… they suddenly disappeared, which is when I fell into a ditch,” Angelica said, worry in her eyes. 
			

			
				She continued with her story. Having her wings to begin with, she flew into the sky and spotted the nearest town. She flew to it and was surprised by what she saw. There was no modern technology. No electricity. No cars. No kids with their heads buried in their phones. 
			

			
				She recalled Matthew mentioning the Stonemen. She hadn’t believed him. Why would she? Stonemen? They didn’t exist. But of course, she was beginning to doubt what she knew. So, with direction from the local townsfolk, who also confirmed the existence of the stonemen, she set off towards Shenstone. 
			

			
				And she found the stonemen. 
			

			
				“Imagine my surprise to see creatures made of stone that could walk and talk, though they don’t talk very much,” Angelica said, her voice soft. “So… I’m really on another planet?” 
			

			
				Matthew nodded. “It took me a while to come to terms with it. Another planet…” he chuckled. “I can’t remember anything about my past. None of us that fell from the sky can, except you,” he stopped as he met her golden eyes. “Can you tell me what you remember? How did you end up here?” 
			

			
				Angelica told him where she came from. The planet was called earth. It was a world populated by humans. There were billions of them and they lived in complete ignorance of the existence of angels and demons. 
			

			
				Angelica wasn’t an archangel. She had never met God, nor did she live in the silver city. No, her home was much more modest. A Georgian Townhouse in Mayfair, London. 
			

			
				“All of that sounds familiar,” Mathew said. “Like, I’m not surprised by anything you’ve said. The lack of technology, kids not staring at their phones. Well, not just kids, but basically everyone was glued to their phones, right?!” 
			

			
				“Yeah. Even us angels found them enjoyable,” Angelica said. 
			

			
				“So does that mean I’m from the same planet as you?” 
			

			
				Angelica shrugged her shoulders. “You’re not an angel, but…” she stopped as her brows furrowed. “You recovered remarkably quickly from the arrows I shot at you. What are you?” 
			

			
				It was Matthew’s turn to shrug. “I don’t really know on account of having no memory, but it’s been suggested I might be a demi-god of some sort?” 
			

			
				“Demi-god? Like Hercules?” Angelica asked. 
			

			
				“See,” Matthew pointed at her. “That right there. If we’re not from the same place, how would I know who Hercules was?” 
			

			
				“What he was is a myth. Demigods don’t exist on earth, Matthew. There are demons, angels, Jinns and humans,” Angelica said flatly. 
			

			
				“Are you absolutely certain?” Matthew asked. “Because the planet you described definitely sounds like the place I came from…” 
			

			
				“I can’t be absolutely certain… I didn’t know other planets existed or… elves, stonemen, werewolves… Everything I’ve known all my life seems to have been a lie,” Angelica mumbled as tears formed in her eyes. 
			

			
				It was another side to her that Matthew hadn’t seen. A vulnerable side. A dramatic change from the tough girl that was definitely going to hill him. 
			

			
				“I would get up and give you a hug but…” Matthew’s sentence trailed. 
			

			
				“But you’re naked,” Angelica said as she wiped the tears away from her eyes and gave a small smile. 
			

			
				She told him what else she knew. On earth, there was a constant battle between demons and angels. She was in one such battle when someone or something struck her from behind. It took a lot to knock out an angel, she told him. When she woke, she was naked and falling. As the jungle came up fast, she thought she spotted a helicopter. But then it vanished into thin air. 
			

			
				“We think it’s a portal,” Matthew told her. 
			

			
				“I suppose that makes sense,” Angelica mumbled before continuing, “I tried to spread my wings, but they just wouldn’t come out. I hit the ground with a thud. When I opened my eyes, I was surrounded by women with weapons. Naturally, I thought they were with the demons I had just fought so I attacked them,” she said sheepishly. 
			

			
				“I’m sure no one is holding a grudge,” Matthew said. He could relate to her experience and what she must have been feeling those first few minutes, hours and days in the Land of Chaos. All of the Fallen could. 
			

			
				“My angelic powers are fading… I managed to get my wings out today when I left the village but then… they just stopped working and retracted mid-flight. I don’t feel as strong as I normally am,” Angelica said, worry in her eyes. “What’s happening to me? Why am I here?” 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t know the answer to any of that. But again, he could relate. Similar thoughts had gone through his own mind when he landed. Why was he here? What was happening to his powers? They still hadn’t returned. Sure, he was strong and resistant to death even if someone stabbed him in the chest. But he had a feeling that was only an ounce of his former power. 
			

			
				Since landing in the Land of Chaos, Matthew had been all about finding a way to get off this planet and return home, whatever and wherever home was. But something had always gotten in the way. First, it was the crazy women led by Lucy who tried to turn him into some sort of sexual slave. Then it was the Baron. After that, the crazy women came again, led by Lucy. Then it was the Ice Queen and her demand that he protect her lands against the werewolves and stonemen. 
			

			
				Matthew had managed to fight everyone off and survive. But it had been an exhausting few months. The desire to return home was still strong, but his body had wanted to rest. And it had rested. 
			

			
				And now there was someone here that wanted to return as much as he did. And she had all of her memories. She could describe earth to those brainiacs that surely existed in the big cities. And despite Angelica’s insistence that demigods did not exist on earth, Matthew had a sinking feeling that was where he was from. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 11
			

			
				 
			

			
				The City of Angels. 
			

			
				That was where they were heading. 
			

			
				Matthew, Angelica and Alena. 
			

			
				The City of Angels was the capital of the Kingdom of Andel. It was the kingdom nearest to this corner of the world that was considered a proper kingdom. Not something small and minor like the Ice Queen’s. 
			

			
				Those were Alena’s words. 
			

			
				It was a proper city, according to Alara. It had huge libraries with thousands of books and scholars that studied the stars. It would be a good place to start their search on a way back to earth for Angelica and for him, if earth wasn’t his home, to understand more about the portals that opened in the sky and threw people out. 
			

			
				Why did it happen? Who was doing the throwing? 
			

			
				They packed enough supplies for a few days' journey and set off in the morning, all three riding horses. Angelica looked very uncomfortable. It was her first time ever on a horse and she kept shuffling her bum like she had a wedgie. 
			

			
				“The city of Angels?” she asked sceptically. “I don’t believe angels ever visited this… world.” 
			

			
				“They did visit this world. They beat back the demons,” Alena said curtly. 
			

			
				Alena was to be their guide to the City of Angels. As a native of the Land of Chaos, she knew her way around. And in addition to that, Matthew had promised to take her to the sacred elven site where she could bathe in a pool and emerge pregnant. 
			

			
				He wondered if he should give the whole Alena having a baby thing more thought. It was her body, her choice. But what did it mean for him? Was he expected to raise this child in a sort of father-figure type? Because Matthew was absolutely not ready for that. And he had made it clear to all involved that he planned to leave this planet and return home, wherever home was. 
			

			
				Except, it seemed the girls didn’t care how clear he made himself on the subject. And girls was the right term. Alena wasn’t the only one talking about babies. Layla brought up the subject of children just as he was leaving. 
			

			
				“A baby would be so fulfilling, wouldn’t it?” Layla had asked, her Bambi like eyes working overtime as she stared up at him. 
			

			
				“What’s on your mind, Matthew?” Angelica asked. 
			

			
				“Nothing,” he said quickly.  
			

			
				“He’s lying,” Alena said as quickly. “He’s thinking about my baby.” 
			

			
				“You have a baby?” Angelica asked, an eyebrow raised. “Where is it?” 
			

			
				“I don’t have a baby. But I will have one soon,” Alena said. She told Angelica how elves had a very short fertility period. If they could not conceive naturally, there was a pool of water she would walk into before emerging from it pregnant. There would be no men involved. The baby would be hers alone, a gift to elves from the goddess Ashundhara.
			

			
				Matthew referred to her as the goddess of fertility.  
			

			
				“Goddess of fertility?” Angelica asked sceptically as she glanced back at Matthew. 
			

			
				He shrugged his shoulders. It could happen, he supposed. The things he had seen in this world - werewolves, demons, talking creatures of stone, why couldn’t a fertility goddess exist? 
			

			
				Their horses moved steadily, winding through switchbacks that curled around the dry, crumbling shoulders of the land. The hills behind them softened into waves of earth, sun-pale and scrubby, covered mostly in thistle, dry grasses, and low juniper. Occasionally, a burst of green hinted at life returning—clusters of wild mustard, early fennel, and the brave shoots of lilies uncoiling from between rocks. The scent was a mixture of thawing soil and old dust.
			

			
				Each day, the land grew slightly softer, more yielding. Though still barren in parts, the valleys began to cradle fledgling signs of spring. Almond trees stood crooked along the road, their blossoms fragile as breath. Patches of white and pink, almost ghostlike, flitted by as the trio rode. They passed low walls of crumbling stone, broken carts half-buried in dry earth, and long-abandoned outposts where birds now nested under collapsed beams.
			

			
				They spent the first night in a tavern tucked into a hollow at the base of a rocky ridge. Smoke curled from its chimney, and the air inside smelled of warm bread and pinewood. The innkeeper, a grey-bearded man with one lazy eye, poured them dark ale and stew full of lentils and root vegetables. Matthew caught Angelica humming softly as she brushed her horse's mane under the stable’s lantern glow. It was nice to see her growing to like the creature.
			

			
				On the second day, they crossed a dry riverbed, its stones smooth and warm beneath the horses’ hooves. That night, they camped in a rougher inn by a windswept plain, but laughter and music poured from the main hall where travellers shared tales. Matthew sat with his boots off, his feet aching, but a kind of contentment stirred in him—he was finally going to get some answers about where he had come from. At least, he hoped he would. 
			

			
				By the third day, the land began to dip and swell like great ocean waves frozen in earth. Olive groves dotted the horizon, sparse and skeletal, but bearing the smallest hints of green. The road grew wider, better maintained. Signs of civilization emerged—milestones with worn glyphs, waystations tended by apprentices, the occasional merchant cart creaking past them with donkeys in tow.
			

			
				It was early evening on the fourth day when the City of Angels came into view. Matthew was impressed by the towering stone walls bathed in the golden light of the evening. Rising high on a hill at the heart of the city was a massive statue of an angel, its wings spread wide as if in eternal flight. 
			

			
				As they drew closer, the massive gates of the city came into view. The gates, made of dark iron and intricately wrought with symbols of wings and stars were open, but a queue had formed as the guards questioned all those entering. 
			

			
				“That is odd,” Alena said. “They usually let everyone pass.”
			

			
				As their horses reached the front of the queue, two guards stopped them, spears in hand. “State your business and purpose,” one said gruffly.
			

			
				Alena, who was at the front, looked back at Angelica and Matthew, her elven eyes wide. Matthew could read her thoughts. If she told the truth, that they had come to the City of Angels to visit the great libraries it held and to speak to the great scholars within the city to find out more about the portals that opened up in the corners of the world and threw out naked memoryless people, the guards would lock them up for being crazy. 
			

			
				Angelica clearly didn’t notice Alena’s worry, or if she did, didn’t care. “I want to visit the libraries. Your books may hold clues about the portal that I was thrown from.”
			

			
				The guards stared at her and after a moment's pause, they were allowed to pass. Riding through the gates, they entered the heart of the City of Angels. The streets were bustling with activity, merchants calling out their wares, street performers entertaining crowds, and children running through the alleys, their laughter echoing in the cool evening air. 
			

			
				“Do you always say what you’re thinking then?” Matthew asked Angelica. 
			

			
				“I’m not an idiot,” she replied. “I wasn’t born in a barn. This city is like a small town compared to London.” 
			

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

			
				“It means she knew whatever she said wouldn’t get us in trouble,” Matthew said.
			

			
				“It’s about how you carry yourself. If you’re confident, they’ll accept pretty much whatever you say,” Angelica said. 
			

			
				There might have been some truth to it, but Matthew was sure there were limits to how much pure confidence would let you get away with. It probably helped that Angelica looked like an angel. Men were probably tripping over themselves to believe whatever nonsense came out of her mouth. 
			

			
				As they rode deeper into the city, Alena stopped to ask for directions to the largest libraries in the city from a passing child before they continued on. The road wound through the city, leading past the towering statue of the angel. 
			

			
				Angelica paused to look up at it. Her eyes focused on the enormous wings. 
			

			
				“Is it accurate? Is that what angels look like?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“We’re not that big, but other than that, it’s pretty accurate,” she replied. 
			

			
				They moved on, past the royal palace with its high walls and banners and flags fluttering. Flags that were at half-mast. 
			

			
				“What do you think happened?” Matthew asked as he pointed at the flags. 
			

			
				Alena dropped down from her horse and spoke to a passing child once more. After a longer conversation, she mounted her horse once more. 
			

			
				“Apparently a demon battled a god and then kidnapped the princess,” Alina said.
			

			
				“Your conversation with the child seemed a lot longer,” Matthew noted. 
			

			
				“It was,” Alena nodded. 
			

			
				She provided more details. Apparently there was a demon in the city. It was a terrifying sight to see. A hundred feet tall, it ate babies for breakfast, the child had said. Matthew supposed that might have only been a slight exaggeration. He had met a demon before that was large enough to eat humans whole and did exactly that. 
			

			
				There was also a god, the child had said. The demon and the god battled in the city arena, destroying large chunks of it as they threw each other around. And then, another god appeared and the demon fled. The first god then kidnapped the princess and left the city. 
			

			
				“This is a strange world,” Angelica muttered. 
			

			
				Matthew was inclined to agree with her. Gods and demons battling each other, the gods winning and then one of them kidnapping the princess, wasn’t that what happened in the stories? It sounded like a tale very much from a Greek myth. 
			

			
				They set off again towards the library, Alena leading the way. They passed the arena where the demon and the gods had battled. There was definitely some noticeable damage to the outer walls and debris along the road that circled it. Perhaps most of the damage was on the inside, Matthew thought. 
			

			
				At the end of a sloped street lined with old sycamores, the great library emerged—not immense, but stately. It stood three stories high, built of sun-worn sandstone, its colour somewhere between ivory and old honey. Ivy crawled up the sides in long, lazy curls, creeping around window arches and fading carvings. 
			

			
				The building’s shape was nearly circular from the outside, with small balconies marking the upper floors and narrow, tall windows with deep insets, letting in only softened light. The main entrance was framed by two modest pillars, each carved with symbols in a language none of them recognized—curving, leaflike script, worn smooth by centuries of touch.
			

			
				There was no guard at the door, only a brass handle shaped like an open hand, and an inscription beneath it: All minds are welcome here.
			

			
				Inside, the air was dry and cool, filled with the smell of old paper, dust, and candle wax. The space opened immediately into a vast rotunda. The library was indeed circular, rising in three perfect tiers of shelves and balconies that followed the curve of the outer walls. Each level had its own narrow walkway lined with wrought iron railing, and delicate spiral staircases threaded upward like vines. The centre of the floor held long reading tables of polished dark wood, and a cluster of deep leather chairs set around a circular mosaic of tiles.
			

			
				Books lined every wall from floor to ceiling—thousands of them, bound in all colours, most of them aged and softened at the spine. Some had little coloured ribbons fluttering from their pages; others had strange symbols on their bindings or metal clasps across the covers.
			

			
				“This is incredible,” Alena gushed. “I have never seen so many books before.” 
			

			
				“It’s not bad,” Matthew agreed. 
			

			
				“Yeah… it’s not terrible,” Angelica nodded. 
			

			
				He wondered how they would go about finding something useful. There were thousands of books in this library. And in a world colloquially known as the Land of Chaos, there were probably many strange things happening all over the place. It would not be easy to find books on portals opening up in the sky and dropping people naked and memoryless from other planets. 
			

			
				After briefly examining the shelves closest to him, Matthew realised the books didn’t seem to have much order. Again, being in the Land of Chaos where demons, angels and everything in between seemed to exist, a world that seemed to have thousands of years of history, it was a challenge trying to determine what was fiction, what was fact, what was history and such. 
			

			
				In the absence of a better idea, they decided to take a floor each and start from one corner and work their way through the books. Some had the title written on the outer spine, some did not. Matthew started by pulling a book out, reading the first page or two and then deciding if it was worth reading the whole thing or if he should put it back immediately. After gathering a pile of books that he thought were worth reading, he headed to the reading table. 
			

			
				He lost track of time as he delved into them. They were fascinating. Some were books of science, or magic, he couldn’t tell. Some spoke of fantastical creatures that appeared in the Land of Chaos. Other books were on demi-gods and their origins. All fascinating, but there was nothing about portals opening up in the corners of the world and dropping humans. 
			

			
				Eventually, exhaustion overtook him. He pushed the stack of books away from him and leaned back in his chair. 
			

			
				Food. He could do with some food. 
			

			
				He climbed up from his chair and after stretching, walked towards the steps leading up to the first floor where Alena sat with a pile of books. As he reached the steps, he became aware of the desk beside the entrance. He had spotted it when he’d walked in. 
			

			
				There had been no one behind the desk then. 
			

			
				There was now.   
			

			
				A woman in her late thirties sat on a stool behind the desk with her elbows resting on it, she stared down at a book. 
			

			
				A librarian. 
			

			
				There was a librarian sitting there the whole time. 
			

			
				Annoyed at himself, Matthew marched over to her. “Hey,” he gave her a wave. 
			

			
				She looked up from her book and smiled. “Hello…” 
			

			
				“Are there any books here on people that fall from the sky?” 
			

			
				She stared at him, the confusion clear. 
			

			
				“Where do you keep the science books?” 
			

			
				Again, she stared at him in confusion. 
			

			
				“Do you work here?” Matthew asked, exasperated. 
			

			
				She nodded. “I’m new… I don’t know much yet but… I know where the previous Holder of Knowledge is?”
			

			
				Holder of Knowledge. A really fancy title for a librarian. “Can I talk to him?” 
			

			
				She nodded. “Yup, I can take you to him. Do your friends want to come?” 
			

			
				Matthew looked up at the first and second floors where the girls sat. Alena’s head was buried in a book, her eyes wide, her mouth open. What could be so enthralling, he wondered. 
			

			
				Angelica looked very bored. She rested her cheek in her palm, elbow on the table, she flicked a page every few seconds, scrolling rather than reading. She turned to look at him right then, and a second later, she had joined him on the ground floor. 
			

			
				“You’re a demi-god?” the woman from behind the counter asked, suddenly unsure of herself. 
			

			
				“I’m no demi-god,” Angelica snapped. “I am an angel,” she added, her nostrils flaring. 
			

			
				“One without any powers,” Matthew muttered under his breath. 
			

			
				They left the library, following after the woman who was named Rose, to go and meet the Holder of Knowledge. 
			

			
				It was late at night now and the streets were quiet, the hustle and bustle of earlier no more. The stone paths glimmered in patches under hanging lanterns, the light too faint to chase away the deepening shadows between buildings. Occasionally, a stray cat watched them from a windowsill. Once, they passed a pair of cloaked figures whispering by a well, who turned away as they approached.
			

			
				As they moved beyond the older part of the city, the buildings thinned and the air felt colder. The stone gave way to packed earth. Old wooden structures loomed ahead, large and windowless—storehouses or something like them, abandoned or repurposed for who knew what. Lanterns were fewer here. 
			

			
				Matthew had a bad feeling about this place.
			

			
				He wasn’t alone. 
			

			
				Angelica grabbed his hand and tugged it. “Where is she taking us?” she whispered. 
			

			
				“To see the Holder of Knowledge,” Matthew replied. 
			

			
				As soon as the words came out, he knew something was wrong. This did not look like the place men of knowledge resided in. 
			

			
				“Where exactly are we going?” he called out to Rose, who walked a few feet ahead of them. 
			

			
				Rose didn’t stop walking or turn to look back. “He works alone now. Doesn’t like visitors during the day.”
			

			
				Matthew’s steps slowed. This whole thing screamed trap to him. He meets a girl sitting in a library who appears to be a librarian but doesn’t seem to know anything about books held in her library. Yet, she knows of someone who will have the answers he so seeks. And that person just happens to live in one of the shadiest looking places ever. 
			

			
				 Angelica flexed her shoulders, then looked back in confusion. She was trying to spread her wings, Matthew realised. 
			

			
				A sudden sharp pain struck the side of his neck.
			

			
				Matthew stumbled back, hand flying up to the spot. 
			

			
				It was a dart. 
			

			
				Another dart hit his shoulder, then one in his side. He turned to shout—but Angelica had already been struck, clutching her arm, eyes wide with fury and confusion. Another dart struck Matthew on his thigh. His vision blurred.
			

			
				“What in the—” Angelica’s voice was slurred. She barely managed to stay upright.
			

