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    Chapter 1 
 
    Waking up beside Emily made me think I was dreaming sometimes. I could never imagine I would meet someone like her, a catgirl, or that I could get pulled into another world.  
 
    It had been roughly six months since Amaranth summoned me to this world, which I eventually learned was named Argent. I still couldn’t believe it had happened to me. How could I, really? No one expected to be summoned to a world of magic. It seemed like something out of a story, and yet. 
 
    I sighed, shifted against Emily, loved the small moan that escaped from her at that. A small smile took hold of my lips. I loved her. Maybe I had fallen a bit in love with her at first sight. However, you could almost say the same about how I reacted to Mei and Amaranth. Still, Emily was the one I spent the following days with, the one who taught me the first magics I learned, and the one that eventually made my heart beat faster. 
 
    I loved her. 
 
    Then she was the one that shifted against me, burrowing into my side, and I cast a glance over her figure, feeling my body react to it. Emily slept naked and didn’t see anything wrong with it. And neither did I, though I wasn’t strictly an impartial judge. I liked her body, enjoyed letting my eyes run over the entire expanse of her bare frame. 
 
    A small moan escaped from my girlfriend as she shifted once more, and I knew it was only a matter of time before she woke. The sunlight filtered into the room through the curtains, casting a glow over our skins. Some sounds came from the outside as those sworn to Amaranth started moving around. 
 
    Soon enough, we would have to join them. After all, we had duties to fulfill for the dragon queen. Emily was one of her handmaidens, basically Amaranth’s second in command. And I had to help build the foundations of what all of us hoped to be a new city. 
 
    To say I was in charge might be a bit of an exaggeration, but not wholly inaccurate. A small council took the big decisions, one in which I participated, and gave ideas based on general knowledge of Earth, some of which they ended up following. I was still in charge of implementing these ideas, though I had plenty of help. 
 
    A touch of lips against my side made me look down at Emily, and I smiled when I saw that the catgirl was awake. She smiled back at me and then leaned up, pressed her lips against mine, and I didn’t waste the chance, kissed her. “Hi!” I said when she pulled back, and she pressed even harder against me in response. 
 
    The sensation of those bare breasts against my flesh… 
 
    It made me want and awoke something inside of me. We kissed again, harder than before, but Emily pulled back before we could do more than that. “We need to get up.” She said, though her tone indicated she wouldn’t have minded if we could stay in. 
 
    “I know.” I leaned in and pressed a quick peck to her lips but allowed her to move back without another word. I loved her. I loved the sight of her, how well her body fit against mine. I loved the little sounds that escaped her when I touched her and made her enjoy. Hell, I loved the smell of her, and running my hands over her cat ears and tail. 
 
    My life had no meaning without her, and I knew the longer I was with her, the more I would love her. Not that I could see how it was possible when it already seemed I couldn’t breathe right if I passed a pair of hours without seeing her, but it was true. 
 
    I laid back down again and just watched as she dressed, and she didn’t miss the chance to tease me once she noticed I was doing it. I held myself back, fearing what I would do if I lost control and pulled her closer. And once she had finished dressing, the temptation vanished a little. Oh, it didn’t disappear entirely. Emily was too gorgeous for that, and her clothing seemed to enhance her beauty even more instead of hiding it. But seeing her clothed made me focus on the fact we had matters to take care of, and not everything could be about fun. 
 
    And I would have her back on my bed later anyway. I would sate my need for her then. 
 
    Waving at me, Emily turned on her feet and left the room, and I watched her do it, then got to my feet and proceeded to dress as well. 
 
    A few minutes later, I was leaving the fortress and crossing into the central courtyard. Since they finished the mess hall restoration, Amaranth’s soldiers started using the main square for training. However, we had some ideas of other uses it could have. 
 
    One of the first things we focused on, especially when we got some serious fairy support, was restoring the fortress. It wasn’t as easy as I had hoped. The only reason why this place had lasted abandoned for so long was the magic weaved into the building itself. Still, that magic made it far more challenging to restore as well. The spells in each area needed to be taken down before any work could be done, then they needed to be put on again. And there was always a risk that parts of the fortress could just collapse without those spells, which meant we needed to support the structure before doing any work. 
 
    Some suggested just not bothering doing so and letting the fortress remain with no magical protection, but in case of attack, those spells could end up assuring the building didn’t fall on our heads, and so, it was better to have more work now, and not get killed over laziness later. 
 
    Still, that ensured repairs were slow going. 
 
    Oh, the outside walls were already pristine. The spells there had been more straightforward, and we could put them all down at once, repair what we needed and then put them up again, but with the fortress, we needed to be far more careful. 
 
    The soldiers quickly opened the main gate when I approached, and I nodded at them as I passed by it. I didn’t know their names, but I knew them by sight and always tried to be courteous. A few soldiers from Amaranth’s army seemed to look up to me, even if I couldn’t understand why. Maybe it had something to do with my relationship with Emily. Everyone seemed to care for the lavender-haired catgirl, so perhaps that spread to me. Or maybe there was some other tale about me going around. Or they were still stuck on the fact Amaranth had summoned me to help. 
 