			
				More darts. Six? Seven? Matthew wasn’t sure anymore. His knees buckled, and he fell to one hand, panting hard. The ground tilted under him.
			

			
				Rose finally turned.
			

			
				She was smiling.
			

			
				“My, my,” she said, stepping toward them as the shadows gathered behind her. “You took more than most. That’s impressive.”
			

			
				Matthew tried to speak, but his tongue felt wrong in his mouth. His arms wouldn’t obey. His legs were gone.
			

			
				“Strong bodies,” she murmured. “You’ll be useful.”
			

			
				The world tilted fully, the cold stones rose to meet Matthew as the darkness folded him into silence.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 12
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Consciousness returned to Matthew like a tide reluctantly rising—slow, unsteady, and unwelcome. At first, he was aware only of the weight in his limbs, the dull ache behind his eyes, and the cold. The stone beneath him was damp and rough against his skin, and the air reeked of mildew and rusted metal. His head throbbed as though something inside it had tried to claw its way out.
			

			
				He blinked hard.
			

			
				Darkness pressed in from every side, but a faint blue glow—lantern light, perhaps—filtered through the door made of thick iron bars, casting pale shadows on the rough stone walls. He shifted, instinctively trying to sit up, and the clatter of chains snapped through the silence. Iron cuffs bound his wrists, fastened to the wall with thick links. They’d left just enough slack to let him slump, but not enough to stand.
			

			
				He twisted, looking to his side.
			

			
				Angelica was there, sitting against the wall barely two paces from him, her head tilted down, hair spilling over her face like a dark curtain. She didn’t stir.
			

			
				“Angelica,” he croaked. His voice scraped like gravel.
			

			
				No answer.
			

			
				His eyes adjusted more. That’s when he noticed her clothes—her once-elegant dress and blouse had been torn, shredded across the bodice and sleeves. Her arms bore scratches; her shoulder was bruised. Rage flared in his chest so suddenly he thought it might burn a hole through his ribs. What had they done to her?  
			

			
				Matthew pulled at the chains, but they barely rattled. The iron was old but solid. His mouth was dry and his mind fogged. He leaned his head back against the wall, breathing through clenched teeth. When he got out, and he would get out, he was going to kill Rose.
			

			
				As he glanced at Angelica once more, images of the things they might have done to her popped into his head. He tried to push them out and instead focus on how he was going to hurt the fuckers. He was going to find every single person that had participated in this and he was going to punish them.  
			

			
				All of them. 
			

			
				And Matthew knew there were a lot of them. It had been a well organised ambush. He had been struck by darts from multiple angles. 
			

			
				“Aww, you look so cute when you’re mad,” a voice said. 
			

			
				Rose. 
			

			
				He doubted he would ever forget the sound of her voice. 
			

			
				But where was she? 
			

			
				And then she appeared by the door. 
			

			
				Matthew blinked. He should have been used to seeing magic and the like. And he was, to some extent. But Rose had literally stepped out from nothing. She held onto the bars of the door and pressed her nose through the gap, smiling. 
			

			
				“Some of the men I capture want to escape, but a lot of them end up falling in love with me,” Rose said, before she added, laughing, “Not straight away, but after a week or two,” she winked. “But you look like you want to kill me.” 
			

			
				“I will kill you,” Matthew told her.  
			

			
				“I like the way you did that,” Rose chuckled. “So calm, like you’re stating a fact.” 
			

			
				Matthew was stating a fact. He was going to break free and then kill her. She had no idea who she’d just imprisoned. “What do you want?” 
			

			
				“What everyone wants. Money. Power. Attractive men and women at my beck and call.” 
			

			
				“I don’t have any money. I can’t give you power and you’re not my type,” Matthew said. “You should free me.” 
			

			
				“But then you’ll kill me,” Rose said as she made a sad face. “Now, let’s talk seriously. You’re going to earn me money on a regular basis. If you’re rich, great. It should be easy. If you’re not rich, there are ways for a big strong man like you to earn well relatively easily.”   
			

			
				“By stealing and robbing?” 
			

			
				Rose nodded. 
			

			
				Matthew turned to look at Angelica again. He estimated they had been shot roughly the same number of times. She was a strong individual. It was too early to tell how strong she was. But if angels were the natural enemies of demons and equalled them in strength, then she was going to be insanely strong. She probably already was, deep down inside. 
			

			
				Which begged the question, why wasn’t she awake already? 
			

			
				And then it dawned on Matthew. How they were going to force him to steal and rob for them. They were going to use Angelica as a hostage of some sort. 
			

			
				“You’re smart, aren’t you?” Rose asked. “I like a smart man. So tell me, are you rich?” 
			

			
				Matthew shook his head. “I don’t have any gold or whatever the fuck is used in this fuckwit world,” he grumbled. 
			

			
				“Oi. No swearing,” Rose said as she waved her finger. 
			

			
				“You’re fucking kidding!” Matthew snarled as he pulled on the chains. They remained firm. 
			

			
				“I am not kidding. I don’t like my men to swear.” 
			

			
				“I’m not your man!” Matthew snapped, again, pulling at his chains. 
			

			
				“I’m going to lay it out for you so you clearly understand the position you’re in,” Rose said. 
			

			
				And then she did. 
			

			
				She told him exactly how she planned to use him. She could tell he had some affection for Angelica. She had noticed the rage in his eyes when he spotted her clothes torn. Angelica hadn’t been raped yet, Rose said. But if he did not comply, she would be raped. And worse. He would be drugged again. Once unconscious, he would be removed from this location, as would Angelica. She would be taken to a remote location.  
			

			
				“You will never see her again. But you will know she is alive and her wellbeing will depend entirely on how hard you work to satisfy me. If I get the slightest feeling that you’re trying something, I will hurt her in ways you cannot imagine,” Rose said. And then, she smiled widely. “Do you understand?” 
			

			
				Matthew stared at that face. 
			

			
				He understood. 
			

			
				She was evil.   
			

			
				Which was good. 
			

			
				Because he was going to find a way to escape and rescue Angelica. And after he did that, he was going to kill Rose. And he would feel no guilt about it. 
			

			
				Because she really was an evil bitch.    
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 13
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				As the first few tranquilizer darts struck him, Matthew tilted his head to a side as his body slumped. He was awake, if a little drowsy. His eyelids closed as he relied on his hearing, hoping Rose would take the bait and assume he was completely knocked out. They had definitely fired enough darts at him. 
			

			
				But it turned out Rose was not to be fooled so easily. 
			

			
				His eyes closed, he heard the swoosh sounds as more darts struck his body. Matthew wanted to look Rose in the eyes with defiance, but to do so would confirm her suspicions that he really was faking it. 
			

			
				So he kept his eyes closed and his body still. 
			

			
				He felt himself slipping away.  
			

			
				And then, with a jolt, he shot to his feet as his eyes flung open. 
			

			
				He was no longer in the dungeon. Nor was he in chains. His body was a bit lethargic, but other than that, he was in pretty good shape. 
			

			
				Rose stood in front of him, sword in hand, she rested against the wall, watching him with wary eyes. 
			

			
				“I thought you’d never wake up,” she muttered. 
			

			
				“I’m going to kill you,” Matthew growled. 
			

			
				He lunged at her, deciding not to waste any time. The gap between them vanished in a second. Rose tried to cut him with her sword. Caught by surprise by his speed, she swung wildly with her sword. 
			

			
				Matthew slapped it aside, knocking it from her hand, he slammed her body up against the wall and grabbing her by the throat, he pushed her head against the wall somewhat brutally. 
			

			
				“Any last words?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				Rose did try to talk. 
			

			
				But with his hand pressed against her throat, it was difficult. She tried to free herself, but Matthew had her body squashed between his much larger frame and the wall. Her movement was limited. Her kicks and punches had no power. 
			

			
				As the life drained from her body, she managed to gurgle a word out. 
			

			
				“What?” Matthew asked, bringing his face closer to hers. 
			

			
				“An-ange-” Rose gurgled. 
			

			
				Fuck. 
			

			
				Angelica. That’s what she was trying to say. He let go of her neck and stepped back. Rose dropped to the ground, gasping for breath. 
			

			
				He wanted to kill her so badly. He didn’t know why he felt so much hate towards Rose. Sure, she was an evil bitch, but he’d met so many in his short time in the Land of Chaos. What about her made him hate her so much? 
			

			
				Fuck, he was suffering from trauma. 
			

			
				Everything that he had been through since he’d landed in this world, he had no chance to process. Until very recently. The last few weeks were great. There had been no issues. He had begun to relax and enjoy life. 
			

			
				He had been excited about venturing out into the Land of Chaos. An opportunity to see what this world really held and an opportunity to learn more about his past. And then Rose appeared. She kidnapped him and Angelica. She brought it all back. All the horrible stuff. 
			

			
				Rose climbed to her feet now, her hands wrapped around her neck. “Angelica will pay for that,” she coughed. 
			

			
				Matthew growled as he stepped towards her. 
			

			
				Rose stumbled back in a panic. “I won’t hurt her for this,” she said quickly as she raised her hands defensively. “But for future offences, you need to know that if I don’t return, they will first rape Angelica before they eventually kill her.” 
			

			
				Matthew took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. Time passed. A lot of time. Rose had recovered mostly from almost being strangled to death. She glanced at her sword that lay on the ground. He could tell she was going to make a dash for it. 
			

			
				And then she did. 
			

			
				He let her pick it up. 
			

			
				She held it pointed at him. 
			

			
				Matthew looked around his surroundings. He was standing in a crooked alleyway; the worn cobblestones cool beneath his boots. Above him, lanterns hung from wrought iron brackets, their golden glow casting flickering halos onto the stone walls. In the near distance, the palace loomed—its high towers rising like spears into the dark sky, lit faintly by torchlight along its ramparts.
			

			
				“What am I doing here?” Matthew growled. 
			

			
				“You’re going to rob the palace,” Rose said. 
			

			
				“That’s stupid.” 
			

			
				“How?”
			

			
				“I don’t know the way in. I don’t know where anything valuable is kept. If I go in there, I’ll get caught and you will get nothing,” Matthew said flatly. “It’s stupid.” 
			

			
				“I know the layout of the palace. I know where the valuables are kept and you’re strong. Really strong. The number of darts I shot you with, you should have died a few times. If you get caught, you’re more than capable of making a dash for the walls,” Rose countered. 
			

			
				Matthew looked in the direction of the palace. “How many times do you expect me to do things like this?” 
			

			
				“As many times as I want,” Rose said. 
			

			
				He turned to look at her again. She was a petite woman, brown hair in a bob cut, a roundish face, she looked harmless. Maybe that’s why she was chosen to play the part of a librarian. 
			

			
				Where was Alena?
			

			
				Matthew cursed himself for only remembering about the elf now.    
			

			
				She had been at the library with them. She had stayed back to continue reading. Had they caught her as well? Was she hurt? Or had she managed to escape? 
			

			
				He wasn’t going to rob places for the rest of his life for Rose. But before he could do anything, he needed to find out where Angelica was and hope they didn’t have Alena too.  
			

			
				“What am I robbing from the palace?” Matthew asked, sighing. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Matthew crouched in the deep shadow of the outer wall, eyeing the towering stone face before him. Even in the gloom of night, the palace walls were imposing, sheer and daunting to any normal intruder. 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t feel any fear. He’d faced formidable opponents before and lived to tell the tale. A demon, werewolves, stonemen, demi-gods. He doubted a bunch of palace guards could cause him serious harm. 
			

			
				He flexed his fingers once, then leapt, his superhuman strength propelling him upward in a single fluid motion. His fingers dug into the ancient mortar, and he climbed swiftly, silently, the rough stone scraping harmlessly against his calloused palms. Within moments, he reached the top and eased himself over, landing lightly on the inner side of the wall without so much as a sound.
			

			
				He dropped down into the palace gardens, crouching among the sculpted hedges and neat flowerbeds. The scent of crushed herbs filled his nose as he moved carefully, keeping low. A pair of guards ambled along a nearby path, their torches casting bobbing pools of orange light across the clipped grass. 
			

			
				Matthew stilled, his breath even, waiting for them to pass before darting to the cover of a statue. His eyes swept the towering facade of the palace, finding what he was looking for: an open window on the third floor, dark inside. 
			

			
				Without hesitation, he sprinted lightly to the wall and began to climb, scaling the stone like a spider, his fingers digging into cracks and carvings with supernatural ease. He swung himself over the sill and landed inside, silent as a falling leaf.
			

			
				The room was dark, the only illumination the faint glow of moonlight slipping between heavy curtains. He sniffed the air, listening. Nothing stirred. It was just a bedroom—sumptuous, but useless to him. 
			

			
				He scanned for anything valuable anyway, opening drawers, checking the vanity table, but finding only combs, letters, and clothes. With a slight grunt of annoyance, he stepped into the corridor beyond. It was quiet and dim, lit only by silver shafts of moonlight spilling through tall arched windows. Matthew padded down the corridor, placing his ear gently against each door. If he heard snores or movement, he moved on. If it was silent, he eased the door open and crept in, rifling through cabinets and desks for anything worth taking.
			

			
				Eventually, he came to a double-doored chamber that was silent. Even before he opened it fully, he could see the gleam of gold catching the moonlight within. He slipped inside and closed the door softly behind him. 
			

			
				The walls were lined with gilded sconces and decorative plaques, old ceremonial shields rimmed with beaten gold, and ornate frames that looked heavy and valuable. This should do, Matthew thought. 
			

			
				He set to work methodically, removing the golden items from the walls with careful precision, stacking them in a bundle he could carry. It suddenly occurred to him that running out of the palace with such a load could be a problem. He would worry about that later, he decided, as he continued on with the task at hand, removing the valuables off the wall whilst keeping an ear out for any sounds coming from the corridor. 
			

			
				As Matthew removed a round shield laden with intricate designs of gold around its borders, he became aware of a presence and paused. 
			

			
				He glanced at the door. It was closed. Nothing had entered the room through it. He glanced at the window. That too was closed. 
			

			
				But he knew there was something behind him. His eyes fell on the valuables he had removed from the wall so far. Not a sword in sight. There was the round shield. He could use it to protect himself. He held it in his hand and felt the weight. It was sturdy. If he hit someone on the head with it, he could cause significant damage. 
			

			
				Matthew turned around quickly, shield raised, he stared ahead. 
			

			
				He spotted her instantly. 
			

			
				She sat at the edge of the bed, arms folded across her chest, she watched him with a frown. 
			

			
				“Do you know this is the royal palace?” she asked. 
			

			
				“Yeah,” Matthew nodded. “All the palace stuff sort of gave it away… the wall… towers, big gardens, palace guards.” 
			

			
				“And you’re here to rob it. Do you think that’s smart?” she asked, not at all amused by his response. 
			

			
				“Guys gotta do what a guys gotta do,” Matthew muttered, before adding, “You’re unarmed.” 
			

			
				“I don’t have any conventional weapons in my hands, that is true” the woman said. 
			

			
				No conventional weapons. She must be one of those demi-gods. It made sense. She was much too calm for the situation. Matthew considered throwing his shield at her like a frisbee. He could knock her unconscious, grab his haul and smash his way out through the window. 
			

			
				He would hit the ground from the third floor with a thud. The guards would be alerted and would come after him. But he was fast and strong. Matthew was confident in his escape plan. 
			

			
				The only thing he wasn’t so sure about was how hard he should throw the shield. Too hard and he could kill the woman. He didn’t want to do that. Not hard enough, and she could use her demi-god powers, whatever they be, and cause him trouble. 
			

			
				“Can I go?” he asked. “You know… without us having to fight?” 
			

			
				“Excuse me?” the woman asked, her frown deepening. 
			

			
				“I’m a pretty big guy. You’re not that big a woman. I’m here to rob the palace. Clearly I'm the dangerous sort, but you’re not worried at all. So, you’re probably a demi-god of some sort and you’re going to try and stop me from leaving with this stuff,” Matthew said, before letting out a sigh. “I don’t want to fight you.” 
			

			
				The woman, who had been sitting at the edge of the bed, now stood up and walked towards him, taking slow steps. “You sound like you think it is all a foregone conclusion. That if we do battle, you will win.” 
			

			
				“I’m pretty strong,” Matthew said, as he took a cautious step back. 
			

			
				“Yes. We know,” the woman said. 
			

			
				“We?” 
			

			
				“This is the royal palace, the primary residence of the Andel family. We’ve had eyes on you since the moment you arrived. We watched as you climbed over the wall, as you landed in the garden, then climbed up to the third floor room. The only reason you haven’t been apprehended yet is because you are unarmed and I get the sense you do not have intentions to harm the royal family,” the woman said. 
			

			
				It made sense, he supposed. In a world full of people with powers, it would be strange to have a royal palace protected only by ordinary humans. It probably didn’t help that a demon had just torn through the city and a god of some sort had kidnapped the princess. Whatever security measures would normally have been in place around the palace, they had probably been significantly increased. 
			

			
				There was one thing the woman had said that he didn’t understand. “How can you be sure I don’t have intentions to harm the royal family?” Sure he was unarmed, but it had already been established demi-gods didn’t need weapons. 
			

			
				“I just know,” she said. “And you’ll understand soon enough. It is time to wrap this up.” 
			

			
				Matthew understood what that meant. They were going to battle. He chucked the shield at her, aiming for her head, using a moderate amount of strength. It was a good throw. There was a nice little curve as it spun through the air. It would have struck her squarely on the temple, except, at the very last second, the woman moved her head back. 
			

			
				It was the way she dodged his attack that had Matthew concerned. She did it so casually, as if she had all the time in the world. 
			

			
				“Fuck,” he grumbled. “You’ve got super speed, haven’t you?” 
			

			
				“No,” the woman shook her head, her pale eyes sparkling, she continued to walk towards him. 
			

			
				Matthew stood with his fists clenched, breath sharp in his chest, eyes locked on the woman approaching him in silence. She moved like a ghost—no fear, no hesitation.
			

			
				He launched into motion, fast and brutal, throwing a flurry of punches aimed to end this quickly. His fists cut through the air with precision, strength behind every blow. But she slipped past each one effortlessly, her body weaving through his attacks like she already knew their path. No matter how he shifted, feinted, or surged forward, she was always one step ahead—calm, unreadable, and nameless.
			

			
				Matthew took a few steps away from her. “How did you do that?” 
			

			
				“It’s my turn now,” she told him. 
			

			
				She raised one hand, fingers curling as if grasping invisible threads. In the gloom, silver gleamed and took shape—daggers, birthed from thin air with an audible hum of displaced matter.
			

			
				“Great,” Matthew grumbled. 
			

			
				No wonder she sat on the bed earlier with no weapon in hand. She could conjure them from thin air. 
			

			
				The first dagger came at him like lightning. He twisted, dodging by a hair. Another immediately followed on a perfect intercept course, and he dipped low, rolling to the side.
			

			
				But she was already moving, her arm a blur. The daggers didn’t fly at where he was—they flew at where he would be.
			

			
				He deflected one with a forearm, but the next buried itself in the meat of his thigh. He roared in pain, staggering, but kept moving. Two more flashed through the air. He jerked sideways but felt a white-hot stab in his other leg.
			

			
				She smiled, calm and precise, drawing her arm back again.
			

			
				“Stop—” he snarled, but she flicked her wrist. Another dagger slammed into his upper arm, pinning muscle. His fingers went numb. A second later, his other arm took one just above the elbow, and he dropped to one knee.
			

			
				He was panting, his hair plastered to his forehead with sweat. Blood pooled on the floor.
			

			
				She paused, head tilting slightly. Then, almost gently, she conjured the last dagger.
			

			
				Matthew tried to rise, but his legs buckled. He lunged to the side, desperate, but she didn’t throw for his centre—she threw for where he would land.
			

			
				The dagger struck just beneath his collar bone with a wet thunk.
			

			
				He gasped. His vision blurred.
			

			
				Daggers jutted from both arms, both legs, and his chest. He slumped, scraping himself upright only enough to slide his back along the wall and collapse there, ragged breaths rasping in the silence.
			

			
				She walked toward him, deliberate and slow.
			

			
				When she stood over him, her shadow swallowing him up, Matthew tried to lift his head and stare up at her. His eyelids were lead.
			

			
				“These aren’t ordinary daggers, are they? They got poison in them or something?” he asked, his voice barely a mumble. 
			

			
				“Something,” the woman said. She dropped to her knees, bringing her face close to his, she placed a hand on his cheek. “Such a handsome face. What a waste. Such a shame.” 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 14
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Matthew stared at her, his breathing haggard, he could feel the energy draining from his body. He supposed he wasn’t immune to poison. 
			

			
				“Can… can you save… her?” he asked. 
			

			
				“Save who?” the woman asked. 
			

			
				“Angelica… they kidnapped her… told me… rob palace,” he stopped, closing his eyes, he focused on trying to breathe. It was hard. His chest felt like it rested beneath a mountain. “I don’t know where she is but… please save her…” 
			

			
				“That’s not a lot to go on,” the woman said. “And it’s not really my job to get involved in criminal activity and gang fights,” she added. 
			

			
				Matthew opened his eyes and stared at the woman. “I’m not in a gang. I’m not even from this stupid city or this stupid world. I came to learn about the portals that lead to other worlds.” 
			

			
				“I think the poison is messing with your brain,” the woman said. “Because you’re not making any sense.” 
			

			
				“So it is poison!” Matthew said triumphantly. 
			

			
				“Yes. You should be dead soon,” the woman said, before she stared at him, eyes narrowing. “Actually, you should already be dead…” 
			

			
				Matthew had felt it seconds earlier. Though the daggers were still protruding out of his body, they were just that. Daggers. The poison had worn off without killing him. 
			

			
				The woman held her hands to her side and as daggers appeared in them, she pushed forward, aiming to stab him directly in the heart. Twice. 
			

			
				But she was too close to him. So close, he could grab her by the throat. 
			

			
				Which is what Matthew did. 
			

			
				His hand wrapped around her neck quicker than she could stab him. He tightened his grip and then tossed her aside like a ragdoll. As her body hit the wall, Matthew pulled the daggers out from his body and climbed to his feet as the wounds healed. 
			

			
				The woman staggered to her feet and held her hands out by her side. As daggers appeared, she took an unsteady step back. She threw the daggers at him. This time, Matthew remained completely still. He had learnt from his mistakes before. He couldn’t dodge the daggers. Somehow, she seemed to know exactly where he would move a second after she had thrown the damned things. 
			

			
				But he didn’t need to dodge the daggers. 
			

			
				He could simply catch them. 
			

			
				And that’s what Matthew did. 
			

			
				As the daggers came at him, he caught them with his hands and tossed them back at her. She managed to dodge out of the way of his strikes, but he could see the fear in her eyes. She might have had this ability to read his directions and predict what he was going to do before he did it, she could conjure daggers out of thin air, but she wasn’t super strong. 
			

			
				Being struck against the wall had hurt her. 
			

			
				And she knew that he had figured her out. If she threw any more daggers, he would catch them and throw them back at her. Eventually, one of those poisonous daggers would strike her.  
			

			
				“Stop it,” he told her. 
			

			
				“No,” she said instantly. 
			

			
				“Okay, fine. But if you throw them at me, I will throw them back and I will throw them much harder than I just did. They will strike you. You will die,” Matthew said, his tone serious. “Do you understand?” 
			

			
				She nodded as she took another step back. 
			

			
				“Okay. I’m going to grab all that stuff,” he pointed at the loot he had piled together. “When I turn my back to grab the stuff,” he pointed again at his loot, “will you throw a dagger at me?” 
			

			
				The woman shook her head. 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t believe her. “I mean it. Do not stab me in the back,” he warned. 
			

			
				“I won’t. Take the stuff and go,” the woman said, her voice raspy. 
			

			
				Matthew stared at her for a long time before he turned and walked towards the pile of expensive ornaments he had removed from the wall. He managed to take three steps before he felt the dagger strike him in the back. He stopped in his tracks and closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. 
			

			
				Another dagger struck him in the back. 
			

			
				Matthew turned to look at the woman. She stared back at him, her face scrunched in defiance and determination. 
			

			
				He reached behind and pulled the daggers out of his back. Holding them in his hands, he took a step towards her. 
			

			
				The defiance was gone, the fear returned. “How?” she asked. “I put all my poison in them… you should be on the ground squirming in agony…”
			

			
				Matthew could feel the poison inside him. But it didn’t hurt as much as it did the first time. Perhaps his body had adjusted to it, or maybe the fire that he knew resided inside him had burnt it away. Whatever the reason, he was able to stay on his two feet and look imposing. 
			

			
				“Do I have to kill you, or are you going to stop stabbing me?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“I’ll stop stabbing you,” the woman said quickly, and as if to show she meant it, she stepped back until she came to the bed. She sat on the edge and folded her arms across her chest. 
			

			
				He still didn’t believe her. She could simply unfold her arms and throw the daggers at him. Matthew decided if the woman attacked him one more time, he would hurt her. And with that decided, he turned his back to her and walked towards his haul of ornaments. 
			

			
				He expected her to throw a dagger at him. 
			

			
				But it did not come. 
			

			
				As he filled his bag, his body tensed in expectation. But again, the woman did nothing. 
			

			
				“I’m going to go now,” Matthew told her. “Don’t come after me.” 
			

			
				“I don’t plan to but I do have a question. You told me to save Angelica when you thought you were dying. You also said some nonsense about portals leading to other worlds. What did you mean?”
			

			
				Matthew summarised his life in as few words as he could. Turned out he didn’t need many words when he left out all the fighting he had done the past few months. 
			

			
				“So yeah… we came to the City of Angels to learn from its massive libraries and famous scholars. Instead, I got kidnapped by a woman named Rose and now I’m being forced to commit robberies for her or else she will do bad things to Angelica.” 
			

			
				When he was done, the woman stared at him for a long time. “I believe you,” she finally said.
			

			
				“Thanks,” Matthew nodded. “Does that mean you’re going to let me walk out of here without trouble?” 
			

			
				“I’m no trouble. You’re immune to my poisonous daggers.” 
			

			
				“Sure. But I imagine you’ve got others on standby waiting to take a crack at me. I’d really rather not. You have no idea how exhausting constantly fighting can be. Plus, I’ve been stabbed so many times and I know I heal quickly, but it still hurts,” Matthew grumbled. 
			

			
				“You’re smarter than you look,” the woman said, her lips spreading into a smile. “I’ll make sure the others don’t attack you as you leave. What’s your plan to deal with this Rose woman?” 
			

			
				Matthew shrugged his shoulders. “If I run away or kill her, they’ll do something bad to Angelica. And I don’t know where they are holding her to go and save her…” 
			

			
				“I hate criminals,” the woman said. “I’m going to help you free your lover,” she said as she climbed off the bed and walked towards him, a smile on her pretty lips. 
			

			
				“Thanks. But she’s not my lover. And how are you going to help me free her?” 
			

			
				“You’ll have the resources of the palace behind you. It’ll help significantly in your search for Angelica.” The woman stood in front of him now and extended her hand. “I’m Elira, by the way,” she said. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 15
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				He needed to make some commotion, Elira had said. Rose would be suspicious if he managed to sneak in and out of the palace carrying a bag of loot. So Matthew left the palace by smashing his way out through a window on the third floor.
			

			
				He hit the ground with a thud and was instantly fired upon by the guards. 
			

			
				It turned out Elira hadn’t informed the ordinary humans to let him leave. As the arrows came flying at him, he scrambled to his feet and ran as fast as he could. Along the way, he barged down three guards that came at him with swords. 
			

			
				Reaching the wall, Matthew leaped hard. With a bag of loot over his shoulder, he grabbed the top of the wall and pulled himself over before sliding down on the other side. More arrows came at him as he ran away from the palace and into the night. 
			

			
				“You were supposed to be quiet!” Rose snapped as he ran towards her. 
			

			
				“Because it was part of my plan to get shot at!” Matthew snapped back. 
			

			
				“Your attitude sucks,” Rose growled as she ran down the alleyway with him. 
			

			
				“Yeah it’s shocking that I don’t have a positive attitude right now,” Matthew said, trying to ensure his tone was sarcastic enough. 
			

			
				As they reached the bottom of the road, the city sprawled before them, black roofs and crooked chimneys. A carriage rattled out from a side street, its lantern swaying wildly. The driver snapped the reins, urging the horses to a gallop.
			

			
				Rose whistled sharply, waving an arm. The carriage veered toward them, wheels skidding in the mud.
			

			
				She didn’t wait. She grabbed the handle, swung herself up onto the back, and kicked the door open.
			

			
				“Move it!” she snapped at him. 
			

			
				He lunged forward. The sack threatened to slip from his shoulder but he caught it in time. He slammed a boot on the carriage step, used the momentum to haul himself up, and tumbled in beside her.
			

			
				They lay flat on their backs, pressed against the cold wood of the carriage floor as the city raced by in a blur of dark buildings and flickering lanterns.
			

			
				“Quiet,” Rose breathed. “Don’t move.”
			

			
				“Is someone following us?” Matthew asked, his voice purposefully loud. 
			

			
				“I said quiet!” Rose hissed. 
			

			
				Matthew swallowed hard. That getaway had been much too smooth. This clearly wasn’t Rose's first rodeo. And the skill of the carriage driver had to be commended. Except, he was now worried that Elira wouldn’t have been able to keep up. 
			

			
				They sped through winding city streets, lanterns growing fewer, buildings growing smaller, dirtier. The cobbles gave way to mud and trash-strewn alleys. The smell changed—from bread ovens and tallow lamps to rotting fish and unwashed bodies.
			

			
				Finally the carriage slowed. It rattled to a halt in a dark lane where the only light was the moon’s thin glow.
			

			
				Rose sat up. “Come on,” she said as she jumped down and landed in the muck with a squelch.
			

			
				Matthew sat up and climbed out of the carriage, the bag of loot in his hand. 
			

			
				“Leave it in,” Rose ordered. 
			

			
				“You don’t want to have a look?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				She shook her head. 
			

			
				He dropped the bag in the back of the carriage. Rose gave a sharp rap on the side of the carriage. The driver took off immediately, the loot vanishing into the night with the creak of wheels and snorting of horses.
			

			
				“This way,” Rose said, already walking.
			

			
				He followed her down a narrow passage that stank of stale ale and piss. At the end was a crooked door, its hinges squealing as she shoved it open.
			

			
				Inside was a dim, smoky room with low beams and a hearth that burned low. A thin man sat at a table counting coins. He didn’t look up. Rose pushed Matthew to a bench. A girl with lank hair brought him a bowl of watery stew and a hunk of black bread.
			

			
				“Eat,” Rose said.
			

			
				Matthew was hungry. But the food did not look appetising at all. Not after all the fresh fruits, vegetables and meats he had become accustomed to in the hilltop village. He glared at her in annoyance, but his stomach growled loudly. 
			

			
				He picked up the spoon and began to eat the soup. It was a little too salty for his liking, but other than that, it was edible. 
			

			
				“How did the night go?” Rose asked as she watched him eat. 
			

			
				“You know how it went. You were there,” he replied as he dipped a chunk of bread into the soup. 
			

			
				“In the palace,” Rose said, her tone stern. “What happened?” 
			

			
				Matthew told her what happened. How he climbed over the wall, sneaked across the lawn and climbed into the palace by the open window on the third floor. He walked the corridors, checking every room as he passed until he found the room with the expensive looking ornaments. He left out the fight with Elira and the subsequent conversation. 
			

			
				“Someone must have heard me. A guard walked into the room as I was packing the stuff in the bag. I smashed through a window, leaped to the ground and dashed across the lawn as they fired arrows at me,” he finished. 
			

			
				“You did good,” Rose said. 
			

			
				“Really?” Matthew asked, frowning. “You don’t even know if the stuff I stole is worth much.” 
			

			
				“It’ll be worth a lot. Everything in that palace is worth a lot,” Rose said confidently. 
			

			
				“Okay… so what happens now?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“Get some rest and wait till the next job,” Rose replied. 
			

			
				“Is that supposed to be my life now? Living here and waiting for my next job of stealing and robbing until one day I don’t get lucky and someone drives a sword in me?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“It could be worse,” Rose said. 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t want to ask how it could be worse. He was aware life could always be worse. But that didn’t make this okay. “When will I get to see Angelica?” 
			

			
				“Soon,” Rose said.
			

			
				“When?” Matthew asked again, his tone hardening. 
			

			
				Rose glared at him, her lips pursed. “I don’t get to decide. I’m not in charge here.” 
			

			
				“I want to meet the person in charge,” Matthew said instantly. 
			

			
				“You’re not important enough,” Rose scoffed. “Eat your food, keep your mouth shut and do what you’re told. Otherwise they’ll hurt you.” 
			

			
				Matthew stared at Rose, studying her. When he first met her in the library, she seemed fairly innocuous. Then, after she led him into a trap and appeared in the dungeon as he was chained to the wall, she had taken on a menacing demeanour.  
			

			
				Now, as she sat opposite him, she seemed more sullen than anything else.  
			

			
				Was she a reluctant participant in this? 
			

			
				“Is that what happened to you? Did someone hurt you?” Matthew asked, his tone casual as he took another bite of the bread. 
			

			
				Rose looked down at the floor as her fingers twiddled. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
			

			
				So she was being forced to do things. 
			

			
				“Are they going to hurt Angelica the way they hurt you?” Matthew asked, his tone gentle. 
			

			
				Rose let out an involuntary shudder. “I don’t know what they will do to her…” she said, and then she looked up at him, her eyes meeting his. “But if you do anything to piss them off, they’ll hurt her so much more. Just-” she paused, looking frustrated. “Just be good, okay?” 
			

			
				Just be good? How was that supposed to be possible when they were getting him to rob and steal? 
			

			
				His conversations with Rose were giving him a better insight into her as a person. She might have been forced into this life, but she had made her peace with it. He doubted she would be willing to stick her neck out for him and actually help in freeing Angelica. 
			

			
				Though, she might help him better understand this criminal organisation and its structure. If he played his cards right, that was. 
			

			
				So Matthew decided he was going to have a go at listening, understanding and trying to relate. 
			

			
				“Did you grow up in the City of Angels?”  he asked casually. 
			

			
				Rose shook her head. “I was part of the circus.” 
			

			
				“Circus? That sounds interesting.” 
			

			
				“It was fun,” Rose smiled. “I have this talent of fading into the background. They’d put me out with the wild beasts and I'd disappear before appearing behind the animals, I'd grab them and scream. The beasts would leap away terrified. The crowds loved it.” 
			

			
				“What happened?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“One of the beasts broke loose one day and killed everyone… I managed to survive by disappearing from its sight…” 
			

			
				“A single beast killed everyone?” Matthew asked, doubt in his voice. 
			

			
				“There was something wrong with that beast,” Rose said, a distant look in her eyes. “It was like something evil had possessed it…” 
			

			
				A long pause followed. Rose was remembering a painful part of her past. He wondered who she had lost in the circus. They were sometimes family run. Had she watched her parents be ripped to shreds before her own eyes? 
			

			
				A single tear ran down Rose’s left eye. She wiped it away and then smiled. “After that, I came to the City of Angels and… they have people watching the city gates. They decide who is worth following and who isn’t. For different reasons, of course. You were followed because you looked wealthy. You had nice horses and a nice sword. They followed me because I looked like someone who could make some money for them in one of their brothels. When they came for me, I faded into the background and almost got away except… there was a demi-god with them. Even as I faded away, he grabbed me by the throat and pulled me out. I was taken away to be-” Rose stopped and took a deep breath as she let out another involuntary shuddered. “They needed to break me first…” 
			

			
				Matthew had finished the measly food given to him. He sat the bowl on the bench and placed his hand on Rose’s.
			

			
				She looked up at him, her face scrunched. “They uh… I was beaten daily… raped daily… starved… treated like a dirty animal… until one day, Karnaka came to visit me. He gave me food and clothes… he made me remember what it felt like to be human again. And I know that everything horrible that happened to me was because of Karnaka,” she said as she let out a nervous chuckle. “But…” she shrugged her shoulders. “He gave me clothes… he fed me… he stopped the raping and torture..” 
			

			
				Rose took a deep breath and brushed her palm against her nose. “You must think I’m crazy.” She shrugged her shoulders again. “I’m not going to betray Karnaka.” 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t think she was crazy. There was a term for it. Stockholm syndrome. Stockholm… What did that mean? A love for one's abuser? No. Stockholm meant something else. It was the name of a place, wasn’t it?  
			

			
				“Will they do the same to Angelica?” Matthew asked. “Will they try to break her?” 
			

			
				Rose shrugged her shoulders. “She’s really pretty… they might have other plans for her.” 
			

			
				Matthew’s jaw tightened. He knew what that meant. “Tell me where she is. That’s all I’m asking.” 
			

			
				Rose stared at him for a long moment. And then, she shook her head. “I’m sorry… I can’t.” 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 16
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Rose was deeply devoted to Karnaka. She wasn’t going to betray him. At least, not so soon. Perhaps overtime, if he could develop a relationship with her, she might tell him where Angelica was being held. 
			

			
				But right now, there was no chance in hell. 
			

			
				So he didn’t press her. He didn’t want to dredge up any more bad memories of her past and the things that had been done to her. The things that might be done to Angelica. 
			

			
				After his meagre meal, Rose led him past the thin man still counting coins. He didn’t even glance up. A candle guttered on the table beside him, throwing long shadows.
			

			
				She led him to the stairs—a narrow, creaking affair with warped steps. Matthew kept one hand on the rough plaster of the wall as he climbed up after her. The air grew colder the higher they went, the warmth of the hearth failing to reach these upper rooms.
			

			
				At the top, she opened a door. “You’ll sleep here.”
			

			
				Matthew stepped past her and into the tiny bedroom.
			

			
				The walls were plaster over old timber beams, cracked in places. A single narrow bed with a thin straw mattress squatted in one corner, the blanket threadbare but clean. A low wooden chest stood at the foot of the bed. Beside it was a rickety table with a stub of candle on it, dripped with old wax.
			

			
				A single small window, shuttered but unlatched, let in the faint glow of moonlight. The air smelled of cold dust.
			

			
				Rose lingered in the doorway, watching him with dark, assessing eyes.
			

			
				“I’m going to go now. You should sleep…” she said. 
			

			
				She stared at him a moment longer before she pulled the door shut behind her.
			

			
				Matthew exhaled slowly.
			

			
				He stood in the centre of the little room, listening to the old house settling around him. Muffled voices drifted up from below. The wind rattled the shutters.
			

			
				He wasn’t going to sleep. He needed a plan. One that didn’t rely entirely on Elira. Sure, the girl was from the palace and would definitely have deep resources, but if at any point they had lost sight of the carriage he had fled in, he could be waiting a long time for her to find him and find Angelica. 
			

			
				And that had been the plan. For Matthew to return with the stolen loot. For Elira to follow him and after that, for Elira to follow Rose and her crew to find out about their locations, find out where Angelica was. Elira would then free Angelica.  
			

			
				Once Angelica was free, there would be nothing holding Matthew back from killing Rose. 
			

			
				Except, he wasn’t so sure he wanted to kill Rose anymore. 
			

			
				No, he definitely wasn’t going to kill Rose. She was a victim herself. 
			

			
				Matthew crossed over to the window. He pushed it open with careful fingers. It creaked but didn’t resist much. Cold night air rushed in.
			

			
				He looked down. The street below was narrow, hemmed in by leaning, crooked buildings. Moonlight pooled in puddles on the cobbles. It was empty. Silent. He swung a leg over the sill and dropped.
			

			
				He landed harder than he meant to. His boots splashed in a puddle. Slight pain shot up his ankles, but he kept his feet.
			

			
				He straightened slowly, looking around.
			

			
				The street was dark and unfamiliar. No signs. No lanterns. No movement except for a rat scurrying beneath a broken barrel.
			

			
				He turned in a slow circle, breath smoking in the cold.
			

			
				He had no idea where he was.
			

			
				He had no idea where the palace was. 
			

			
				“Fuck,” Matthew sighed. This was hopeless. 
			

			
				He didn’t know where Angelica was, he didn’t know where Alena was and he had no idea if Elira would be able to help him. As he walked down the dark alleyway, his mind turned to the hilltop village where Layla, Kate and Alara waited for him. 
			

			
				He should have stayed there. Life was good in the hilltop village. He could make this world his home. He had friends, he had a purpose, he had a good life. Was it a mistake venturing out into the Land of Chaos to look for a way off this planet? What if he had been a bad person in his previous life? What if there was nothing good waiting for him? And once he left this world, could he ever return? 
			

			
				Would Layla and Kate go with him? 
			

			
				Alena definitely wouldn’t.
			

			
				Matthew stopped walking and took in his surroundings. He had left the alleyway behind the room he was supposed to be staying in and walked onto a street. To his left and to his right, rubbish piled up in heaps along the buildings. A foul smell filled the air. There was a single light shining from the third floor of one of the buildings. There was not a person in sight. 
			

			
				Matthew turned and walked back down the alleyway and towards the room he was going to spend the night in. And possibly many more nights. Because for now, he had no other option. From what Matthew had heard about this Karnaka guy, if he fled, Angelica would be hurt really badly. There was a chance even with him staying, they might hurt Angelica. 
			