    I tried not to think about that most days. Maybe the blonde was right, and the help I had already provided her fulfilled the terms of the ritual she used to summon me. Perhaps it was something that was still to come. I couldn’t let it bother me. There were a thousand possible answers to that riddle, and focusing too much on it would only provoke a headache. 
 
    A few minutes of walking out the main gates were enough to see the fruits of our labor, and I couldn’t help but marvel at it. We built an extensive road made of what mostly looked like cobblestone, leading towards what we hoped would be the city's central area. Underneath it, hidden, was a tunnel connecting the town to the fortress, which would allow the waste to be processed. We laid pipes along the path that would carry all of that. It was one of my suggestions, coming primarily from my desire for modern plumbing than anything else, though we had to use magic to implement it. Oh, it was easy for me to explain that the pipes needed to carry the waste away, but how to make the entire system work? I didn’t know. Magic and some ingenuity solved that, though the fairies were primarily responsible for that part. 
 
    I was pretty sure water pressure played a part back on Earth, though I could be talking out of my ass. Still, magic solved the issue. 
 
    So far, we hadn’t built any of the many homes we expected to. We had focused on planning the city and preparing the roads, though we allotted space for each housing block. We were about to finish the docks, which would allow us to use some fishing boats and maybe, in the future, trade with some of the other settlements. Above all, we had finished laying out the commercial district. Things would move faster once we finished with the fortress, but so far, it wasn’t necessary. The fort was enough to house all of Amaranth’s people, even with the few hundred that had joined us over the last months. 
 
    Though, if the number of those that arrived continued as it was… 
 
    Tensions were already high enough between some of the species. We didn’t need them feeling cramped to add to that. 
 
    Thankfully, the fairies were more than happy to spend most of their time in one of the nearby woods. I didn’t know enough about them to tell if they were doing something or if their sheer presence was enough, but those woods had changed compared to how they had been before the fairies settled into place, taking some of the qualities I had seen in Glimmerwood. Oh, nothing quite like it yet, but I could imagine it would become just like the fairy forest if they continued living there for longer, though it could take decades. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of someone in the distance, making my lips twitch into a smile. “Daul!” I called out, and the half-orc turned and nodded at me before focusing on what Lunette was telling him. These two were my colleagues, my right and left hands. Without them, I doubted I could do anything to help shepherd along the builders. Daul was a half-orc and someone I owed my life to. 
 
    Lunette was one of the fairies that joined Amaranth over the last months and one that seemed far more austere than most other fairies. She didn’t look so, but she gave the idea that she was older than most of them, and the way the others deferred to her seemed to show it, though I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    Once, I believed that the bigger a fairy was, the older it was, but lately, I had been suspecting I was wrong. Still, I didn’t ask any of them about it, fearing they could take it the wrong way. 
 
    “Lunette.” I greeted the fairy as well. 
 
    She nodded at me, though she seemed focused on the parchment in front of her. Like most women in this world, she was gorgeous, with pale skin, almost silver hair, and eyes that were a dizzying mix of green, silver, and gold, which seemed to shift at times. Then there was the fact she was three, maybe three feet and a half tall. That stopped any kind of lewd thought I might have about her. 
 
    That she always spoke to me in a motherly tone ensured that would never change. 
 
    “Eric.” She replied to me eventually, stretching her wings to the side and sighing. “There seems to be some problem with a previously chosen path. It will take longer to prepare the soil as it’s harder than we were expecting it to be. We’ll need to use some spells to soften it, but most earth workers will be focused on the fortress over the following days.” 
 
    I leaned forward and focused on the area of the map she was pointing out and frowned. “Maybe we can start enlarging the open space around the docks, then. We’ll have to do it, eventually; a few days should be enough to get most of that done.” 
 
    Lunette blinked, looked better at the map, then nodded. 
 
    We needed to work on a few more details, though we soon walked to where most of the workers had already gathered. Beings of several species mingled around when we arrived, gathering their tools and preparing the carts we would need for the day. They nodded at us, and I tried to ignore how their eyes seemed to linger on me the most. 
 
    I still wasn’t used to that. Probably never would, if I was honest, but maybe with time. 
 
    “Gather around,” Daul called out, and they didn’t waste time before doing so. “Today, we’ll be working by the river. We’ll return to the main road when the fairies finish with the fortress. Now move on.” 
 
    Most of them did so. Only one remained behind, moving towards us with a smile. And when I said moving, I meant more like galloping. Galen was an absolute unit of a centaur, about seven feet high. His shoulders were twice as broad as mine. His chest was chiseled from marble, and his bottom was that of a horse. How could he be anything other than intimidating? 
 
    He reminded me of Briar in many ways, which made me a little weary of him, but that wasn’t fair, either. For one, he was far more conversational than Briar, and his face was more open. That didn’t mean anything, really. Briar hadn’t seemed intent on hurting other people, but he eventually showed his true colors. 
 