			
				He felt helpless. And he hated it. How had he managed to get himself in this mess? He should have been more careful. They had followed him from the moment he walked through the city gates, Rose had said.
			

			
				If it were true, then they were pretty good at tailing him. He had replayed every moment since he rode in through the city gates. There was no obvious stalker. 
			

			
				Matthew reached the building from which he had jumped. The window was still open. He half expected to see Rose standing by the window, her head stuck out as she searched for him. But it was empty. She must have gone to sleep. 
			

			
				Matthew took a leap and grabbed the windowsill. He pulled himself inside and climbed into the bed. Lying on his back, he stared up at the ceiling for a long time, replaying everything he could have done differently to avoid his current predicament. 
			

			
				Sadly, he realised there were many things he could have done. For starters, don’t follow a random girl just because she tells you to. 
			

			
				When Matthew finally fell asleep, it wasn’t for long. He could smell the smoke. Then he felt the heat. Finally, he heard the screams. 
			

			
				The building was on fire.
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				Matthew woke with a choking cough, the stench of smoke filling his nose and throat before his eyes were even open. He blinked rapidly, disoriented, the small, shabby room around him lit in angry pulses of orange. He sat up abruptly on the narrow bed, his heart pounding.
			

			
				What the hell was going on was Matthew’s first thought. His second was more self-pitying. He couldn’t catch a break, could he? He’d just fallen asleep and now the house was on fire? 
			

			
				And then he heard the screams again.
			

			
				He jumped to his feet and rushed to the door. He grabbed the handle and hissed in pain as the hot metal scorched his palm. He jerked back, swearing under his breath. Through the seams around the frame he saw fire raging in the corridor, licking along the warped wood, filling the air with sparks and searing heat. 
			

			
				Could he survive walking out into that? What would he be walking towards? Charred bodies. There was no chance anyone was surviving such a fire.  
			

			
				Matthew turned and charged towards the window. His room full of smoke, there was no time to be delicate. He slammed his body against the window frame, smashing through it, he crashed into the alleyway below, landing on his shoulder.  
			

			
				The impact rattled through his bones, but he forced himself to climb to his feet immediately, wiping soot from his face with his sleeve, he stared up at the burning building. 
			

			
				Smoke billowed out of the window above him, joining the rising haze that blurred the stars. The walls had warped and the mortar was beginning to crumble. The whole thing was going to come down soon. 
			

			
				The devastation and the speed at which the building was burning down made Matthew think it couldn’t be accidental. He backed away from the burning house before he turned and walked down the alleyway, his eyes burning, he reached the street. 
			

			
				He spotted them immediately. 
			

			
				How could he not. 
			

			
				They were a small crew. He counted eight. Then, he did a recount. There were seven of them. The eighth person was Rose. 
			

			
				She was on her knees, her head lowered. 
			

			
				Clearly not friends. 
			

			
				The crew of seven were well armed. All carried visible swords by their waists. Dressed in long dark coats, a few wore red bandanas around their necks.  
			

			
				“Oi,” one shouted at Matthew. “You with the Black Arrows?” 
			

			
				Black Arrows? Matthew shook his head. 
			

			
				“He’s lying,” another shouted out. 
			

			
				“I’ve got no idea who the black arrows are,” Matthew said. “Honestly,” he added, his hands raised, palms flat to show he was unarmed. 
			

			
				“So you don’t know Rose then?” the first one asked. 
			

			
				Matthew looked at Rose. On her knees, her head was lowered. But she looked up to meet his eyes. There was fear in them. 
			

			
				“I do know Rose, but-”
			

			
				“So you are one of the Black Arrows!” the first guy said triumphantly. “Come over here. Get on your knees.” 
			

			
				Matthew shook his head. “No.” 
			

			
				“No?” the man repeated, confused. “Get over here and drop to your knees or we’ll kill you. And then, we’ll make Rose eat your brains.” 
			

			
				“Jesus,” Matthew muttered. “That’s a bit over the top, isn’t it?” The stinging sensation around his eyes were beginning to fade, but he was tired. He’d barely slept. He was worried about Angelica and Alena was missing. He had no idea if Elira had managed to follow him, and now, Rose, who he had just decided was probably a traumatised individual and a victim herself, was on her knees with a bunch of bad guys standing over her. They were going to do horrible things to her. So he raised his hands and curled his fingers into fists. “Come on then, let’s get this over with.” 
			

			
				“You’re going to fight us all?” the man scoffed, his lips spreading into a grin. 
			

			
				“I’m not being kidnapped again,” Matthew grumbled as he charged at them. 
			

			
				The first man swung his sword in a wild arc, but Matthew sidestepped easily and drove his fist into the man’s gut with bone-shattering force. He crumpled without a sound. Another came in low, stabbing at Matthew’s ribs, but he twisted, caught the man’s wrist, and snapped it like a twig before elbowing him in the jaw hard enough to send teeth flying. He pivoted and ducked under another slash, driving his shoulder into the attacker's chest and slamming him to the ground. Two more circled in, trying to flank him, but Matthew caught one’s sword arm and wrenched it behind his back before launching a brutal punch to the temple that dropped him like a sack of grain. The other hesitated—just for a heartbeat—and Matthew lunged forward, seized him by the shirt, and headbutted him unconscious.
			

			
				That left two. 
			

			
				They should have been scared. 
			

			
				He had just demolished their crew. 
			

			
				But they weren’t. 
			

			
				One smirked and held his hands out. Fire bloomed in his palms with an eager crackle. 
			

			
				“Oh fuck,” Matthew sighed. Was this world just full of demi-gods? 
			

			
				The man hurled the fireball at Matthew. He rolled aside as the flames washed over the cobbles and scorched the wall behind him. The other man let out a wet hiss. His tongue shot out, impossibly long, whipping at Matthew like a living lash. The first strike grazed his arm, drawing blood.
			

			
				“What the fuck!” Matthew growled, both alarmed by what had just happened and a little disgusted at the fact he had sort of just been licked. 
			

			
				Another fireball flew at him. He dove behind a barrel which exploded in a burst of splinters and flame. He didn’t have time to think; the whip-tongue lashed again, wrapping around his leg. Matthew roared in anger and grabbed the slimy tongue with both hands. He yanked with all his strength. The man with the tongue let out a strangled yelp as he was dragged forward, off-balance. Matthew planted his feet and swung his fist in a brutal hook that smashed into the man’s face with the crunch of breaking bone. The tongue went limp, and its owner dropped to the ground, unmoving.
			

			
				It was just the flamethrower now. He didn’t seem so confident anymore. His eyes darted from his fallen comrades to Matthew, to his fallen comrades.  
			

			
				He raised his flaming hands once more—then cursed and turned, sprinting into the dark street. Matthew watched him go before he glanced at the bodies groaning or unconscious at his feet. What to do with them? Leave them here? Kick them really hard in the head? He was undecided. 
			

			
				And then he remembered Rose. 
			

			
				She was still on her knees, her head lowered, her body trembled. 
			

			
				“Hey,” Matthew called out to her. “Are you okay?” 
			

			
				She looked up at him, her body still trembling. “I don’t want to be kidnapped again… I can’t go through that…” 
			

			
				There were tears in her eyes. Matthew did feel some sympathy towards her, But at the same time, he couldn’t bring himself to physically comfort her. It was too soon. Rose was the reason Angelica was tied up in a dungeon somewhere. 
			

			
				So he kept his distance, his arms awkwardly by his side. “I defeated them,” he said as he pointed at the fallen. “No one will take you away and torture you…” 
			

			
				It took a long moment for Rose to understand. She stared at the still bodies of those that had brought her to her knees. And then, she climbed to her feet and wiped away the tears. Composing herself, she looked past him at the burning building. 
			

			
				“We can’t go back in there,” she mumbled. 
			

			
				Matthew looked behind at the burning building and the rubble it was being reduced to. “Nope. Definitely can’t go back in there,” he agreed. 
			

			
				“When one of our houses has been attacked, we’re supposed to report to Karnaka. That's what we should do now, right?” Rose asked.     
			

			
				She was asking him? 
			

			
				She was asking him… 
			

			
				Going to meet Karnaka? He was the leader of Rose’s little gang of kidnapping rapists. Matthew imagined the gang to be little. It could very well have been a large, organised gang. It mattered not. If he could find Karnaka, he could torture the bastard to find out where Angelica was, then kill the bastard and battle his way out of whatever little shithole fortress Karnaka had. 
			

			
				Matthew nodded with enthusiasm. “Yes, we should absolutely report to Karnaka.” 
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				Matthew walked behind Rose through the charred-smelling night, the glow of the burned-down house still staining the clouds behind them. The city felt different at this hour—quieter, meaner. Their footsteps echoed on the old cobblestones, the narrow lanes pressing in with crooked houses and sagging roofs that looked ready to collapse. Occasionally a rat scurried across their path or a drunk snored in a doorway, but otherwise the city was hushed, watching.
			

			
				Rose didn’t say much, glancing back at him now and then, her expression was guarded. She had recovered some from her earlier teary mess. He wondered what she was thinking now. Was she regretting her decision to lead him to Karnaka? Was she worried about how the man would react when she showed up with Matthew, or was she worried Karnaka would be furious at her for having lost a house to those thugs? 
			

			
				“Who were they?” Matthew asked as he stepped up to her, walking side by side now.  
			

			
				“The Red Handkerchiefs,” Rose replied. 
			

			
				Matthew recalled some wearing red bandanas around their necks. “Rivals of yours?” 
			

			
				Rose shrugged her shoulders. “They’re not supposed to be. The north side of the city is theirs; the south is ours…” 
			

			
				It could be the start of a gang war, Matthew thought. He imagined they started quietly suddenly. One day everything is fine, the next day, someone from the Black Arrows strays into the Red Handkerchief’s territory, steals something they shouldn’t, or falls in love with someone they shouldn’t. The Red Handkerchiefs decide they need to make a statement. They go out and burn a few of the known Black Arrows hideouts. 
			

			
				“You know… that place we were staying in, it’s completely burnt to the ground,” Matthew said slowly. “You could disappear if you wanted to and they’d think you had died in the fire. You could start a whole new life.” 
			

			
				“Doing what?” Rose scoffed. 
			

			
				Matthew shrugged his shoulders. “Beats doing what you’re doing now, doesn’t it? Helping a cruel man hurt women?” 
			

			
				Rose glanced up at him, her eyes met his briefly before she looked down, her shoulders hunched. She didn’t say a word. Mathew was annoyed, but he didn’t press her. She was leading him to Karnaka and that was enough. Once he killed the man, Rose would have to find something else to do. 
			

			
				Karnaka. 
			

			
				Matthew flexed his fists. That man was in for a world of hurt. 
			

			
				The walk was long, winding through the twisting arteries of the city. They crossed a small canal over a sagging bridge where the water stank of rot. They passed a silent, shuttered market, the moonlight catching the empty stalls and abandoned crates. As they walked on, the sky slowly began to pale. It went from black to deep purple to a washed-out blue, streaks of cold dawn light crept in between the tall, crooked rooftops.
			

			
				Finally Rose stopped. “We're here.” 
			

			
				Matthew squinted, rubbing soot from his eyebrow. This part of the city was nicer—wider streets, houses with whole roofs and even a few carved lintels over their doors. Ahead, Karnaka’s place stood out immediately. It was larger, two full stories with a peaked roof of slate. A sturdy iron gate blocked the path to a neat garden at the front, where dew-soaked hedges lined the walkway and early flowers drooped under the weight of the night’s moisture. Lanterns still burned along the fence posts, casting warm circles on the gravel path.
			

			
				Matthew crossed the road and walked towards Karnaka’s house and stopped by the iron gate. He was alone. Rose was not with him. She remained on the other side of the road, staring ahead like a woman petrified. 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t have an issue leaving her behind. He pushed the iron gate. It did not budge. He lifted the round door knocker and slammed it against the gate. A moment later, the door to the side opened and a man stepped out. 
			

			
				“Do you know what time it is?” he asked as he rubbed his eyes.  
			

			
				“I have a rough idea. Suns coming up,” he pointed at the sky. 
			

			
				“Who are you?” the man asked as he peered ahead. 
			

			
				“Name’s Matthew. Here to see your boss.”
			

			
				“Do you know whose house this is? You can’t just walk in here and see the boss,” the man grumbled. “You should piss off before someone hurts ya.” 
			

			
				“I’m with her,” Matthew pointed at Rose, who still remained on the other side of the road, staring ahead with eyes wide, body still and straight. 
			

			
				The man squinted in the direction of Rose. “Whose she then?” 
			

			
				“That’s Rose,” Matthew said, nodding knowingly. “She’s an important member of your boss’s gang.” 
			

			
				“No she’s not,” the man said instantly. “I know everyone that's important and she aint one.” 
			

			
				Matthew took a deep breath and sighed. He was here to hurt Karnaka and free Angelica. He was going to have to eventually start fighting. So why not now. 
			

			
				He raised his hand which was formed into a fist. “I’m not really sorry about this.” 
			

			
				The sight of his hand in a fist held up threateningly finally seemed to awaken the man. “You mad? Do you know whose house this is?” 
			

			
				Matthew punched the man on the nose. He heard the bone crack. He saw the blood splatter before it dripped down his lips. The man raised a hand and felt his now shattered nose. His eyes widened in shock. 
			

			
				“You gotta be fucking insane mate,” he said as his eyes flickered with a dangerous glint.
			

			
				His lips curling into a smile, he revealed a knife. And then, with a flick of his wrist, dozens of shimmering blades materialized in midair, gleaming menacingly in the dim light.
			

			
				“Fuck sake,” Matthew grumbled. Why could things never be easy? 
			

			
				The blades flew at him with speed. Matthew managed to dodge them, some only just as the blades rained towards him, some slicing the air only inches away from his face. He lunged forward, closing the distance between himself and the man, he swung with his fists, hoping to connect. 
			

			
				But the element of surprise was gone. And the man had some talent. He sidestepped. Matthew punched thin air. The man swung a knife in a sweeping arc. Matthew ducked beneath it and grabbed the man’s wrist. 
			

			
				He was a strong man. 
			

			
				Unnaturally strong. 
			

			
				But Matthew held firm and twisted the wrist, forcing the blade away.
			

			
				The man’s eyes widened. “Of course you’re a fucking super. Everyone’s a super in this goddamn city,” he growled. 
			

			
				“I know how you feel,” Matthew agreed. “It’s like there’s a super around every corner!”  
			

			
				Super. That was a good word to describe the powered people. Better than demi-god, Matthew felt. Because he sure as hell wasn’t the descendant of some god, was he? 
			

			
				With a snarl, the man summoned more knives. As they came flying at Matthew, he was forced to step back. Not enough time to dodge the blades, he slapped them away with his hands. 
			

			
				“Never seen anyone do that before,” the man mused. 
			

			
				“Impressive, right?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				Feeling pretty good about himself, he surged forward and closing the distance once more, he drove his shoulder into the man’s midsection and sent him flying up against the gate. The man staggered for a moment, but his recovery was swift. 
			

			
				“Do I have to kill you?” Matthew asked. “I don’t mind killing you, but I’d rather you just stayed down the next time I hit you.” 
			

			
				The man responded with a rapid succession of knives. 
			

			
				Matthew sidestepped and as the blades flew past him, he grabbed one by the handle in midair. 
			

			
				He then threw that knife at the man with all his strength. It struck him in the chest. The man let out a groan. He dropped to his knees. The array of knives that floated behind him hit the ground with a clatter.  
			

			
				Matthew watched cautiously as the man remained on his knees, his eyes open, he stared ahead into the distance. Was he going to show a new superpower of some sort? Or was he finally going to die? 
			

			
				Please die. 
			

			
				The man obliged. 
			

			
				He fell forward. His chest hit the ground, driving the knife deeper until it pushed through and came out the other end. Breathing heavily, Matthew stood over the fallen man, eyes sharp and alert.
			

			
				As nothing happened, he relaxed some. And then, he picked up a knife from the ground and entered the house of Karnaka. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 19
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The mini cloud of dust hung over the fallen man’s body as Matthew stood over him. He had killed someone first thing in the morning. It wasn’t a good omen of things to come. He had done so much killing since he’d arrived on this godforsaken Land of Chaos. 
			

			
				Taking a steadying breath, he pushed open the gate, its creak ringing out in the stillness. Cautiously, he moved towards the house, knife in hand. The front door was unlocked. It swung open with a soft groan. Inside, the air was cool and eerily silent. The entry hall was empty, save for a long wooden table and a pair of unlit lanterns. Matthew checked each room—parlour, kitchen, study—nothing. No signs of life, no movement. 
			

			
				Where the hell was everyone? Where was Karnaka? 
			

			
				He ascended the staircase, each step creaking beneath him. The upper floor was much the same—bedrooms, a small chamber, and at the end of a corridor, a dusty wardrobe. He opened windows, peeked behind curtains, and checked every hidden corner. Still, no one.
			

			
				He descended again and stood in the dim corridor, trying to piece together what he might have overlooked. Rose had led him to this house. She had been much too afraid to come in, which meant this really was Karnaka’s house, or someone Rose found equally terrifying. There was a now dead man up front who could conjure knives out of thin air. He clearly wasn’t out here guarding an empty house. 
			

			
				That was when Matthew heard it. 
			

			
				A faint, almost imperceptible sound, like fabric shifting or a soft shuffling. His senses prickled. He moved toward the living room, eyes narrowing as he searched every shadow. It was coming from behind the bookshelf. 
			

			
				Mathew tried to move the thing first to the left, then to the right. It did not budge. 
			

			
				“What the fuck,” he muttered. He was an exceptionally strong man. This bookshelf was not exceptionally heavy looking. Why the hell did it not move? 
			

			
				“You need to pull the red book on the third shelf towards the left,” a voice said from behind. 
			

			
				Matthew almost punched Rose’s head off as he leapt back in shock. She was a sneaky one. The house was dead silent. He should have heard her come in. But then, he remembered how one of her powers was the ability to disguise herself or blend into her surroundings so as not to be seen. Maybe she could move around without being heard too. 
			

			
				Matthew did as Rose advised. He spotted the red book on the third shelf and pulled it out. There was a blue button behind the book. He pressed it. The bookshelf began to slide to his left. What was most impressive was how silent it was.  
			

			
				Behind the bookshelf was a set of steps that descended into darkness. He could hear sounds floating up. Words. There were people down there. Matthew stepped forward without a second thought. He was half down into the darkness when he stopped and looked back. 
			

			
				Rose remained at the top. She was frozen once more, much like she had been as she stood outside the house. 
			

			
				“Are you coming?” he asked. 
			

			
				She nodded her head. Then shook it almost immediately, before nodding again.
			

			
				“So that's a…” Matthew’s sentence trailed. 
			

			
				“I’m scared… Karnaka can be so nice sometimes. Other times, he can be…” Rose gulped, her chest now rising and falling heavily. “I have to tell him what happened but… what if he hurts me for not doing better?” 
			

			
				“There were seven of them. Two had powers. I’m sure you did as good as you could but you can stay up here if you’d like. It doesn’t matter. I’m going to kill him,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				“You’re going to do what?” Rose asked, her eyes widening. 
			

			
				Oh, right. He hadn’t made his intentions of wanting to come to Karnaka’s house clear to Rose, had he? He supposed if the poor girl hadn’t been so traumatised and terrified to be thinking clearly, she would have suspected he had bad intentions towards her master.   
			

			
				Matthew turned and continued down the set of steps into the darkness, deciding he was done talking to Rose. There was a door at the bottom. Matthew opened it a smidge and as the light from the corridor shot in, Rose let out a guttural roar and leapt onto his back. 
			

			
				She wasn’t a big girl. But the surprise of being jumped from behind by someone who wasn’t a particularly big girl caused Matthew to stumble forward and push the door wide open. The knife in his hand slipped away, clattering as it hit the ground. Rose, who was still on his back, bit him on the neck as her fingers tried to gauge his eyes out. 
			

			
				He had to rate the effort. If someone didn’t have a weapon, was of a small stature, biting and trying to poke someone’s eyes out, whilst generally considered dishonourable in a fight, was definitely the right approach. 
			

			
				Matthew slammed his back against the wall. Rose’s hands went limp as she slid off and hit the ground. He turned to look down at her. She lay still, blood on her nose and lips. She was breathing. He hadn’t crushed her completely. 
			

			
				He focused on the task in hand. Find Karnaka, kill the bastard, then find Angelica. 
			

			
				Except, he found Angelica first. 
			

			
				The corridor walls were made of metal bars beyond which were essentially prison cells. Most of the cells were empty. But Matthew spotted the two women instantly. They sat on their bottoms, their backs against the walls, they were chained to it with heavy shackles. 
			

			
				“Angelica,” Matthew called out as he grabbed the bars. 
			

			
				Her head was tilted slightly as she looked around in confusion, her eyes widening when they landed on him.
			

			
				Matthew grasped the cold metal bars with both hands, pulling with all his might. Despite his superhuman strength, the bars remained unyielding—firm and unbreakable. He gritted his teeth, trying to will them to give way, but they held fast.
			

			
				Angelica looked up at him, her brow furrowed in confusion. Her face was marked with dirt and a few superficial bruises, but her eyes held a flicker of recognition and relief when she understood who he was. Her torn white top clung loosely to her, and her mini skirt was ragged and torn. 
			

			
				Matthew’s jaw clenched as he looked at her—torn clothes, chains holding her captive, a look of confusion and exhaustion etched into her face. The sight ignited a fierce, burning rage inside him. 
			

			
				“Matthew…” her voice croaked. “What are you doing here?” 
			

			
				“I came for you,” Matthew said.
			

			
				Her eyes widened in surprise. “For me?” 
			

			
				Matthew nodded. 
			

			
				“Did you come for me too?” the girl sitting beside Angelica asked. 
			

			
				She was a really pretty girl. That was the first thing Matthew noticed about her. Almost on par with Angelica. She too showed signs of having been abused. Scruffy hair, slight bruising on the neck, more on her knees. Her clothes were torn and there was some dried blood on her chest. 
			

			
				Matthew couldn’t break the girls out of their cells. He would have to find the key. As Matthew listened, he could not hear the sounds of earlier. Where had they come from? There was a door at the end of the corridor.
			

			
				“There in that room,” Angelica said, nodding towards the door at the end. 
			

			
				Almost immediately, the door at the end of the corridor opened and out walked two of the biggest men Matthew had ever seen. 
			

			
				“You’re alone,” one of the men said. 
			

			
				“He’s got to be a demi-god,” the other said. 
			

			
				“He’s still alone,” the first said. 
			

			
				“And the Red Handkerchiefs do not have demi-gods that could take us alone,” the second said. 
			

			
				“We can kill him,” they both said at the same time.
			

			
				They both stepped into the corridor. But so big were they, the two men did not fit into the space. Their shoulders pressed together on one side and against the iron bars on the other side. They could not move forward. 
			

			
				Matthew would have found it amusing if he were not so angry at what had happened to Angelica and the other girl. He wished he had a sword in hand to drive into their chests. But his fists would have to do. 
			

			
				He charged at them, roaring in rage. As he got closer, he leapt off the ground, his fist raised, he slammed it into the chest of the man on the right. He knocked him to the ground. Before he could strike the second man, a woman charged out of the door at the end. 
			

			
				She was fast. 
			

			
				But more noticeable was the fact that she was on fire. 
			

			
				No. She wasn’t on fire. She was made of fire. 
			

			
				And she slammed into him. 
			

			
				Matthew felt the heat as it burnt through his clothes. He pushed her away with his hands. Then regretted it instantly. She was hot. 
			

			
				The other oversized man now had space to move. And move he did. He was deceptively fast. He threw a blizzard of punches, each one had more power than the one before. It was becoming too much for Matthew. He dropped to his knees, his body in pain, his sight blurry. 
			

			
				And then, a man appeared from the door at the end of the corridor. He was ordinary looking. Normal height, slim build, black hair down to his shoulders. He carried a sword by his waist. He drew that sword and walked towards Matthew. 
			

			
				And then, he plunged it into Matthew’s chest.  
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 20
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				It wasn’t the first time Matthew had a sword plunged into his chest. It still hurt a lot. Especially as he breathed. He could feel the fibres around his chest painfully throbbing in rhythm. He grabbed the handle of the sword and tried to pull it out. 
			

			
				It was then did he become aware of the man standing before him. The man that had driven his sword into Matthew’s chest. He kept the sword pressed in with one hand as his other hand rested on Matthew’s shoulder. 
			

			
				“Don’t fight it. You will die soon. Embrace the darkness,” the man said. 
			

			
				“Are you Karnaka?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“I am. Perhaps before you die, you can enlighten me as to why the Red Handkerchiefs have decided to start a war with us? It does not benefit them,” Karnaka said, his voice casual. “And why send you as an assassin? You are not a very good one.” 
			

			
				“How do you know I’m not a good assassin?” Matthew asked, wincing at the effort. 
			

			
				“Because you’re dead, asshole,” the large man he had knocked down said. 
			

			
				“Actually, he’s still alive, Clad,” the fire woman said. She was no longer on fire. She stood naked, her clothes having presumably burned off, she stared at him with curiosity. “You don’t appear to be dying.” 
			

			
				“That’s a good spot, Melissa. He really doesn’t appear to be dying,” Karnaka said. “Let’s hurry this up.” 
			

			
				Karnaka pushed the sword deeper into Matthew’s chest. He felt the blade bite in with a wet, gristly sound, metal parting flesh and sliding between ribs like a key into a lock that should never turn. His breath hitched. He felt the vibration in his teeth. His fingers spasmed at his sides. He wanted to roar but his breath left him in a strangled rasp.
			

			
				Karnaka twisted the blade.
			

			
				That was worse. So much worse. The edge cut fresh channels inside him, grinding, tearing. He could feel his flesh shear around it, hear the wet crunch and pop of vessels and cartilage giving way. His vision flashed white for an instant. 
			

			
				Matthew wasn’t dying. That warmth in his chest, it had made an appearance. He could feel every ruined tissue kitting itself back together slowly. The sword remained lodged in his chest. His wounds around it began to heal. 
			

			
				It did not go unnoticed by Karnaka. 
			

			
				“Burn him. Rip his arms off,” he ordered as he held the sword firmly into Matthew’s chest. 
			

			
				Clad and the other large man did not hesitate to obey. They each took an arm of Matthew’s and pulled as hard as they could. 
			

			
				It was a different kind of pain—raw, ripping, primal. Tendons stretched to the point of snapping. Shoulder joints groaned, then popped with a sickening crack. His vision went grey at the edges. The force behind the two giants was unrelenting, animal. He felt his arms begin to part from his body like cooked meat off bone, his scream dragged from his throat like a rag across broken glass.
			

			
				Then Melissa stepped in.
			

			
				Her body burst into flame, fire curling around her hands like ribbons. Without a word, she pressed both palms against the sides of Matthew’s head.
			

			
				His skull lit up from the inside.
			

			
				Pain surged down into his spine, an electric roar of heat and pressure. His eyes boiled. His jaw clenched so hard it felt like it might shatter. She squeezed, and he swore he could feel his brain cooking, thoughts dissolving into a haze of fire and noise. There was nothing left but the agony—no up, no down, just fire and the scent of burning flesh.
			

			
				Fuck. Matthew began to fear he was going to die today. He wasn’t invincible. There was no way he would survive his skull melting away as his arms were ripped out from their sockets. He could feel the warmth inside his body, but it wasn’t healing him quick enough. Any moment now, his head was going to explode as his arms gave up. 
			

			
				And then, suddenly, Clad and the other man let go of his arms and staggered back. 
			

			
				There were daggers in their chests. 
			

			
				Where had they come from? 
			

			
				Melissa, who was trying to melt his head and doing a good job of it too, let go of him and charged past. It was just Karnaka before him now, still holding the handle of the sword that was pushed into his chest.  
			

			
				Now that his arms weren’t being torn off and his head melted, the warmth that floated around inside him was having more luck. His strength was returning, his vision clearing. He looked up at Karnaka. The man stared back at him, fear in his eyes. 
			

			
				Matthew clenched a fist. 
			

			
				Then the other. 
			

			
				He swung at Karnaka with both fists. They were hard punches. They connected. One knocked out his teeth, sending them flying through the metal bars and into the empty prison cell to his left. The other punch struck him on the temple. An eyeball, along with blood and fluids, was knocked straight out of the socket. 
			

			
				Karnaka was no longer holding the sword pushed into Matthew’s chest. He pulled it out and climbed to his feet. He stared down at his chest and the gaping wound that should have bled profusely. Instead, it was healing. He was going to live. 
			

			
				The same couldn’t be said of Karnaka. It turned out he was just an ordinary human. His face had been smashed beyond recognition. He lay on the ground in a heap. Matthew turned to look behind. 
			

			
				Elira. 
			

			
				The woman from the palace hadn’t abandoned him after all. She was here, battling Melissa. 
			

			
				He leaned against the bars, chest still heaving, as his eyes locked on the chaos unfolding ahead. The corridor was a furnace—Melissa a whirlwind of fire and fury, her body engulfed in flames as she hurled blazing punches and kicks that scorched the air. Elira dodged the attacks, whilst throwing her own. She conjured daggers from nothing, her hands a blur of silver, they flew at Melissa. 
			

			
				But they weren’t having the desired effect. 
			

			
				The heat generating from Melissa was acting like a shield, deflecting the arrows. 
			

			
				Matthew took a deep breath. His chest didn’t hurt as much. He walked up to Melissa and struck her on the head from behind with the handle of the sword Karnaka had driven into his chest. Melissa’s body collapsed. As she hit the ground, the flames began to fade until she was made completely of flesh. 
			

			
				“Hey,” Matthew nodded at Elira. “You took your sweet time.” 
			

			
				Elira raised an eyebrow. “You’re welcome, Matthew.” 
			

			
				“I mean… thanks. How did you find me?” 
			

			
				“I’ve been following you the whole time. But I didn’t want to reveal myself and blow my cover until I knew for certain where Angelica was.” Elira nodded at the two women in the cell, chained to the wall. “The one with the white hair is Angelica?” 
			

			
				Matthew nodded. “And how did you know she was here?”
			

			
				“I didn’t. After you beat the man at the front of the house, I thought of joining you in raiding this place. But then there was that woman,” she nodded back at Rose lying unconscious on the floor. “She stood by the road completely still, so terrified, I thought maybe there was a demon in here.” 
			

			
				Demons. It seemed fear of them was universal in the Land of Chaos. 
			

			
				“Can you let me out, please…” Angelica said, her voice weak. 
			

			
				“Of course, honey,” Elira purred at Angelica, batting her eyelids. She placed a hand on the bars. “These seem sturdy. Let’s find a key!” 
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				Matthew sank into the steaming waters of the tub, the warmth wrapping around him like a comforting cloak after the long, brutal day of battle. His muscles, once taut with tension and strain, began to loosen as the heat seeped into his bones, soothing the aches from having been stabbed, the attempts to pull off his arms and burn his head. He closed his eyes and rested his head on the rim of the tub. 
			

			
				His thoughts turned to the events of the day. And it had been a busy day. He’d arrived at Karnaka’s house early in the morning, having walked all night long. His battle with them was brief. But it was brutal.
			

			
				The warmth within him that could heal his injuries had limits. 
			

			
				He had almost died. 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t want to get that close to death again. 
			

			
				It had made him realise something important. His desire to leave this world was strong. But his feelings had changed some. He had no memory of his past life. In absence of former memories of home, the hilltop village had become that. 
			

			
				Home. 
			

			
				He had a good life here. He was making a difference. The lives of the hilltop people had improved as had the lives of those that continued to fall from the skies above the jungle. 
			

			
				Matthew made a decision. He was going to stay on this world and commit to it fully. 
			

			
				No more thinking about his past life. No more wondering about where he came from, what he left behind. Matthew was going to appreciate what he had. And what he had was good. 
			

			
				He climbed out of the bathtub and grabbed the towel that had been left for him by Elira. He was in her house. And it was a nice house. Elira was a friend of the princess, she had said. The princess that had left with a man who claimed to be the Messiah. 
			

			
				Not kidnapped. But willingly left with a man named Jason, who also happened to be the Messiah, Elira had said. 
			

			
				Matthew had heard much about this Messiah that would end the world. Or something like that. He wasn’t big on religion and hadn’t paid too much attention to everything people had said. Princess Aurora Andel had left everything to go with him. It was a fascinating story and under different circumstances, Matthew might have asked for more details. 
			

			
				But under the circumstances, he was a little overwhelmed to care much about a princess who ran away with a man claiming to be the messiah. 
			

			
				After drying himself, Matthew walked down the corridor, the towel wrapped around his waist, he entered the room that Elira had designated as his. 
			

			
				He spotted her immediately. 
			

			
				She sat on the bed, her legs crossed, her arms folded over her chest, she wore a pout across her face. 
			

			
				“Alena!” Matthew said. He was so happy to see her, he rushed towards with speed. The sudden movement of his legs caused the towel to drop. He was naked as he grabbed her in his arms and picked her up. “You’re alive!” 
			

			
				She stared at him sullenly. “You suddenly care now?” 
			

			
				Matthew was about to kiss her on the lips. But noticing her tone and the frown on her face, he placed her back onto the bed and took a step back. “I’ve always cared but I’ve been going through a lot.” 
			

			
				“Like what?” 
			

			
				Matthew stared at her. Or more so, he glared at her. And then, he told her what he’d been through. He made sure to speak in detail about his battle with Karnaka, how he had a sword in his chest, a woman of fire burning his head and two enormous men pulling his arms apart. 
			

			
				Alena’s features softened some. She rushed towards him and kissed him on the lips. Then, she held his head in her hands and examined it in detail. Finally, satisfied that there was no damage to his skull, she gave him a kiss on the lips again. 
			

			
				“Did you really almost die?” she asked.   
			

			
				“Yeah… I could feel the warmth inside me. But it wasn’t healing me. It couldn’t heal me…” 
			

			
				Alena’s hands moved down his body, feeling his chest, his arms, they moved down, briefly brushing his cock. “You’re not invincible… Can we leave this city and go home? I don’t want you to die out here.” 
			

			
				It was funny. Matthew was thinking the same thing. He was ready to return to the hilltop village. But he did have one thing more to do before they headed home. He lifted Alena’s dress and placed a hand on her belly. He gave it a gentle rub. 
			

			
				“You still want a baby, right?” he asked. 
			

			
				Alena nodded serenely. 
			

			
				“Well, let’s get you to the elf god of fertility, or whatever she’s called,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				“Ashundhara,” Alena said, eyes widening. “You’re still okay to do that? You don’t want to go back to the hilltop village first?” 
			

			
				Matthew shook his head. He had almost died. In this Land of Chaos, anything could happen at any moment. He could die on his journey home. Having a baby was something Alena wanted desperately. He was her soulmate. And whilst he had been clear to her when she chose him as her soulmate that he couldn’t give her everything she wanted, that he was already married to Layla and had a relationship with Alena’s mother and Kate, it didn’t mean he didn’t care for her. 
			

			
				He slept with her, he hunted with her, he laughed with her and learnt more about her hopes and dreams. She had talked about family occasionally. But it had always seemed like a distant desire. But elves didn’t work like that, it turned out. It was now or never. 
			

			
				Matthew wasn’t ready to start a family. Having a child was the last thing on his mind. And apparently he couldn’t have kids either. The Fallen men and women were supposedly sterile. He wondered if the Fallen were already sterile or if the process of being thrown on the planet made them sterile. 
			

			
				Either way, knowing he would never have children did make him a little sad.  
			

			
				He wouldn’t deny Alena that right. 
			

			
				He kissed her on the lips once more as he wrapped his arms around her. 
			

			
				It was at that moment did the door to the bedroom open. 
			

			
				Matthew looked back to see Elira standing by the door. 
			

			
				“Who are you?” she asked as she stared at Alena. 
			

			
				“His soulmate,” Alena responded as she glared at Elira. “And you are?” 
			

			
				“The owner of this house. How did you get in?” 
			

			
				Alena nodded at the bedroom window that was open. 
			

			
				Elira glanced at the window. “But how did you get in without being noticed? I have guards…” 
			

			
				“I saw them. They did not see me.” 
			

			
				Elira stared at her hard. “You’re an elf, aren’t you?” 
			

			
				Alena didn’t reply, but her nose flared. 
			

			
				Matthew, who was aware that he was naked in a room with two clothed women, watched both women carefully. He couldn’t tell if they were about to fight, or do something else… Alena seemed geared up to battle. Elira on the other hand… The look on her face seemed familiar. Was she turned on? 
			

			
				“I’ve never been with an elf,” Elira said. She sauntered into the room and came to stand beside Matthew. She rested a hand on his hip and squeezed gently. But her eyes seemed to be completely drawn to Alena. She reached for the elf’s hair and moved it back to see the pointy ears. 
			

			
				“What… what are you doing?” Alena asked. 
			

			
				“I’ve lost my princess… I need something special to replace her and… you are gorgeous… even prettier than the angel,” Elira said. 
			

			
				Alena gulped nervously as her eyes met his. “I’m not prettier than the angel…” she murmured. 
			

			
				Matthew had to agree. Alena was gorgeous. But Angelica looked like what someone would imagine an angel to look like. Perfection. 
			

			
				“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” Elira said. “And you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met…” 
			

			
				Alena, who was standing with her body pressed against Matthew, his arms around her back, now shuffled to move to his side, in effect, placing him between the two girls. Matthew was naked, and his manhood had been pressed against Alena’s body. Now that she had moved aside, he was fully exposed to Elira. 
			

			
				And she did notice. 
			

			
				She stared at his cock. 
			

			
				“Oh my…” she murmured. “Can I touch it?” 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t get a chance to respond. Elira took his cock in her hand and held it with a gentle but firm grip. Alena, still standing to his side, gave a swift and deft slap, striking Elira’s hand. 
			

			
				“Owww,” Elira said as she let go of his cock and massaged her stricken hand. “Why did you do that?” 
			

			
				“That’s not your cock!” Alena said. 
			

			
				“We can’t share?” Elira asked. 
			

			
				Matthew felt like the situation was getting a bit out of hand. It was his cock, after all. What he needed was some clothes… He looked around. The towel was on the floor a few feet away. And then, he noticed her standing by the door. 
			

			
				“What’s going on here?” Angelica asked. 
			

			
				“We’re fighting over his cock,” Elira said. “I’m happy to share, but the elf is a feisty one,” she added, her tone playful.   
			

			
				“They’re fighting over your…” Angelica’s gaze fell on his cock. She stared at it for a moment. “Uhhh… there’s a man downstairs… some scholar or… something,” she added, her eyes glazed. 
			

			
				“Oh, he’s here!” Elira said, excitedly. “The man who might know about why you lot fell out of the sky!”  
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 22
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Angelica sat upright in a high-backed, carved oak chair, its velvet cushions worn but dignified, surveying the modest yet stately living room with quiet vigilance. Heavy beams crossed the low ceiling, casting deep shadows where the candle sconces flickered, competing with the thin shafts of afternoon light streaming through tall, arched windows glazed in rippling, imperfect glass. A massive hearth dominated one wall, its embers crackling warmly, while an old tapestry depicting a battle scene drooped slightly at the corners. 
			

			
				Matthew lounged on a narrow settle by the fire while Elira perched on a cushioned stool as her restless fingers traced patterns in the dust on a side table. Opposite Angelica, Theasos sat on a creaking armchair. 
			

			
				He was an old man. A half bald head of white hair, a long wispy beard, layers of wrinkles on his skin. He was the scholar. The man who would know how they could get off this planet. If there was a way off this planet. 
			

			
				Elira had introduced Theasos as the most learned man in the Kingdom of Andel. He was like any other old man. He sat and talked about what he knew, frequently going from one topic to another. 
			

			
				Angelica tried to listen. But she found herself often zoning out. It was a strange world. Appropriately named the Land of Chaos. That’s what it was. Chaotic. The world had developed to what would be described as the Middle Ages back on earth. Except, where earth had humans only and angels and demons that stayed in the sidelines, largely unknown to human, this world was full of humans with powers. 
			

			
				Angelica had heard the word demi-god being used. 
			

			
				But that couldn’t be right. 
			

			
				There was no such thing as demi-gods. There was only one God. He who created the earth and the heavens. And He did not have children. He created angels, and from the fallen angels came the demons. 
			

			
				That was supposed to be it. 
			

			
				There weren't supposed to be other planets. There weren’t supposed to be elves, or demi-gods. But it was hard to deny what she could see with her own eyes. There were so many humans with powers. A woman who could burst into flames. Another woman who could make knives appear out of thin air. Large men with inhuman strength. 
			

			
				And then there was Matthew. He didn’t appear to have any supernatural powers. He couldn’t burst into flames or create an endless supply of knives. But he was strong. And durable. She had watched as Karnaka drove his sword into Matthew’s chest, as the two strong men attempted to pull his arms out and as Melissa burned his head with fire. 
			

			
				Matthew survived all of that. 
			

			
				Not only did he survive it, as he sat and listened to the old man talk, there was no evidence on his body of the torture he had been through. No scarring, no bruises, not even singed hair. How was that even possible? His hair should have burnt off at the very least. 
			

			
				Even angels took longer to recover from battle. 
			