    I didn’t think I would be unlucky enough to strike another friendship with a traitor, but you never knew. I rarely felt lucky. 
 
    That, too, was perhaps a little foolish of me. Oh, getting summoned to another world, ripped away from the only home I had known, and facing an entirely new reality was not what I would consider lucky, no. Still, I got to learn magic and meet Emily thanks to it all. That was more than good enough. 
 
    “We’ll be focusing on the docks, then?” He asked, and I nodded at him, even as the four of us started moving together to follow the rest of the workers. 
 
    “Yes, until we get our earth manipulators to smooth the area we need to work on. And, hopefully, once we finish with the fortress, we can start on the first few houses, but we’ll see.” 
 
    “I could try to work on the earth for you, but I believe none of us want a repeat of that.” He said with a chuckle, and I blanched. 
 
    Like many others, Galen was capable of using mana manipulation; in his case, he specialized on earth. I gathered that it wasn’t something rare for those of his species, which did seem to make a weird sense. Centaurs walked on four legs, had more contact with the ground than most, and wore no shoes either. They were always touching the earth and knew it as few did, making it easier to manipulate compared to other elements. 
 
    That kind of made sense to me. 
 
    What didn’t was how the best in earth magic were fairies which, opposite to the centaurs, rarely seemed to put a foot on the ground, but then, I didn’t think they were manipulating mana either. What fairies did was different. I could sense it a bit, but it was not the same as whenever someone else controlled earth. It was a different kind of magic. And they weren’t limited to earth, either. Air, water, and even the flora. Fairies seemed to hold quite a bit of power over everything deeply connected to nature. 
 
    Unfortunately, while Galen was relatively strong and impressive as a combatant when he used his mana manipulation, delicate work was not exactly in his skill wheel. The only time he tried to smooth the path we needed to work on, he blew a hole in it. It was fixed quickly enough, but from that point forward, we forbade him from trying to help like that. 
 
    A few more minutes of meaningless chatter followed until we reached our destination and spent most of our time coordinating the workers, prioritizing one task over another, paying attention to the plans, and ensuring we weren’t clearing an unneeded area. Soon enough, everyone settled into their duties, and I even started helping carry some of the rocks we dug out. It was an excellent exercise to make my muscles grow, allowing me to gain a bit of extra strength, and I needed that to face Mei’s training. 
 
    Eventually, I got tired and paused to drink some water. Then I cast my gaze over the area we had already cleared, the docks that were just about finished, the path towards the main road, and several other roads that were already marked in place. Oh, they still needed some cobblestone, but that was the last step; everything else was ready, and soon we would start on the buildings as well. Not many, not at first, primarily houses and a few businesses, but it would be the start of something great, I was sure of it. 
 
    Shaking my head, I focused on the work once again. At first, most of my colleagues were surprised when I joined them in their work. They had expected me to just order them around and ensure they kept working as much as they could, and maybe that was what someone else who might be put in the same position would do, but it didn’t feel right for me. 
 
    I had never been scared of a bit of hard work; I wouldn’t start now. 
 
    And, if someone was fit to order people around, Lunette was a much better choice. With her tiny body, no one expected her to do any hard work, and the fact she could fly above us and have a better sight of what we were doing helped her ensure we didn’t make mistakes. And there was something to the way she spoke that made even her rebukes feel motherly and made every who received them accept them reasonably well. 
 
    I would almost dare say she was really doing what I should be doing, but she had a knack for it, so no one complained. 
 
    We paused for lunch, though while most of the workers started returning to the fortress, Daul, Lunette, and I stayed behind for a bit, looking over the plans. 
 
    “We’ll have to widen this street a bit when it comes to it.” I pointed at a section of the city. “We should ensure every street can fit carts moving both sides, or if we can’t, ensure traffic only flows one way.” Both of them frowned at that but eventually nodded. More than once, they admitted I had a better idea of what was intended for the city. 
 
    Oh, it was only thanks to my knowledge of modern cities, and even then, I wasn’t entirely sure it translated to this world. Still, when I spoke to Amaranth about it, she admitted that the capital suffered from several problems due to how much it had expanded from what it was initially designed for. Some problems now seemed almost impossible to solve. 
 
    Between her experiences and my general knowledge, we had arrived at plans that we believed would work for what we wanted, but only time would tell. One thing we made sure of was that the streets were wide. It would eat up some space, but there was plenty of that around, and it would make it easier for us to plan for the future. Also, the wider the streets, the easier it would be to build the tunnels under the main ones. Not every street would have a tunnel, but we wanted there to be access points a little over the city. If the area was attacked, the populace could just flee through them to the fortress and get to safety. There would also need to be safeguards in place, but that was something we were working on. 
 
    I frowned as I looked at the plans once again. “And I’ll need to talk to Amaranth to see where she wants the walls.” I reached out with one finger and tapped a part of the maps. “The earth starts to slope down in this area. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad place for a defensive wall.” 
 
    We were at war, after all. We needed to ensure our defenses were tight. Oh, many believed Amaranth’s enemies wouldn’t dare to attack her openly, and I hoped they were right, but there was always a chance. 
 
    Lunette nodded at me. “Perhaps that will have to be something we worry about later. We should eat now. Especially you two.” 
 
    And she wasn’t wrong either. While Daul and I joined the building crew in the mornings, after lunch, it was another story entirely. I looked at him, he looked back at me, and the both of us grinned. “Oh, I think Daul is the one who needs to eat his food. He’s going to need his energy later.” 
 
    His grin seemed completely psychotic as he looked at me, but I knew him well enough not to get too worried about it. “We’ll see.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Training with Daul was much different from training with Emily. For one, my girlfriend never fought against me. Oh, there were some exercises where I put my control over mana against hers, and we struggled over it, but it wasn’t a fight. 
 
    With Daul, all we did was fight. Technically, spar, though sparring against him felt like a fight, I didn’t see much difference in it. 
 
    I loved it. I never had before, but once I got used to it, there was something freeing about whaling on someone until you beat their defenses down. Granted that most of the fights between us ended with me on my rear, but it was only a matter of time until it changed. At first, I never had a chance against him, only if I took him by surprise in some manner. Now… 
 
    I ducked to the side and avoided the swipe of his blunt sword, rolling a bit further for good measure to stop one of his feet from hitting my side. He could hit like a truck, or so it felt, and I could only wonder how tough Briar had been to resist his hits like they were nothing. And just how strong Mei could be when she put her mind to it. 
 
    I needed to get my mind in the game and focus on what was happening right now. 
 
    I flung one of my hands to the side and threw a bit of flame at him. Not much, and I ensured it wouldn’t be hot enough to scorch even if it hit him, not that it did. It allowed me to get to my feet, though, and I grabbed a tighter hold of my light staff, then breathed in and out. 
 
    Over the last months, I learned to mold light, work with water, earth, and air, and even play around with shadows. Emily wanted me to get some experience with every element she could think of, even though once I did, she tried to get me to master one of them. 
 
    I was going for two. Fire would be handy in a fight, and it was the element I found myself more comfortable with, but it could be far too deadly if not controlled. That was why I started trying to master light as well, even if by master, I meant to use it like this, to mold myself some weapons. I couldn’t create a functional sword yet, not one that could get sharp. It was easy to manipulate a bit of light into a blunt object to hit someone with, but making it sharp enough to slice was still not part of my skills. 
 
    I was sure I would get there in time, but for now, this was more than enough. The staff gave me more reach than a sword would, allowing me to keep my opponents at a distance while using fire to attack them. It was a defensive weapon for the most part, though you certainly didn’t want to get whacked by one on the head. 
 
    Daul rushed in closer, hoping I wasn’t exactly ready to push him off, but with a thought, I made a ball of fire appear in front of us, and his eyes widened. He slowed down, but not quickly enough, and I made that ball move up and behind me, and then I made it explode. Only it didn’t burst into fire; it burst into light. 
 
    It was my attempt at recreating something like a flashbang, for which I needed to combine fire and light, and I still needed to work on it a bit, but I hadn’t used it against Daul before, and he was unprepared. His eyes closed as he winced against the brightness, and I didn’t waste the chance, hitting him in the belly with the staff's end, then turning it around and spinning to bat at the back of his head. 
 
    Daul dropped to one knee, and I prepared to finish him off, but before I could, he rolled to the side, moving faster than he had before. I suddenly found myself on the back foot and knew I just needed to last a little longer until he got too tired for it, but before he came to an end of his meager stamina with inner mana manipulation, he got me. 
 
    His sword pushed my staff aside, and he didn’t bother with his weapon. He used his frame and hit me with his shoulder, knocking me on my ass with ease and making me wince in pain. 
 
    “Fuck.” I cursed under my breath as I rubbed my chest and winced, grabbing his hand when he extended it to me and getting up. “I really thought I got you.” It wouldn’t be the first time. I had defeated him before and pushed him to his limits, but I really thought I got him. 
 
    He was panting as he pulled me up. “Almost.” 
 
    And looking at him, I could say that was for sure. Daul could use internal mana manipulation, the same thing Mei had been trying to hammer into my head over the last two months, but he wasn’t as good as the bunnygirl at it. Hell, I doubted anyone in the entire army was, except perhaps Amaranth, but I had never seen the dragon queen fight, so I couldn’t say. 
 
    His exhaustion was evident, and he had only used his internal mana for a few moments. I learned from my lessons with Mei that internal mana manipulation could be far more exhausting than external one. I hadn’t used it directly yet, unlike Mei and Daul, though those two were on entirely different levels compared with one another. 
 
    “It surprises me that you don’t use constructs to attack.” I pointed out as I stretched a little, trying to work a kink on my back. 
 