			
				So how was it possible that Matthew, who definitely wasn’t an angel, could be so strong and resilient. Almost God-like… 
			

			
				Theasos, the learned man who had come to talk about the people falling from the sky, finally managed to actually talk about the subject, Angelica realised. He was no longer telling tales of gods and monsters, but of portals that led to the Land of Chaos. 
			

			
				“Abecis, or The Land of Chaos, as this world has come to be known as, is in the centre of the universe. And as such, all paths from every corner of the universe lead to us,” Theasos said. 
			

			
				As he continued to talk about how important Abecis was, or the Land of Chaos as it was known, Angelica had to work hard to stop herself from rolling her eyes. There was a time back on earth when humans thought the planet was the centre of the universe. 
			

			
				Theasos continued to talk, and after listening for a while, Angelica’s thoughts drifted. Her time in the Land of Chaos had been brief so far. But the planet had lived up to its colloquial name. It had been chaotic. At first, Angelica feared Matthew was a demon. Sure, he didn’t look like one, but some demons had the power to appear human, until they weren’t. 
			

			
				She had battled him and lost. 
			

			
				Then, she had been captured by a woman named Rose, brought to the Karnaka’s house where they had tried to break her. And they were very close to doing that. To breaking her… Until Matthew arrived and rescued her. 
			

			
				She watched him now as he listened to the old man talk. He was handsome for someone that wasn’t an angel. A wry smile spread across her lips. 
			

			
				Handsome for someone that wasn’t an angel. 
			

			
				The same had been said to her before. 
			

			
				Pretty for someone that was a half breed. 
			

			
				Angelica’s father was an angel. Her mother was human. Growing up had been tough for her. Being a half breed wasn’t unheard of, but it also wasn’t the norm. There were others like her, few in numbers, they were treated like second class citizens by other angels, by the pure breeds. 
			

			
				Back on earth, Angelica had to work twice as hard as the purebred angels. Life wasn’t easy. Always being treated like crap, always an afterthought, always sent to do the dirty work, battling demons, being used by the powerful angels. 
			

			
				Wanting to return home was natural, even if home wasn’t particularly pleasant. It wasn’t like this Land of Chaos was much better. She shuddered as she recalled the things Karnaka and his men had done to her, or tried to do to her. 
			

			
				“Hey,” Matthew was looking at her. “Are you okay?” 
			

			
				Angelica became aware of all eyes on her. She also became aware that she hadn’t shuddered, but that her body was trembling. She brought it under control, managing to still her body, she nodded. 
			

			
				Theasos, who seemed annoyed by the fact that the attention was no longer on him, began to talk once more. Matthew and Elira turned their attention to him as he spoke of how it was reported the universe began with Abecis, and that all the gods that spread throughout the galaxies, all originated from the Land of Chaos. 
			

			
				Angelica listened for a while. Especially as Matthew queried about the Fallen. That’s what they were called. The men and women who fell from the sky. Theasos did not know much. He had read a few books, that much was evident. But a lot of his knowledge was more myth and fantasy. 
			

			
				Apparently there was a god named Mikarules who had been captured and imprisoned in the core of the planet. 
			

			
				“So there’s no way to know where I came from and how I can get out?” Matthew asked.
			

			
				Theasos seemed annoyed at being cut off from his story of Mikarules, the god trapped in the centre of the planet. “As I was saying, our world is the centre of the universe. All roads lead to Abecis and the gods know of these roads. You are here because a god either tossed you aside or sent you here for a greater purpose. We cannot know. Unless your god returns for you, you will remain here. There is no way out. Or so, the stories say,” Theasos said. 
			

			
				The old man continued talking about the stories of various gods. Angelica could see Matthew had lost interest in the man’s words. He climbed to his feet and thanked the man for coming and then dashed up the stairs. 
			

			
				“He has gone?” Theasos asked as he looked around the room, his eyes wide in shock. 
			

			
				“You’ve bored him, old man,” Elira said as she yawned. She climbed to her feet and stretched her arms. And then, she sauntered off up the stairs after Matthew. 
			

			
				Probably to go and play with his cock. That was how Angelica had found them. Matthew, Elira and the elf girl Alena, fighting over or playing with Matthew’s cock… She could see it in her head now. His manhood. It was… It was good.
			

			
				“Can you believe that woman called me old? I have never been so disrespected. I, a man who has devoted the sum of his years to the preservation of knowledge and the illumination of darkened minds—I am dismissed like some village fool reciting doggerel in the square! Truly, we live in an age of unparalleled insolence. Why, it is the duty—the solemn obligation—of those who listen to respect the weight of history, to lend an ear to wisdom wrested from the bones of time itself. But no! They prefer idle gossip, the chase of novelty, and the sweet rot of ignorance. Alas-”
			

			
				Angelica couldn’t anymore. Theasos had one of those voices that drawled on. She climbed to her feet and headed up the stairs. Part of her wanted to look back to see what she assumed was going to be the look of incredulity on the old man’s face. But instead, she continued up the stairs. 
			

			
				Angelica didn’t know where she was going. The last thing she wanted to do was walk into a room and find Matthew naked, surrounded by the two beautiful women. Elira had assigned her a room. She could go to that. And do what? Lie on the bed and stare at the ceiling? 
			

			
				She reached the top of the stairs and stared down the corridor. There were no appealing options.
			

			
				And then she remembered Rose and Melissa.
			

			
				They had been brought back to Elira’s house. She wanted to see them. The two that had been responsible for her ordeal. She knew where they were. Angelica turned to look down the stairs. Theasos had finally climbed to his feet and was heading towards the door. She waited for him to leave and then rushed down the stairs. 
			

			
				She stepped into the rear garden and walked towards the shed in the corner. She paused by the wooden door, suddenly hesitant to enter. These were the two women who had either been the catalyst for her abuse or had directly participated in it. She needed to face them, but still, she remained by the door. She felt uneasy. 
			

			
				Back on earth, Angelica had battled demons many times. She didn’t always win. Sometimes, they managed to hurt her. But she had never been captured before and taken as a prisoner, chained to a wall, and tortured by men and women. 
			

			
				They had tried to break her. And they might have succeeded had Matthew not arrived. She owed him big time. And to think, she had tried to kill him when they first met.  
			

			
				Angelica pushed the door open and walked into the shed. 
			

			
				She stopped dead in her tracks as Rose and Melissa came into view. 
			

			
				“What the fuck…” she murmured. 
			

			
				Rose and Melissa were naked and hung against the stone wall, their arms chained above their heads, the iron biting into their wrists. Heavy leather gags muffled any words they tried to speak. Their legs were pulled apart and secured to iron rings in the floor, forcing them to stand vulnerable. There were clamps attached to both girl’s nipples, and wooden dildoes shoved into their pussies. 
			

			
				“What the fuck,” Angelica repeated. 
			

			
				Sure, she was an angel. But it didn’t mean she wasn’t aware of the kink’s humans had. Even angels liked to play around. Being tied to a wall, naked and spread apart, every hole filled, it wasn’t shocking in itself. 
			

			
				The difference here was that Melissa and Rose did not consent to this. 
			

			
				After what they had done to her, Angelica felt conflicted. Should she try to free them? Could she free them? What if Elira refused to release the girls from their bondage? There would have been a time when she would have felt confident in her abilities and would have done what she felt was right, be damned with the consequences. 
			

			
				But in this Land of Chaos, she wasn’t the strongest. There were many that matched her strength or exceeded it. And speaking of her strength, it was lacking. She was stronger than the average human, here in the Land of Chaos. But she was so much weaker than she had been. Melissa, Clad and Chad, the two big men who had tried to rip Matthew’s arms off, she should have been able to deal with them easily. But here, in this Land of Chaos, there was something that was holding her true strength back or draining it. 
			

			
				Angelica continued to stare at the two girls. They watched her with fear in their eyes as drool slipped down the corner of their lips. 
			

			
				This wasn’t her fight. Rose and Melissa would have to find their own way out. 
			

			
				As she turned and took a step away from the shed door, she slammed into Matthew. He reacted well, moving his head back, he wrapped his arms around her to keep her steady. 
			

			
				“Sorry, I… I didn’t hear you coming,” Angelica mumbled. 
			

			
				“No worries,” Matthew said as he let go of her and took a step back. “Came to see Rose and Melissa?” 
			

			
				“I did. I’ve seen them. I’m going to go now,” she pointed at the door that led back into Elira’s house. 
			

			
				Matthew stepped aside to let her pass. And then he glanced into the shed. “Fuck me,” he muttered. 
			

			
				Angelica felt a weight lifting off her chest that she hadn’t realised was there. She turned to look at him, letting out a sigh of relief. “It’s weird right?” 
			

			
				“I think it’s sadistic…” Matthew mumbled as he continued to look at Melissa and Rose chained to the wall. “The Land of Chaos is a cruel place,” he said, shaking his head. 
			

			
				“We should free them, right?” 
			

			
				“Well… we should definitely remove the dildos and clothe them.”
			

			
				Angelica entered the shed, followed closely by Matthew, she walked up to Rose and removed the gag. “We’re going to take off the nipple clamps and remove the dildo,” she told her. 
			

			
				Rose didn’t seem to care about Angelica and what she was going to do. She stared at Matthew with pure hatred. “You killed Karnaka!” she growled. “I’m going to kill you!” 
			

			
				Angelica looked back at Matthew. He didn’t seem much concerned by the threat. Why would he be? He was a big, strong and powerful man. It did make her think twice about removing the devices that were attached or inserted into Rose. Having removed the mouth gag, her hand had moved down to the clamp on Rose’s left breast. It was then did Angelica realise she was touching another woman's breast. She had never done that before… 
			

			
				“What’s going on here?” Elira asked. 
			

			
				She was standing by the door to the shed, not looking at all impressed. Angelica was supposed to have super hearing. But again, another person had managed to catch her by surprise and they weren’t even trying to be sneaky. 
			

			
				“We were going to remove the gags and stuff and maybe put some clothes on them?” Matthew said. 
			

			
				“Why would you do that?” Elira asked incredulously. “Is there something wrong with the pair of you? Did you two hit your heads when you fell out of the sky?” 
			

			
				Angelica did indeed strike her head on a branch on the way out. She then hit her head gain when she jumped from the tree house. And again when she fell out of the sky when her ability to fly suddenly vanished… But she wasn’t going to volunteer any of that information. 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t say anything either. He just stared at Elira, though there was a sign of resignation written all across his face. 
			

			
				“These two are lucky they're not hanging by a rope right now,” Elira said as she walked into the shed and up to the chained girls. “I’m going to train them into upright citizens. But to do that, first, I’ll have to break them.” 
			

			
				“I’ll never submit to you,” Rose said as she spat in Elira’s direction. 
			

			
				“I’m going to have fun with her,” Elira grinned. 
			

			
				Matthew let out a deep sigh. “I’m going to go back inside,” he muttered. “Coming?” 
			

			
				It took a moment for Angelica to realise he was talking to her. She had no reason to stay out here in the shed, so she nodded and hurried out, walking beside Matthew as they headed back into Elira’s house. 
			

			
				“What are your plans?” Matthew asked, his tone conversational. 
			

			
				“What do you mean?” 
			

			
				“According to the scholar Elira brought, it seems there might not be a way off this planet. I’ve been thinking about it for a while now and I do want to know where I’m from and if I have anyone out there waiting for me. But, I nearly died today… I’ve got a good thing going in the hilltop village where I can help people and make a difference. Not just the hilltop village, I’m actually a Baron and there are so many others I can-”
			

			
				“You’re a Baron?” Angelica asked.
			

			
				“Yeah, I’m a Baron,” Matthew said, chuckling. 
			

			
				They had entered the house now. They walked into the living room where Theasos had earlier spoken at great length about things Angelica or Matthew did not want to know. Matthew collapsed onto an armchair; his head rested on the back rail as he closed his eyes. Angelica sat opposite him, silent as she observed him. 
			

			
				After a moment, Matthew lifted his head and began to talk about his time in the Land of Chaos. Angelica listened in astonishment. A matriarchy society that turned all men into slaves who they occasionally had sex with, a jungle full of monsters, the Baron who he had to battle, the Ice Queen who he pledged his allegiance to, the Stonemen, werewolves, demons. Had she not seen firsthand how chaotic this world was, she would have doubted him. 
			

			
				“Wow,” was all she could say when he finally finished talking. “It’s shocking you’re still alive… but then, I suppose you are hard to kill…” she added. 
			

			
				“I’m not invincible,” Matthew said, a look of worry in his eyes, it faded quickly as he smiled at her. “You’re the first Fallen that hasn’t had their memories wiped. Tell me more about your world.” 
			

			
				Angelica told him in detail about earth. It was home to billions of humans. They had advanced technologically much further than the Land of Chaos. They had cars, airplanes, they had made it to space, almost every human carried with them mobile devices that gave them all the world's information instantly. 
			

			
				“It all sounds so familiar…” Matthew said, a distant look in his eyes. “I know what all of those things are. Cars drive on motorways, airplanes take off from airports, mobile phones that are connected to the internet. Do you think I could be from earth?” 
			

			
				“It does seem like it. What are the chances another planet would advance in the exact same way?” 
			

			
				“I know, right?” Matthew asked, excitement in his eyes. “What did you think about Theasos and his theory that we were thrown into this world by some god?” 
			

			
				Angelica shrugged her shoulders. “There is only one god where I came from and if he wasn’t omniscient I don't think he would even know I exist, let alone care enough to throw me into this world.”
			

			
				“But you’re an angel,” Matthew said, frowning. “I know angels are really important. How would your god not know you?” 
			

			
				Angelica smiled bitterly. “I’m a half-breed…” 
			

			
				Matthew’s frown deepened. “So like… half angel half-?” 
			

			
				“Human. My mother was a human, father an angel. It happens occasionally. Pure bred angels don’t think much of us,” Angelica said, struggling to keep her tone neutral as she felt her emotions begin to bubble up. “I don’t know why I was so eager to get back… My life back on earth was shit,” she added. And lonely. Oh it was so lonely. The angels looked down on her, and she wasn’t allowed to tell the humans of the existence of angels, of what she was. 
			

			
				“Well, it doesn’t seem like any of us will be going back anytime soon,” Matthew said, his tone gentle as he watched her with care in his eyes. “You’re more than welcome to stay in the hilltop village with me. The angels might have been too stuck up to appreciate your talents, but I can tell for certain that we could really use someone like you.” 
			

			
				Angelica looked at Matthew. He was so handsome. Like an angel. Except, he didn’t have that self-assuredness about him that angels seemed to carry in abundance. Maybe self-assuredness was the wrong word. Because Matthew didn’t seem to lack in confidence. 
			

			
				Arrogance. 
			

			
				Matthew didn’t appear arrogant like every angel she had ever met. 
			

			
				She knew he was being nice when he said that he could do with her talents back in the little hilltop village. They didn’t need her. Matthew had it all under control. He was an impressive human. Or demi-god, if such a thing even existed. 
			

			
				The Land of Chaos as it was known seemed the right sort of place for a misfit like herself. Angelica wondered if this was a chance to start over. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. She would be stupid to reject his offer. 
			

			
				“What do you say?” Matthew asked as he studied her intently. “Want to come back to the hilltop village with us?” 
			

			
				Angelica nodded her head as she gave a small smile. 
			

			
				“Great,” Matthew said, his eyes lighting up. “We just have to do one quick pit stop before we go back.” 
			

			
				“Oh? Where to?” Angelica said. 
			

			
				“The home of the elves, or their goddess… or maybe she isn’t their goddess but is just a fertility goddess?,” Matthew mumbled, and then, noticing the confusion on Angelica’s face, he added, “Alena wants to have a baby.” 
			

			
				This wasn’t news to Angelica. She had heard of this goddess of fertility when she left the hilltop village with Matthew and Alena. But it didn’t make a lot of sense to her. 
			

			
				Alena, the elf, looked human save for the pointy ears. She had breasts, and a vagina. Matthew seemed to be in an intimate relationship with the elf, but he couldn’t impregnate her? Or he didn’t want to have babies? Or maybe they were trying for a baby, but were unsuccessful and in this savage world, rather than go to a fertility clinic, they were going to see the fertility goddess? 
			

			
				Maybe that was it.  
			

			
				She felt a sadness inside her. It was strange. She knew Matthew was taken. Not only that, he seemed to be in some sort of strange relationship with a few of the girls in the hilltop village. He had kissed a whole bunch of them goodbye before they left. And now, here in the City of Angels, after knowing Elira for what could have only been a day or two, he had his cock out for her to fondle? 
			

			
				Was that what had happened? 
			

			
				Angelica didn’t really understand what was going on in that room when she opened the door. Other than the fact that Matthew was naked, his cock out, two women fighting over it. 
			

			
				But the sudden sadness she felt, it was because Matthew was going to start a family with the elf. Which was odd. Why did she care if he started a family? 
			

			
				Angelica knew the answer. 
			

			
				Because he was a nice guy. And sure, humans had been nice to her back on earth. But they always had a motive. It was usually because they wanted to sleep with her. Matthew was probably the first genuine guy to be nice to her. 
			

			
				That was all it took, huh? A guy to be nice and she wants to start a family with him? 
			

			
				Except, there was more to it. He wasn’t just nice. He was incredibly hot… 
			

			
				But it mattered not. He was taken. 
			

			
				“Is that okay?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“Yeah, that’s fine. When do we set off?” she asked. 
			

			
				“I guess no time like the present,” Matthew said, as he climbed to his feet. “I have never met a fertility goddess before,” he pondered. “That should be interesting.” 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 23
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Matthew lay in bed in the room Elira had allocated, staring up at the ceiling as the morning light began to flicker in between the curtains. Alena, who was lying next to him, climbed out of bed and pulled the curtains aside. 
			

			
				Matthew placed a hand over his eyes to shield them from the light. He removed his hand as they adjusted to the sudden brightness and stared at Alena and her naked body. 
			

			
				She was a gorgeous girl. Slim, but curves in all the right places. His eyes settled on her pussy. He had an urge to climb out of bed, gather her up in his hands, place her on the bed, spread her legs and drive his cock in and out of her pussy. 
			

			
				“What?” Alena asked, noticing his stare. 
			

			
				“You’re beautiful,” he told her. 
			

			
				“You say that to all of your girls,” Alena said, rolling her eyes. 
			

			
				Matthew couldn’t deny that. All of his girls were beautiful. He continued to admire Alena in her gorgeous naked form, though part of his mind began to drift. 
			

			
				On his first day in the city, Matthew was captured, and on his second day he was almost killed. He was more than happy to leave the city as soon as possible. It wasn’t so much that he was afraid of death, he realised, but more that he didn’t want a pointless death. Especially when he could do so much good by being alive. 
			

			
				He found he was eager to return to the hilltop village. He missed Layla, Kate and Alena’s mother. He missed his routine of hunting, of sleeping and yes, of making love to the beautiful women. He enjoyed his responsibilities of taking care of everyone in the hilltop village and beyond. There was Shenstone, where the Stonemen lived and Northstrot, which had recently battled werewolves. He needed to go and check up on those towns and make sure things were running smoothly.  
			

			
				But there was one thing to do before they headed back. 
			

			
				Get Alena pregnant. 
			

			
				“What’s wrong?” Alena asked as she stared at him, a frown on her lips. 
			

			
				“Nothing,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				“You’re a terrible liar,” came her instant response. 
			

			
				Matthew wasn’t lying. Nothing was wrong. “I think I’m struggling with the concept of a fertility goddess.” 
			

			
				“She’s not a fertility goddess! That is so disrespectful!” Alena said as her hands clenched into fists. 
			

			
				“So basically, you go to see this woman, swim in a pool of water and then magically, you’re instantly pregnant. I’m not going to say it's weird… but-” Matthew stopped talking as he saw the anger in Alena’s eyes. 
			

			
				“You said you were supportive of this!” she said through gritted teeth. 
			

			
				“I am. I will try to better control my thoughts feeding into my face so that you can’t see how I’m finding this fertility goddess thing a bit strange,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				The anger in Alena’s eyes briefly faded, to be replaced with confusion. And then, she was angry again. “Stop calling her a fertility goddess!” 
			

			
				Matthew climbed out of bed and walked towards Alena. The elf had been standing by the window, staring out. Seeing his approach, she turned to look at him. Matthew paused as he took in her hot body once more. Her firm breasts, the shape of her hips, her little opening between her legs. 
			

			
				His cock responded, growing in size. Not at full length, but enough to grab Alena’s attention. She walked up to him and took it in her hands gently. As she rubbed it, her legs parted. She moved closer until her pussy rested against his thigh. He could feel the wetness, the heat. He squeezed her breasts as he kissed her on the lips. 
			