    “Can’t.” He said, and I just blinked at him, confused. He didn’t miss it. “Orcs can’t manipulate external mana. Ours is too thick to take hold of any kind of construct. Most would just be tiring themselves for nothing. We’re naturally stronger than most races as a benefit, without having to learn to mold mana.” 
 
    “So most orcs don’t learn how to mold internal mana?” 
 
    I was kind of curious about that. I rarely talked about the matter of race with Daul, knowing how he felt about the other orcs and some of the other races around. 
 
    That had been something that bothered me at the beginning. Plenty of races had some kind of grudges against one another, and that more fights didn’t break out between them was only due to the respect, and perhaps a bit of fear, that they felt for Amaranth. These men and women seemed to love their draconic leader enough to try to push some of their prejudices aside. That, more than anything else, made me believe Amaranth was a good queen. 
 
    Holding the love of a people so divided wouldn’t be easy, and that she managed it somehow showed there must be a reason for it. 
 
    Daul shook his head, falling silent afterward, and we just rested for a while. 
 
    “Is it me, or are you getting stronger?” I asked him a few moments later. He just raised an eyebrow at me. I shrugged. “At first, you rarely used mana to make yourself stronger, and nowadays, you’re getting used to reaching for it far more.” 
 
    It might simply be that I was presenting more of a challenge, and he had to rely more on a weapon he didn’t use much before, but I don’t think that was it. Maybe I had missed it, but I don’t think he displayed any extraordinary strength in his fight against Briar, which had been a fight to the death. Maybe I wasn’t the only one getting something extra out of these training sessions. 
 
    He shrugged, his broad shoulders becoming slightly more pronounced with the gesture. “I’ve paid attention to the lessons Lady Mei gives you. I might have learned one thing or two.” He grinned then, which made his tusks very noticeable, and I swallowed just a little. 
 
    Daul could be a cool guy sometimes, but there was no doubt he could also be intimidating. 
 
    “We’ve barely covered anything, though.” I pointed out after a while. “She basically just started teaching me.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. “Lady Mei is one of the most powerful fighters in the entire realm. Do you really think she gives lessons to just anybody? What I could learn from her I might take years to discover on my own.” I hadn’t thought about that, not really. It kind of made sense. He must have figured out what I was thinking because he started shaking his head, looking at me as if I was a fool. Which, well, I couldn’t wholly deny sometimes. “Most people don’t get to take lessons with the queen’s handmaidens. Most don’t even get to have lessons like this. They might know someone who teaches them a trick or the start of a magical discipline, but then they must figure out the rest for themselves. Only nobles have magical lessons, them and those who have mages in the family.” 
 
    In a way, it wasn’t too different from the Middle Ages back on Earth. Only the aristocracy and some affluent families got access to higher education. In this case, though, education meant magic. 
 
    Well, it could mean some other things, but magic was the obvious one. 
 
    “Is this how the two of you practice?” A teasing voice came from the courtyard’s entrance, and a smile took hold of my lips. I slowly turned around, even as I heard Daul groan and say something under his breath, not that I cared for it. Not once my eyes fell on my girlfriend. 
 
    Emily’s lips twitched into a smile, and she moved to me, and I started moving in her direction, intending to meet her halfway, wanting to grab and hold her and lose myself in her. We pressed against one another, and her mouth moved against mine in a kiss. I don’t know how long we would have stayed like that if someone didn’t interrupt us, but Daul coughed loudly and repeatedly. Eventually, my girlfriend and I parted, though we did so with smiles, and I raised an eyebrow at Daul when I turned in his direction. He just glared at me. 
 
    “We were taking a bit of a rest,” I told Emily when I turned to her, pulling her against my side. I didn’t kiss her, though I was really tempted to. I feared we would get ourselves lost in one another if I did. “Daul kicked my ass for a bit, then decided to have mercy on me.” 
 
    If I didn’t know any better, I would say he blushed a little when my girlfriend looked at him, but I was seeing things, obviously. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked Emily, and she just smiled at me. 
 
    “I wanted to see you.” She said and started leaning in closer once again. My heart sped up, and I parted my lips to press them against hers, but another cough interrupted her, and this time, it wasn’t Daul. 
 
    I froze, stilling completely, then slowly turned my head to look at Mei, who stood at the entrance to the courtyard, an eyebrow raised high. I stepped back from Emily, trying to ignore how her pout made me want to move closer to her once again, but she was just teasing. Emily never interrupted my lessons with Mei. Rarely even attended them. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Emily?” Mei asked with a raised eyebrow, and Emily smiled at her fellow handmaiden. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mei. I won’t distract your student. I just came to give him a kiss.” With those words, she turned to me, leaned in, and pressed another peck to my lips before winking at me and leaving, her hips swaying just a bit more than when she had arrived. I couldn’t help but follow her figure with my eyes before remembering what I was supposed to do and straightening. I might have gulped as well, but I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    Mei cast a glance over me. 
 