			
				After a passionate kiss, Alena moved her lips back and stared at him. “Elves are not like human women. My body won't change after the baby,” she whispered. 
			

			
				“That’s not at all what I was worried about,” Matthew said quickly. “I guess I’m not worried but… bringing a child into a world known as the Land of Chaos is…” he shrugged his shoulders. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll do everything to protect it and you,” he said as he kissed her on the lips. 
			

			
				“Thank you,” Alena said as she pressed her chest against his and rested her hand on his shoulder. 
			

			
				Matthew felt protective over her like he had never before. He wrapped his arms around her back and hugged her tightly, pressing her naked form against his. It was an intimate moment and he could have stayed there forever. 
			

			
				Except, the door to the room opened and in walked Elira. 
			

			
				“How is it you two are always naked and fucking, but I never get to join in?” she asked as she stared at them, a longing in her eyes. 
			

			
				Alena stepped away from Matthew and reached for her dress that lay on the floor. As she bent to pick it up, Elira let out a sigh. “What I would do to be with you… I have a dominant personality, but I would submit to you Alena. You could ravage my body as you saw fit.” 
			

			
				Alena slipped into her dress and stared at Elira with a frown before she turned to Matthew and rolled her eyes again. 
			

			
				Mathew felt like he should probably grab his trousers too. He was completely naked and Elira was now staring at him. Her eyes rested on his cock, which was still semi erect. Elira let out another sigh. “They just don’t make them like you, Matthew,” she said as she finally looked up at his face. “You could have your way with me too if you want…” 
			

			
				“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind the next time we’re in the City of Angels,” he said politely. It was always good to know people. Especially ones that had connections to the royal family. 
			

			
				Her attention now solely focused on him, Elira walked up to him. It felt strange for him to be naked in front of a clothed woman. He glanced at his trousers once more, but before he could make a move, Elira stood right before him. 
			

			
				“After your visit to Elvindhara, will you go back to your little village in the corner of the world?” she asked. 
			

			
				“You know of Elvindhara?” Alena asked, surprise in her eyes. 
			

			
				“I did my research last night. There isn’t much on the fertility goddess and most of it assumes her existence to be a myth. But if an elf believes she exists, I guess she does,” Elira said with a smile. 
			

			
				“She’s not a fertility goddess!” Alena snapped. 
			

			
				“I don’t care what type of goddess she is. I will worship at her feet if she can make milk trickle out of your breasts, honey,” Elira purred. 
			

			
				Matthew could sense Alena’s growing frustration. Some might have been flattered by Elira’s somewhat obsessive attraction. The elf clearly wasn’t. Maybe she wasn’t attracted to women, maybe her hormones were playing around because she was in Saadi, the elven period of fertility that had caused Alena to behave somewhere erratically.
			

			
				Whatever the cause, Matthew felt it better to bring what could end up being a confrontation to a close as quickly as possible.  
			

			
				“Thanks so much for your help and hospitality,” he said to Elira. “Greatly appreciated. But we really should get going now.” 
			

			
				“Ahhh,” Elira let out a deep sigh as she placed her hands on his arms. She gave them a squeeze, then sighed again. “They really don’t make them like you anymore,” she said as she glanced down at his cock. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				They began their journey just as the sun began to rise over the City of Angels. Having left the city behind, Matthew, Alena and Angelica rode along the winding trail. The air was thick with the scent of pine and earth, a stark contrast to the smells of the city. It was enjoyable at first. But three days and three nights later, Matthew began to miss the comforts of a home. A bed, a place to shower, hot meals. 
			

			
				With each passing mile, the landscape grew wilder. The roads had long since become less travelled; the well-worn paths of the city’s outskirts giving way to narrower, less defined trails that wound between ancient trees and jagged rocks. 
			

			
				Matthew considered himself a fairly seasoned traveller now. He’d been to the hills of Shenstone and battled creatures literally made of stone. He had journeyed deep into the Sherlake Forest where the werewolves lived. But this journey was long and through rough terrain.
			

			
				Elvindhara. It was supposedly an ancient place once inhabited by the oldest of elven civilisations. It was also located somewhere in a mountain and it was on the third day did the mountain range appear in the distance. And what a range it was, the top was white, covered in snow. 
			

			
				Thankfully, Alena confirmed they did not have to climb to the top. 
			

			
				In some places, there was no path to follow, yet, Alena seemed to know where she was going. She had been brought to his place when she was ten, Alena said, when Matthew enquired how she knew her way. Every female elf was brought to this place at that age. 
			

			
				“The path is ingrained in our consciousness. It doesn’t matter how the landscape changes, all female elves know the way,” Alena said. 
			

			
				As they reached the foothills of the mountain range, there was a proper path carved in between the rocks and stones. It was narrow and the jagged cliffs rose like sentinels on either side. Matthew's eyes scanned the narrow path ahead, his chest rising with each steady breath. The horses moved in sync, their hooves clicking in time, though the clatter grew more muffled as the mountain's towering walls drew them higher. 
			

			
				The air was thinner up here, cool and sharp, and every exhale seemed to disappear into the vast expanse of the rocky gorge. He glanced up at the sheer cliffs that loomed like ancient giants above them, their jagged edges cutting into the blue sky, a reminder of how small and insignificant they were in the face of nature's power.
			

			
				They had been riding for hours along the twisting and turning path, climbing higher with each step, and still, the mountain seemed to stretch on endlessly.
			

			
				Then, without warning, the path ahead narrowed sharply, and Matthew’s horse gave a sudden snort, halting mid-step. His gaze shot forward. There, blocking their way, was a massive boulder, wedged between the cliffs as though the mountain itself had decided to halt their progress. The boulder was enormous, rough-edged, and seemed as though it had been there for centuries. It sat there like an immovable sentinel, its surface cracked with age, but still solid.
			

			
				Matthew frowned, eyes narrowing as he assessed the obstacle. “Well, that sucks,” he grumbled. 
			

			
				“If I had my powers, I could move that,” Angelica said. 
			

			
				Matthew glanced back at her. She had been quiet pretty much the whole journey so far. He imagined she had a lot to think about. It must have been harder for her to be in the Land of Chaos than any other Fallen. She still had her memories. And despite what she had said about being only half angel and the hate that came with that, Angelica knew her home world. She knew the spot where she was born, the places she had spent her childhood. She would never see those places again. Nor would she be able to visit anyone she had left behind. And there had to be someone that was missing her back on earth. 
			

			
				Matthew dismounted from the horse; his boots scraped against the stone as he stepped forward to examine the boulder. He looked up at the cliff edges as he wondered how the boulder had managed to arrive at this point, perfectly blocking the path completely. 
			

			
				“It’s a shame you don’t have your full powers,” Matthew muttered as he looked past the boulder and at the path that curved upward. 
			

			
				“We will walk once we climb over,” Alena said, adding,” It’s not far from here.” 
			

			
				Grabbing the remaining of their food rations from the saddles, they approached the boulder. It was massive. Over twenty feet in height. Alena was first over. She leapt towards the jagged wall on the left side of the path and grabbing a protruding rock, she pulled herself over the boulder and landed on the other side. 
			

			
				“Fuck me, that was cool,” Matthew muttered. 
			

			
				Angelica stared at the boulder with determination. And then, she dropped to one knee, placed her hands flat on the rocky path and leapt up. 
			

			
				Matthew stared with his mouth wide open. 
			

			
				Angelica cleared the boulder by a hundred feet. And when she landed on the other side, a burst of dust erupted around her. And then, the boulder shattered into a hundred pieces. He raised his hands to block the debris that flew towards him. He managed to swipe away most, though one struck him on the leg. The horses turned and bolted down the path. 
			

			
				As the dust settled, Angelica came into view. She stood with her fist extended, a triumphant smile on her face. “My powers are almost back,” she grinned. And then, noticing the cut on his leg, her face fell. “I’m so sorry,” she said as she rushed over to check on him. 
			

			
				“It’s fine,” Matthew said as Angelica dropped to her knees and tore the bottom half of his trousers off with ease, as if she were ripping thin paper. “Seriously, I’m fine. It’ll heal.” 
			

			
				“Are you sure?” Angelica asked as she looked up at him. 
			

			
				“I’m sure. Look,” he said as the cut began to seal itself. 
			

			
				Angelica stared at it in wonder. And then, she climbed to her feet and stared at him in wonder. 
			

			
				“We should keep moving,” Alena muttered as she glared at them both. 
			

			
				They set off up the path on foot. The wind began to bite as it wound itself up the mountainside, the jagged rocks on either side seeming to close in tighter with each step. As the hours passed, Matthew’s breath remained steady, though his legs ached from the climb. 
			

			
				Not far my arse. 
			

			
				The sun was almost setting when they finally reached a clearing. Before them stood an ancient door, half-hidden in the mountain’s rock face, the wood was dark with age and etched with strange symbols. Two elves stood before it, their presence unmistakable. Tall and graceful, they were draped in cloaks of deep green, their features sharp as knives, eyes glinting in the fading light. 
			

			
				Their swords rested at their sides, but their posture was rigid, clearly alert. One of them stepped forward as they approached, his gaze fixed directly on Matthew.
			

			
				“You are no elf. What are you doing here?” he asked and immediately drew his sword. “Be warned, we are no ordinary elves.” 
			

			
				“I’m with her,” Matthew said, as he pointed to Alena. “She’s an elf. Look, the pointy ears.” Except, at that moment, Alena’s pointy ears were covered by her hair. 
			

			
				The two elves turned their attention to Alena. 
			

			
				“You travel to the holy Elvindhara in the company of humans. Why?” the elf asked. 
			

			
				“I came to meet the Goddess Ashundhara as I am of childbearing age,” Alena said. 
			

			
				“Your soulmate is infertile?” the elf asked. 
			

			
				Alena glanced at Matthew before she nodded. “Yes, he is infertile.” 
			

			
				The elves' posture relaxed as they stepped back. One held onto a large ring on the door and pulled it open. It was dark inside. An eerie darkness that seemed to swallow all light around it. It made him think of black holes. 
			

			
				Alena walked in without hesitation. 
			

			
				Angelica came to stand beside him. Her shoulder brushed against his. “Can you see anything beyond the door?” 
			

			
				Matthew shook his head. 
			

			
				“It reminds me of a blackhole…” she said. 
			

			
				Matthew turned to look at her. “Right?” 
			

			
				Angelica let out a nervous laugh. “We’re still going to walk through the door, aren’t we?” 
			

			
				“Yup,” Matthew said, as he stepped forward and plunged into the darkness. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 24
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Matthew stepped through the door, and for a brief moment, the world around him seemed to vanish, swallowed up by the void of the darkness. His body tensed, heart pounding, expecting some kind of overwhelming force or infinite fall. But when his feet hit the ground, it was solid. The oppressive darkness that had clung to the door faded, replaced by an unexpected light. It was soft, fluid, and pulsing from the centre of the room.
			

			
				His eyes adjusted, blinking against the strange glow. The cave stretched out before him, walls jagged and uneven, dripping with dampness that smelled faintly of earth and something sweet, like moss. 
			

			
				The light, however, seemed to have no source other than a vast pool that stretched out in the centre of the cavern. It shimmered gently, undisturbed by any breeze, casting ripples of pale blue and silver across the stone walls. The water itself was surprisingly still, despite the faint ripples, as if it were holding secrets beneath its surface.
			

			
				Matthew took a step forward, his boots echoing softly against the cavern floor. The pool, wide enough to stretch at least twenty feet in diameter, was deep—its surface only just below his chest if he were to wade in. The light, though gentle, made the water glow from within, illuminating the cave like the moon’s reflection on a quiet lake. It didn’t burn his eyes, but instead soothed them, as though the light were somehow alive, pulsing in rhythm with his heartbeat.
			

			
				His breath caught in his throat as he stood at the edge, mesmerized by the surreal beauty before him. The air here felt heavier, like something ancient and powerful was waiting in the stillness, hidden beneath the surface. The reflection of his own face was faint in the pool, distorted by the gentle flow of the water—yet something about it made his stomach twist with unease.
			

			
				It was as if the light emanating from the pool wasn’t just lighting the space, but pulling him toward it, urging him to look deeper, to understand its pull. The edges of the pool were dark, uninviting, but its centre—the heart of it—seemed to beckon.
			

			
				Come in. 
			

			
				Matthew’s eyes widened and he took a step back. His body shuddered as he glanced around the room, looking for the source of the voice that had spoken to his mind. Demons were his first thought. But he saw none. 
			

			
				He did see Alena standing by the pool of water, staring down at it. Strange that he hadn’t noticed her before. Matthew walked towards her and when he reached her, he placed a hand on hers. 
			

			
				“What happens now?” he asked. 
			

			
				“I have to go into the water,” Alena said quietly. 
			

			
				But she did not move. Alena stared at the water, her body stiff. 
			

			
				“Did the water just tell me to go in?” Angelica asked. 
			

			
				Matthew hadn’t heard her enter. But she was in the cave, standing by the pool of water, she looked at him. 
			

			
				“I heard a voice in my head that told me to go in… at least I think I did,” Angelica said with uncertainty. 
			

			
				“I heard the same,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				The surface of the water seemed to tremble ever so slightly. At first, Matthew thought it was his imagination, the effect of the eerie glow playing tricks on his mind. But then the water shivered again, as if it had its own pulse, and something began to emerge from it.
			

			
				The first thing that broke the surface was a pair of hands—long, graceful fingers, with skin the colour of old jade. They slid from the water as though the woman beneath the surface were rising from some hidden, unreachable world, her arms stretching upward with an elegance that made him feel strangely small. Slowly, her shoulders followed, glistening with droplets that caught the light like tiny stars, revealing skin that shimmered faintly in the soft glow. The longer he looked, the clearer it became: she was real—flesh and bone, yet not entirely of this world.
			

			
				Her face emerged next. At first, it was only her eyes—wide, silvery-grey eyes that gleamed with intelligence. Her hair followed, dark and sleek like a river at midnight, cascading down around her shoulders and back, tangled with droplets of water that glittered like diamonds. The water seemed to cling to her like it was afraid to let go, but she shook it off effortlessly, as though it obeyed her command.
			

			
				Matthew's breath caught. She stood before him, water dripping from her body, glistening like dew on the petals of an impossible flower. Her skin had the faintest greenish hue. Her body, though drenched, was statuesque, a work of art that belonged in myths. Her presence felt like it belonged in a different realm entirely.
			

			
				A goddess.
			

			
				“I am the goddess Ashundhara. You should have entered the water,” she said to Matthew and Angelica. 
			

			
				“What would have happened if we did enter the water?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“I would have devoured your souls,” Ashundhara replied. 
			

			
				Matthew was instantly glad he didn’t climb into the water. His sword that rested by his waist, he grabbed the handle, though it remained sheathed. 
			

			
				“You cannot kill me with a sword. I am a goddess,” Ashundhara said, noticing his hand resting by his hip. “Tell me, how were you able to resist the urge to walk into the water?” 
			

			
				“Feeble mind controls do not work on me, demon. I am an angel!” Angelica said, her eyes flaring. 
			

			
				Ashundhara turned her attention to Angelica and raised an eyebrow. “Angels in the Land of Chaos? Why have you returned?” 
			

			
				“Returned?” Angelica frowned and then shook her head. “What do you mean returned? We’ve never been here before. Our… We’re from… I… You’re not a god! There is no God but God and He is the creator of the universe. You’re a demon or a fraud!” 
			

			
				Matthew had a vague recollection of religions from his past. He couldn’t be certain they were from the same planet, but he had an inkling earth was his home. And he could remember the religions of earth, the faiths and beliefs. One such religion believed the universe was created by a single God who created the angels and demons. 
			

			
				Matthew could see Angelica was struggling. Her body was stiff, yet it shivered every few seconds. She was trying to process what she had known her whole life against what she was being told now and the evidence before her. 
			

			
				“You’re not an important angel, are you, little one?” Ashundhara asked as her lips curled into a scorn. “I know you and your ilk. I have met the archangels. Your god is powerful, but he is not alone in this vast universe.” 
			

			
				Angelica shook her head, but she did not reply. She seemed stupefied. 
			

			
				Ashundhara turned her attention to Matthew. “And what of you? Are you an angel too? You do look like one.” 
			

			
				Matthew shrugged. He couldn’t say for certain that he wasn’t an angel. But he did doubt it. He didn’t have any wings, and when he first arrived in the Land of Chaos, he was able to form fire in his hands. That wasn’t something angels were ever able to do as far as he was aware.
			

			
				“You don’t know?” Ashundhara asked, her voice rising to the point where Matthew had to press his hands against his ears. “Let me have a look,” she said as she stepped out of the water and onto the rocky floor of the cave. 
			

			
				Ashundhara was tall. Taller than him. Her skin had a green hue to it, and it seemed to radiate a comforting warmth. She smelt like lilacs. Ashundhara placed a hand on his chest and closed her eyes. 
			

			
				Her touch was warm. That warmth seemed to flow through his body. 
			

			
				Ashundhara’s eyes flared open and she stepped back. “You’re… what are you?” 
			

			
				Matthew shrugged again, though he was a little concerned by the look on her face. The confidence of earlier was gone. The goddess seemed afraid. 
			

			
				“What do you want?” Ashundhara asked as she re-entered the water and submerged down to her waist. 
			

			
				“I am going through the Saadi. My soulmate is not able to seed me with child. I wish to be a recipient of your benevolence,” Alena said, her head lowered, her voice meek.   
			

			
				“That is all?” Ashundhara asked as her eyes flickered from Matthew to Angelica. “Why have you brought the angel and… this abomination?” 
			

			
				Abomination? 
			

			
				She was referring to him. Why did she think he was an abomination? 
			

			
				“That is all, Goddess,” Alena said. 
			

			
				“Fine. You may enter the water. But I want you two out of my domain. You can wait outside,” Ashundhara said. 
			

			
				Matthew turned his attention to Alena. He wasn’t keen on leaving her alone in this cave with a goddess that had wanted to devour his soul. But Alena gave him a quick nod of the head. He was still reluctant to leave. 
			

			
				He turned to Ashundhara. “If you hurt her…” 
			

			
				“I am a goddess! You dare threaten me!?” Ashundhara roared. 
			

			
				Her voice bounced off the walls of the cave like a thunderstorm trapped in a cup. Matthew winced as his head ached from the veracity. He waited till his head cleared and then stared at the goddess, giving what he hoped was a stern look. 
			

			
				“And I’m an abomination. Don’t hurt her,” he shot back. 
			

			
				Ashundhara glared at him. She didn’t look so scary or godly anymore. She reminded him of a spoilt woman, one who was accustomed to having her way and couldn’t handle it when challenged. 
			

			
				“I will not hurt the little elf. Now get out of my domain,” Ashundhara said, her tone now low. 
			

			
				“It’s a cave. Hardly a domain,” Matthew said.
			

			
				He took Angelica’s hand and pulled her towards the door that had led them in. From this side it looked like an ordinary door and not a black hole. With a final glance at Alena, Matthew stepped through. 
			

			
				As he arrived on the other side, Angelica by his side, Matthew let out a sigh. The two elf guards were dead, their heads separated from their bodies.  
			

			
				“Can’t I get a single moment’s peace?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				The woman standing before him wore a smirk on her face. “That’s an interesting response. Most crumble in fear when in the presence of a demon.” 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 25
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Matthew stepped out from the cave, Angelica by his side, to find the two elf guards dead, their heads separated from their bodies. Standing over them was a woman. She had red skin, two little black horns and yellow eyes. She was dressed in a mini leather skirt and a fitting leather bra that squeezed her ample breasts. 
			

			
				She was a demon. 
			

			
				Kneel. 
			

			
				Matthew heard the voice in his head. It wasn’t the first time a voice in his head tried to control him. Hell, it wasn’t even the first time today. 
			

			
				“You can stop with the mind tricks. It doesn’t work on me,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				“Or me,” Angelica growled. 
			

			
				“Seriously?” the demon grumbled. “You’re not afraid of me? You don’t feel darkness surrounding you, helplessness crawling into every fibre of your body, your nightmares pulling at your eyes?” 
			

			
				Matthew shook his head. “All I see is a demon that has a death wish.” 
			

			
				He drew his sword and pointed it at the demon. 
			

			
				“You’re not the Messiah. Why aren’t you afraid of me? Are you one of his disciples?” the demon asked. 
			

			
				“I have nothing to do with the Messiah or his disciples,” Matthew said, though he had met one before. Esther. He decided to omit that information. “Why have you killed the elves?” 
			

			
				“I’m here to murder the goddess Ashundhara. That bitch has had it coming for a long time,” the demon said. 
			

			
				“I don’t know what your beef with the goddess is, and I imagine it's probably justified,” Matthew said. “But I can’t let you kill her right now.” 
			