    Behind me, Daul took a few steps to the side, waiting near the edge of the courtyard. Sometimes, Mei had me practice against him, and she was the one who recommended that we train together. I wasn’t sure if she figured out that the half-orc was paying attention to her lessons, though she probably didn’t mind. 
 
    Unlike me, she understood the realities of their world, and she didn’t strike me as a fool. She would know the half-orc could learn something from listening to us. She didn’t seem bothered by it. 
 
    It had been a few days since my last lesson with Mei. She still wasn’t entirely confident I was at a point where I could consciously focus on internal mana manipulation, not to the point where it would be helpful in battle. Much like external manipulation, it was easier to focus when you had the time for it, and a fight was something chaotic. 
 
    Not that I had much battle experience, though I wasn’t exactly a novice either. Well, perhaps I was a novice, but I already had a narrowing experience. The fight against Briar had scared me to this day, and I knew that if I needed to fight someone like him, I wouldn’t have a chance. I meant to change that, but it would take time and effort. 
 
    “Have you been using the runes?” Mei asked me after walking around me once, her eyes moving between my arms and shoulders, then down to my legs. She seemed to catalog my muscles, almost as if she could see how much I had exercised with a glance. Maybe she could. There were many things about magic I still didn’t know, but one thing I knew for sure, and that was that Mei was far more experienced than me. 
 
    “No, not really.” She had warned me not to, and I trusted there was a reason for it. And something told me that admitting to using something she didn’t want me to might get me in trouble. 
 
    “Then use the first two in your spar with Daul.” She gestured with her head for the half-orc to approach, and he did so, giving the bunnygirl a respectful nod at the same time. 
 
    “Both of them? At the same time?” 
 
    The runes were her tool to teach me to control internal mana. They interacted with my inner mana and excited it; her words, not mine, and made it reinforce my body as a side effect. It was the same effect that one intended when they used internal mana manipulation, though far more wasteful due to the lack of efficiency of the runes, and far more tiring for it. 
 
    So far, I had only used the first two, though she drew five different ones on my body. Each of them represented a level. The first did very little to enhance me. Only a tenth of a tenth in her words. Basically, it improved my body by one percent. It was a general boost, though. I became one percent faster and stronger. My reflexes became that much quicker, and even my mind seemed to work better under the effect of the runes, though the difference was so slight I probably only noticed it when I started using the second one. That one seemed to increase my abilities by about five percent. 
 
    I had never used both of them at the same time. 
 
    It would be a chore to focus on them both, but then, it already was with one. I had to keep my mana flowing toward the rune every moment, had to pull a bit of my focus to power those symbols in my body. 
 
    The effects were noticeable, though. I could feel how the mana rushed, moving to my muscles, reinforcing them. That was why Mei wanted me to use them, to get an idea of what I would have to do on my own, in time. 
 
    The first time I used a rune in a prolonged manner, I ended up panting with exhaustion in twenty minutes. I knew the runes wasted a lot of the mana I pumped into them, but I had never expected it to be noticeable. After that, Mei put a stop to our lessons until I improved my physicality, which was why I had pushed my training to the next level, and involved Daul in it. 
 
    The half-orc waited for me to focus, just watched me as I closed my eyes and breathed in, focusing my mana on my chest, where the runes were located. Charging the first one was easy, but trying to reach for the second while holding my focus on the first proved to be a bit harder. 
 
    “To use internal manipulation for real, you’ll have to get better at this.” Mei pointed out, her voice matter of fact. “Right now, you only have to direct mana to two points on your body. Eventually, you’ll have to send it to every corner of your frame, to every single one of your muscles, bones, and organs. This is easy compared to that.” 
 
    And I knew it was, but she didn’t have to put it that way, did she? 
 
    Not that I complained. It wasn’t in my nature, not really, and I didn’t want to piss off someone that could rip the spine out of someone like Briar with the ease with which she had done it. 
 
    It took a bit of effort and some back and forth on my part, but eventually, I managed to activate both runes and almost immediately started feeling their draw on my energy. It was a constant thing, and right then, I knew I wouldn’t last much with both of them on, but it should be enough. 
 
    I nodded at Daul, and he didn’t waste a moment. He moved in, sword to the side, shield raised high. It almost seemed as if he was moving slower than before, but he wasn’t, not really. I just could move faster. Six percent might not seem much, but when you were thinking more quickly, when your body answered more rapidly to your inputs and your whole frame moved faster, it was pretty noticeable. And typically, Daul wasn’t much faster than me. 
 
    Oh, he could use internal manipulation as well, but he did so in small bursts, and the one he used against me previously had taken a bit out of him. I doubted he could use another quite so quickly. 
 
    Visualization was the most essential aspect of external manipulation, but with internal, what mattered was the feel of it. The runes allowed me to feel how the mana molding against my muscles should feel like, how my organs functioned better with them, be it my heart, which seemed to speed up my blood even more, or my lungs, which simply performed better under the runes. My bones seemed to become more resistant, and even my hearing improved. 
 
    It was a rush, and I could only imagine what activating one of the more potent runes would feel like. 
 
    Daul still won the spar that followed, but it was a close thing, and I didn’t use external manipulations this time. Winning was not the reason why I was sparing with him after all. I was there to display my progress to Mei and see if she believed I was ready for more. 
 
    Something of what she saw seemed to convince her. 
 
    I didn’t know what it was, but she nodded at me once Daul got me on my back, gestured for me to get up. “Deactivate the runes.” She said, and I blinked, then did as she commanded. When I first started practicing with them, I ended up losing focus several times, but now I found it easy to maintain them operating even while the half-orc was kicking the crap out of me. I hadn’t even realized I was still focusing on them until she said anything, and it surprised me, seeing as there were two of them. I thought it would have made a difference. 
 
    Mei walked around me again, studying me with her eyes. 
 
    “I think you’re ready to start using the third rune. And more than that, I think you’re ready to try your first inner manipulation without their help.” 
 
    I gaped at her. From how she had spoken about it, I thought it would be years before that. I almost opened my mouth and questioned her about it, then decided not to. It wasn’t because she scared me, not really. Well, it was. She was a very scary bunnygirl, and I preferred to never get on the wrong side of her. 
 
    “Manifest your staff. Hit me with it.” 
 
    I paused. “Are you sure?” I didn’t want to end up hurting her. 
 
    I didn’t say that out loud, but from her raised eyebrow, I got the impression she figured out what I was thinking nonetheless and was barely resisting the urge to call me an idiot. I hesitated again but faced with her obvious instruction, I didn’t have much of a choice. 
 
    My light staff appeared in my hands, glowing with an inner white light. It was weightless. It took some time to get used to that. I could feel it in my hands, it became solid once I learned how to make it happen, and I could hit people with it. And yet, it didn’t have any weight, not really. 
 
    Trusting that she knew what she was asking me to do, I pulled back and swung at her side. I didn’t do so as strongly as I could have, holding back just a little. 
 
    Mei blocked it easily. “Again, and harder this time.” 
 
    I stopped holding back and used my hips to put a bit more strength into the motion, but the result was the same. Mei just raised her arm and blocked it without difficulty, and if the hit hurt in any way, she didn’t show. 
 
    “Better, but now I want you to hit me even harder. Use your mana for it.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “You know how it feels already. The runes showed it to you. Use that knowledge. It won’t be as hard as you think if you only focus on a limb at a time. Your mana already naturally strengthens your body. There are ways of making it do so more effectively, and in time you’ll learn them, but what you know already should be good enough for you to do this.” 
 
    I tried, repeatedly, and though I felt I almost got it a few times, I always failed to produce any result. 
 
    Mei was a different kind of teacher compared to Emily. The lavender-haired catgirl was always willing to give me suggestions or examples that I could try to use to improve my efforts. Mei didn’t. She gave her instructions once, and might repeat them if I didn’t understand something, but for the most part she let me figure out things on my own. 
 
    I preferred Emily’s method, but then, the subjects were somewhat different. While both internal and external were just mana manipulation, there were plenty of differences between them. One relied only on my mana. The other allowed me to mold the ambient energy; one required visualization, and only that. The other required me to sense my own body and to let my knowledge of how the mana inside of me moved do what was needed. 
 
    Maybe Emily’s method wouldn’t help here. 
 
    And maybe I was getting a little too nostalgic for the past. I had plenty of difficulties getting the hang of external mana manipulation at first, and needed some help from Attia as well. Thinking about the blonde catgirl made me pause for a moment, before I pushed the memory of her aside and just tried to hit Mei again. 
 
    She blocked once more, and I pulled back. 
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment, focused, activated the first rune, then the second, held them both active for a bit, practiced my swing, and tried to memorize how the mana moved through me. I turned the runes off, tried again, failed, and tried once more. 
 
    And when I thought I got it, I hit her again, and then I winced. It wasn’t much, but I had managed to reinforce my hit somehow, and Mei’s nod let me understand she noticed it as well. “That pain is one of the drawbacks to trying to reinforce only a part of your body. Right now, to hit me, you were moving both of your arms and your hips, and several muscles all over your body were working in tandem to make it happen. By focusing on your arm, you made it stronger, but it pulled more harshly at the rest of you.” 
 
    “How can I avoid that?” 
 
    “You can’t.” Daul was the one that answered, then almost paled as he realized what he had done and looked at the bunnygirl. Mei just raised an eyebrow, then nodded at him, gesturing for him to continue. 
 
    The half-orc hesitated but explained when I looked at him. “It’s why many of those who used their inner mana do so in bursts. You can’t just focus on a part of your body without harming the others, not really. Not in a fight, at least. You need to spread your mana to the entire body, focus on the whole of it.” 
 
    “It won’t be as hard as you think,” Mei told me once she saw the look on my face. “I’ve said it before. Your body already does that by itself. You’ll just enhance its efforts, guide them better.” 
 