			
				“And why is that?” the demon asked. 
			

			
				“It’s complicated. She’s a fertility goddess for elves… or something like that,” Matthew mumbled. “Once we’re done here, we will be on our way and you can fight the green woman.”
			

			
				“Can’t do that I’m afraid. Ashundhara is probably already aware of my presence. She will flee.” 
			

			
				“I will kill you!” Angelica roared. 
			

			
				Matthew turned to look at Angelica. She was seething with rage, her usually glowing skin now red. 
			

			
				“What’s up with her?” the demon asked. 
			

			
				“Behold, wretched spawn of the infernal abyss,” Angelica proclaimed, “know that I am a sentinel of the Most High, forged in the crucible of divine light, anointed with the sacred duty to cleanse this sullied realm of your pestilential corruption; it is by immutable decree and the inexorable will of the Almighty that I come before you now—not as a supplicant or negotiator, but as your doom incarnate, the luminous sword of celestial justice, sworn to scour your blasphemous essence from the face of creation, that the harmony of the cosmos may be restored in unblemished sanctity.” 
			

			
				Matthew took a step away from Angelica to get a better look at her. He was dumbfounded by her speech. But he supposed he shouldn’t have been. She was an angel who had been fighting demons her whole life. Being thrown into the Land of Chaos, this was finally something that made sense to her. 
			

			
				A demon. 
			

			
				“You’re an angel?” the demon asked. “So they have returned. But why? It doesn’t matter.” The demon spread her arms out. Two long black swords appeared in them. She tilted her head back and laughed, a low, velvety sound that echoed like silk tearing in the dark. “Oh, spare me your sanctimonious sermon, gilded butcher,” she purred, her eyes glowing like embers in the void. “Do you think your self-righteous proclamations frighten me? I am Lilith, first of the fallen daughters, mother of serpents, and sovereign of the forsaken. I was old when your precious choir first learned to sing their hymns. I have danced in the ashes of your temples and feasted on the fear of your trembling saints. I have battled your archangels. You are a little angel, a nothing.” 
			

			
				Angelica stood tall and shrugged her shoulders. Majestic wings that glowed with an ethereal light sprung out from her back. She spread her hands wide and, with a sound like a cathedral bell cracking, two swords of pure, searing radiance materialized in her grip. They hummed with celestial power, their edges shimmering like liquid fire.
			

			
				Matthew was impressed. He didn’t have many samples to compare against, or any, but Angelica definitely looked like a full on angel and not the half breed she claimed to be. 
			

			
				Lilith didn’t seem impressed or intimidated. Her own black swords were like an antithesis of Angelica’s. They seemed to devour the light around them. 
			

			
				Without warning, the two hurled themselves at each other. The clash of their swords sent shockwaves through the mountain, knocking stones loose to tumble down onto the path. Sparks of light and darkness burst and crackled at every strike, the angel's radiant blades meeting Lilith’s black swords in a frenzy of motion.
			

			
				Matthew felt like he should get involved. But he wasn’t quite sure how he was supposed to join the battle. It was happening so quickly. He flinched as Angelica lunged, driving one luminous sword toward Lilith’s heart. But the demon twisted aside with inhuman speed, her laughter ringing cold and cruel. She brought both black blades down in an X-shaped parry, forcing the angel back, wings scraping stone.
			

			
				They circled each other. Angelica’s face was grim, resolute, bathed in holy light that flickered and flared with every swing. Lilith’s was a mask of wicked delight, hair streaming like black fire. Their swords collided again and again, the sound like thunder splitting the world.
			

			
				Then, with a sudden roar, Lilith feinted low and swept her leg out in a vicious kick. It connected with Angelica’s chest in a dull, sickening thud. Matthew watched in horror as the angel flew backward, wings snapping open too late to catch herself. She slammed into the mountain wall beside the cave entrance with a resounding crash, cracks spiderwebbing through the rock.
			

			
				Dust and pebbles rained down. Angelica slumped, dazed but still gripping her glowing swords, the light around her dimmed and flickered. Lilith stood breathing hard but triumphant, black swords crossed over her chest, her eyes gleaming triumph. 
			

			
				Matthew saw his opportunity to enter the battle. He rushed to stand between Angelica and Lilith, his sword drawn, he pointed it at the demon. 
			

			
				Lilith stared at his sword, eyes narrow. “What is that?” 
			

			
				“It’s a sword…” 
			

			
				“Of steel? Why is it not made of the glowing stuff you angels seem to have pouring out of you?” 
			

			
				“I’m not an angel,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				“Really? You look like one… but if you’re not an angel, what are you?” Lilith asked as she stepped closer to him. 
			

			
				Matthew held back a sigh. It was a question he had asked himself many times already, but he was now getting tired of others asking him the same thing. “I have no quarrel with you, but I want to warn you, I have battled demons before and as you can see, I’m still standing. You really don’t want to fight me.” 
			

			
				“You haven’t battled a demon before,” Lilith scoffed. 
			

			
				“I fought a demon named Mephistopheles. Heard of him?” Matthew asked. He could tell instantly that Lilith had heard the name. 
			

			
				“Many humans know the name Mephistopheles,” Lilith scoffed. “There are many stories of him, as there are of me.” 
			

			
				“Never heard of you,” Matthew said, intending to offend. “I battled Mephistopheles in Northstrot. It's a small town in the corner of the world. He came to the aid of some werewolves. Mephistopheles is a bit a prick. Turns really big, swallows people whole. Tried to get me to kill myself using his mind tricks. As you can see,” Matthew said, holding his hands out, “I’m still here.” 
			

			
				For the first time since meeting Lilith the demon, Matthew could see the uncertainty in her eyes. And then, she grit her teeth together and came at him. She moved with incredible speed and kicked him in the chest hard. 
			

			
				Unlike Angelica, who crashed into the wall beside the door, Matthew flew right through the door and back into the cave. He hit the rock surface with a thud, then slid across it until he reached the edge of the pool.
			

			
				He felt pain blooming instantly, sharp and spreading, like glass shattering beneath his skin. His ribs screamed. Every breath was a jagged struggle, thin and useless, like trying to breathe through a broken straw. His body wouldn’t obey him—limbs numb, muscles locked. He could feel his heartbeat pounding behind the wall of agony in his chest, a desperate, hammering rhythm.
			

			
				His bluff had backfired. He’d hoped mentioning his battle with Mephistopheles would have caused Lilith to back down, or at least reconsider. Instead, it had the opposite effect. She came at him hard, not taking any chances. 
			

			
				Matthew tried to get up, but the effort from it made him almost faint. So he remained still and stared up. 
			

			
				He blinked rapidly a few times.
			

			
				What was he looking at?
			

			
				Alena hovered above the pool, suspended in the shimmering air, her body slender and lithe, every graceful line limned in soft light. She was completely nude. Her eyes were closed, mouth slightly parted in a soundless exhale. Her legs were spread delicately in mid-air, toes curling slightly, caught in some rapturous, trancelike state.
			

			
				Ashundhara stood in the pool, her own form tall and statuesque, she was naked too. One of her arms rested between Alena’s parted thighs, the whole hand was inside Alena’s pussy.
			

			
				“Why are you back?!” Ashundhara roared. 
			

			
				“It’s not out of choice,” Matthew grumbled. Talking didn’t hurt as much as he’d feared. He managed to raise his chest enough to sit on his bottom and stare at the two before him. He noticed Alena’s eyes were closed. Was she in some sort of trance? 
			

			
				“Why are you here?! Ashundhara roared once more. 
			

			
				“There is a demon out there that wants to kill you. Lilith?” 
			

			
				Ashundhara’s eyes widened. “Lilith is out?” 
			

			
				Matthew shrugged his shoulders as he stared down at his chest. He unbuttoned his shirt to get a better look at it. “Fuck,” he whispered. His chest had literally caved in. But it was beginning to recover. He could see it start to rise slowly, could feel his insides reconstructing themselves. 
			

			
				“How did the demon cross the Charred Wasteland?” Ashundhara asked. “She’s not supposed to be able to cross until the Messiah returns. Has the Messiah returned?” 
			

			
				It seemed this Messiah fella was hot gossip right now. It didn’t matter where Matthew went, someone always brough tup the Messiah. But right now, he didn’t care for it. With some effort, he climbed to his feet and groaned. He placed a hand on his hip. He felt like an old man. 
			

			
				“How long until this weird ritual is finished?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“It will take another hour or so,” Ashundhara said. “Once I am bound to my subject, I cannot free myself without killing the elf.” 
			

			
				Matthew stared at Ashundhara. From the moment they met, when she tried to devour his soul, to her condescending attitude, she didn’t strike him as being generous and caring of others. She certainly wasn’t what he’d imagined a fertility goddess would look like. 
			

			
				“And what would happen to you if you were to pull your hand out of Alena’s pussy?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“You’re a vulgar man,” Ashundhara growled. “Get out there and fight the demon! You have the power. I’ve sensed it in you.” 
			

			
				“Trust me, I don’t have the power to beat her. I’ve only battled two demons and I think I’ll lose to them both. They’re incredibly-”
			

			
				“Shut up!” Ashundhara roared as her eyes fell on the door that led into the cave. “The angel will die soon if you don’t get out there.”
			

			
				Mathew couldn’t see or hear anything. But he supposed it was a reasonable assessment. Angelica was down, but not out. In his absence, she was most likely battling the demon. 
			

			
				Matthew doubted he would be much help. Demons were so much stronger than anything else he had faced in this world. He got why everyone was so terrified of them. But it mattered not if he was going to die. He wasn’t going to hide in a cave whilst Angelica fought alone.  
			

			
				“Wait,” Ashundhara called out just as Matthew was about to step out through the door. “I sensed something when I placed my hand on your chest. You’re full of chaos. It’s unnatural. You should be full of raw power. Godly power…” she murmured. “But something is holding it back. I might be able to free it temporarily so you’ll have access to that raw power as you battle Lilith.” 
			

			
				Matthew had felt like something was holding his power back since the day he fell into the jungle in the Land of Chaos. The warmth inside him that made its appearances when he was close to dying, it resided in him permanently. But sometimes it felt like it was trapped in a cage. A cage that it managed to break through when his body had been badly damaged. If he could access that sort of power all the time, at will…  
			

			
				“What do I need to do?” Matthew asked. 
			

			
				“Come,” Ashundhara beckoned. 
			

			
				Matthew walked up to the pool of water and waded in. It was cool without being cold. He came to stand by Ashundhara. She seemed to have grown in size. Alena remained floating, naked, her legs apart, her eyes closed, she seemed at peace as Ashundhara’s hand rested in her pussy. 
			

			
				“Come closer,” Ashundhara said. 
			

			
				Matthew stepped right up to her, his face level with her breasts. 
			

			
				“Suck on it,” she told him. 
			

			
				“Excuse me?” Matthew asked as he looked up at her. 
			

			
				“Nectar of the gods. Suck on my nipples,” she whispered, her voice sultry. 
			

			
				Matthew supposed he had done stranger things. None came to mind. He stared at Ashundhara’s green nipple. It was larger than any he had recollections of sucking on. With time ticking and Angelica’s life at risk outside the cave, Matthew closed his eyes and took Ashundhara’s nipple in his mouth. 
			

			
				He sucked. 
			

			
				Liquid began to flow out. 
			

			
				It wasn’t bad. 
			

			
				It tasted like milk and honey. 
			

			
				He felt a hand push him back. Matthew opened his eyes and stared up at Ashundhara. “What was that?” 
			

			
				“You’ve had enough. Now go and fight that demon,” the goddess of fertility growled.
			

			
				Matthew didn’t feel any different. There was no sudden surge of power. The only change seemed to be an allure he felt towards Ashundhara’s nipples. He wanted to suck on them more. He wanted to bite them. Hell, he wanted to do many things to the naked goddess. 
			

			
				Devour her. 
			

			
				That's what he wanted to do. 
			

			
				With some effort, he dragged himself away from her and climbed out of the pool of water. For now, it seemed the only thing Ashundhara’s nectar had managed to do was raise his sexual desires. As he walked out of the door to face the demon, he hoped that wasn’t all it had done. 
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				It was noticeably colder outside the cave. Matthew took a deep breath. His chest had fully recovered. That warmth in his chest was back, floating around. Was it here to stay? Was it going to help him fight? Or was it just going to bring him back from the edge as the demon battered his body? 
			

			
				He hoped it would help him fight. Because the sight before him was not a pleasant one. 
			

			
				Lilith and Angelica were locked in brutal combat. Sparks flew in bursts of white and black every time their swords collided. The angel was flagging badly—wings torn and ragged, her clothes were bloodied, one of her glowing swords flickered weakly. She deflected a savage downward strike with a pained grunt, but Lilith spun, reversed her grip, and slashed the angel’s side, sending her reeling back, hissing in agony.
			

			
				With sword in hand, teeth gritted, Matthew charged at the demon. 
			

			
				Lilith heard him coming. She turned just as he closed the distance, her smile stretching into something wicked and hungry. Her black blades rose, crossed lazily in a mock salute.
			

			
				Matthew swung first. His blade whistled through the air, but she parried with one sword while slashing for his ribs with the other. He twisted desperately, her black edge scoring a deep gash in his side, heat and pain blooming immediately.
			

			
				He didn’t stop. He spun with the blow, using his momentum to drive her back a step. She laughed in delight.
			

			
				“Good, mortal! Fight me!”
			

			
				He swung again, overhead this time, forcing her to block. The clash of steel rattled his bones. He let the rebound carry him backward, ducking just in time as her second blade carved the air where his neck had been. Gravel scattered under his boots as he slid to the side, breathing hard.
			

			
				Beside him, Angelica let out a roar as she drove her swords at Lilith with a two handed-slash. Lilith deflected it with a savage grin but had to give ground.
			

			
				Matthew didn’t waste the opening. He lunged in, thrusting for Lilith’s stomach. She twisted, caught his blade on hers, and shoved him off-balance. He felt the black edge cut across his forearm, hot blood spattering the rock.
			

			
				Ignoring the pain in his side and arm Matthew swung desperately, blade humming. Lilith blocked, twisted, and rammed the hilt of one black sword into his gut. He folded over, breath whooshing out. She slammed an elbow into the side of his head.
			

			
				Stars exploded in his vision. He went down to one knee, coughing, head ringing. He blinked and saw Angelica on the ground next to him, blood trickling from her mouth.
			

			
				Lilith stood over them, breathing hard but smiling, eyes gleaming. Her black swords dripped with their blood. “You’ve got an elf in there trying to get pregnant, haven’t you?” 
			

			
				“How did you know that?” Matthew asked, too tired to feign ignorance. 
			

			
				“It explains why that bitch Ashundhara hasn’t fled. Once she's locked in the process of impregnating an elf, separating before the process is complete will kill them both. Her greed is going to be her death.” 
			

			
				Matthew took a deep breath as he placed his hand on his stomach. There was a lot of blood there. “Greed?” he groaned. 
			

			
				“Ashundhara doesn’t impregnate elves from the goodness of her heart. When she rams her hand into their vaginas, she takes the remaining of the elves Saadi. It helps sustain her,” Lilith said, her tone light, conversational. 
			

			
				“What’s your issue with her?” Matthew asked as he climbed to his feet. The warmth inside his chest was no longer restricted to that area alone. It floated all over his body. He felt oddly relaxed. 
			

			
				“We were lovers once,” Lilith said. “She betrayed me. I promised to kill her. I’m going to fulfil that promise. I have no quarrel with you or the angel, even though she is an angel. Our issues with her god are old and no more. Someone must have forgotten to tell her, or maybe demons and angels still battle in some distant world,” she mused. “I will kill Ashundhara. You can step aside, or you can die. It makes no difference to me.” 
			

			
				“I can’t let you kill Ashundhara. The elf she is attached to will also die,” Matthew said. 
			

			
				“I guess you’ll have to die then,” Lilith said with a smile. 
			

			
				The warmth that was all around his body suddenly increased in intensity. It felt… divine. It seeped through his bones, sank into his marrow, crackled under his skin like liquid light. His vision sharpened. Every ache dulled. He straightened fully, muscles coiling with new power.
			

			
				He felt insanely powerful. 
			

			
				Godly. 
			

			
				Lilith’s smile faded, just slightly. “I can sense both the Eternal Darkness and the Eternal Flame… what is inside you?” 
			

			
				Matthew took a deep breath, savouring the feeling. He felt amazing. The pain receded into memory. Energy surged through him, humming in his chest like a living thing.
			

			
				He raised his sword—and then, with a roar, hurled it aside. He didn’t need it.
			

			
				Lilith’s eyes narrowed. She lunged at him, both black swords arcing in lethal curves. Matthew didn’t even flinch. He caught her blades with his bare hands, palms slamming against the flats of the swords. Sparks flew. The edges bit into his skin but didn’t cut deep. He grinned.
			

			
				“What—?” Lilith spat, shocked.
			

			
				He twisted her swords aside and slammed a fist straight into her jaw. The impact boomed across the mountaintop, sending her skidding back, boots gouging the rock.
			

			
				She shrieked with rage, darting back in. He dodged one slash, deflected the other with his forearm, and delivered another brutal punch to her ribs, feeling something crack. She gasped and staggered.
			

			
				But then she stopped, face twisting into something darker.
			

			
				“Enough of this,” Lilith hissed.
			

			
				Her body began to glow from within—red cracks spreading across her skin like molten seams. She threw back her head and roared. She began to grow in size. Muscles expanded, bones cracked and lengthened. Her black blades grew with her. When it ended, she loomed over him, four times his height, skin glowing like smouldering embers in a dying fire. Her eyes were pits of flame.
			

			
				Matthew wiped sweat from his brow, heart hammering. He felt no fear. Just a wild, exultant readiness.
			

			
				He charged.
			

			
				Her massive sword swung down. He rolled aside, scrambled up the slope, and leapt—driving both fists into her side. She roared, stumbling, swinging wildly. One of her strikes clipped him, sending him flying into a boulder. It cracked under the impact. Pain flared bright and hot, but the divine energy in him wouldn’t let him stop. He roared back, launching himself at her leg, punching her knee so hard it buckled.
			

			
				She howled, staggering again. The mountain trembled with every step. They traded blows—her massive blades crashing down like meteors, his strikes slamming into her with concussive force. Rock split. Dust billowed. The air stank of sulphur and blood.
			

			
				He was tiring. She was too. Their movements slowed, each breath a ragged rasp.
			

			
				Then, a bright light flared behind him.
			

			
				Angelica. 
			

			
				Wings spread wide, one glowing sword in hand, clothes torn and stained with blood but eyes blazing with renewed fury. She moved fast, racing up Lilith’s massive form like a white flame.
			

			
				Matthew ducked as Lilith swung for him. The angel leapt, slamming her sword into Lilith’s left side, just under the ribs. The blade sank deep.
			

			
				Lilith screamed, a sound that shook the mountain. She thrashed, eyes wide with fury and pain, steam and black smoke pouring from the wound.
			

			
				“You bloody bastards,” she spat, voice cracking like firewood. She ripped the sword free with one massive hand and hurled it aside.
			

			
				Cursing in a guttural, ancient tongue, she turned, wings of shadow tearing from her back. She spread them wide.
			

			
				Matthew braced himself, shielding his eyes from the blast of wind and heat as she launched into the sky, wings beating thunderously. She glared down once, clutching her wound, eyes promising vengeance before her powerful wings wept her away. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Epilogue
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				After the impregnation of Alena was complete, Ashundhara fled the cave in the mountains in a hurry. Matthew told her Lilith was pretty badly injured, but the fertility goddess wasn’t taking any chances. Before she left, Matthew asked if he could take another sip from her breasts. 
			

			
				He blurted the question out in front of Angelica and Alena. 
			

			
				The godly power inside him was beginning to fade. 
			

			
				But Angelica and Alena knew nothing about that and how sucking on Ashundhara’s breasts had freed him. 
			

			
				That was how it had felt. 
			

			
				The godly power he briefly had made him feel free. Like he had always had that power. And he suspected that was the case. Ashundhara had said as much, that she sensed great power within him, but something was holding him back. 
			

			
				Ashundhara didn’t even bother to decline his request. Wings sprouted from her back and she flew away in haste. 
			

			
				It was a slow journey back down the mountain. They had no horses. Angelica had her angelic powers back, but she was badly injured. Alena carried no physical bruises, but she was groggy on her feet. 
			

			
				It was when they reached the bottom of the mountain did Matthew feel it. 
			

			
				It was like a string had been fastened around his chest and the person holding the other end was tugging at it. Matthew had never felt this before, but he knew what it was. 
			

			
				He was being called by the Ice Queen. And there was only one reason for her to call him. 
			

			
				Her kingdom was under threat. 
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