    That kind of explained why my stamina improved after I started learning magic with Emily. 
 
    “But first, before we move forward…” 
 
    I didn’t know what she would have said next, because, at that exact moment, someone stomped into the courtyard, and I glanced over to see one of the armored soldiers standing there, his hands on his knees. 
 
    “Someone tried to kill the queen.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Daul and I rushed through the fortress’s corridors at full speed, trying to follow the path Mei had taken, though she had disappeared from our sight right from the start. 
 
    Something like fear seemed to take hold of me, and I tried to push my body to the limit, tried to move faster. Without hesitation, I pushed my mana into the third rune, felt my body answering to the rush of magical energy, and got even quicker, which allowed me to keep up with Daul far more easily and even push past him sometimes. 
 
    I was worried about Amaranth, yes, but more than that, I was concerned for the one who should have been with her when the dragon queen was attacked: Emily. 
 
    She had to be right, though. Certainly, I would have felt it if something had happened to her. At least, I tried to tell myself that. 
 
    And then we got to the hall leading to Amaranth’s room, but we had to stop when the guards blocked our way. It wasn’t for long. Once they saw who it was, they parted and allowed us to get through, but it was pretty obvious they were nervous about the whole thing. 
 
    I only hesitated for a moment before pushing Amaranth’s door open. Maybe I should have knocked; she was still a queen, and though I got on well with her, I should be mindful of my manners, but my worry was too great for that. 
 
    Something eased inside me when I caught sight of Emily and Mei, and I breathed out a sigh, my shoulders slumping. My girlfriend turned to look at me and gave me a small smile, but soon turned to her queen. “You should be careful with that.” She said, and there was a certain nervousness to her words. 
 
    By that, she meant the dagger slowly spinning through the air in front of Amaranth, the one the dragon queen was seemingly holding up with her mind. Telekinesis was something you could do with mana manipulation, though from what Emily told me, it was more complex than anything she had ever tried before, and she couldn’t use it well, not yet. Which only showed how powerful Amaranth was, really. 
 
    A quick glance at the dragon queen showed me she seemed well. She was still as beautiful as ever, her figure still perfectly put. And yet… 
 
    Her wings were twitching slightly, and she was beating against the ground with a foot. I don’t think she even noticed she was doing it, but that only showed her nervousness. And the reason for it was obvious. 
 
    There was something wrong with that dagger. I couldn’t say what it was, exactly. It seemed made of some kind of bone and looked old, though maybe that was simply because whatever bone was used to make it had been ancient. But more than its looks, what bothered me was the feel of it. 
 
    I wasn’t a magic expert. I could manipulate mana, yes, and plenty of beings in this world only cared for that, but Emily made me understand there were many other magics in Argent. Still, once you started understanding the mana around you, you could feel those other magics and sense something about them. It didn’t mean you could replicate them, but it gave you a hint of their true nature. 
 
    The dagger I could only call dark. No, perhaps that was not the right word for it. I had felt darkness before, molding shadows felt very much like immersing yourself in darkness, and it didn’t feel as foul as this. The dagger felt putrid, like a piece of meat that had rotted completely and now called all kinds of insects to roost on it. And its sheer presence seemed to stain the air around it. 
 
    “Amaranth,” Emily called out again, seeing how the dragon queen seemed to be glaring at the dagger. I had never seen the blonde so obviously emotional before, and I looked from my girlfriend to the queen and back again, wondering if I could do anything to help. 
 
    Mei acted before I did. 
 
    The bunnygirl stepped forward and grasped that dagger, pulled it away from the magical grip Amaranth had on it, then put it in a box she must have grabbed while everyone was distracted with the blonde’s study of the blade. 
 
    Amaranth blinked at it. “Mei!” She said in a surprised tone, then narrowed her eyes. “Give me the box.” 
 
    “No.” The bunnygirl crossed her arms, still holding onto the box, and the dragon queen narrowed her eyes further. “You’ve just been attacked. You can worry about it later.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what that is?” Amaranth asked, starting to pace in front of her handmaiden. 
 
    “Yes.” Mei answered simply, and her calm answer only seemed to irritate the blonde even more. She opened her mouth to say something, and I hesitated, but something told me it was better to put a stop to what was happening before any of them said anything they might regret. 
 
    “I don’t,” I called out, trying not to blush when the two of them froze and turned to me. It almost seemed as if they had forgotten they had an audience, which they might very well have. I shrugged at them, trying to make it seem as if I was an idiot that didn’t know what I was doing there, which was more straightforward than it seemed, seeing as I really felt like that sometimes. “Could someone explain?” 
 
    Amaranth breathed out a sigh and seemed to hesitate. 
 
    “The dagger is cursed,” Emily answered for her queen, moving closer to me and only stopping when she was at my side. She pressed her shoulder against mine, talking without taking her eyes off the blonde in the center of the room. “Someone gave it to the assassin that tried to kill Mara.” She hesitated then, and it wasn’t hard for me to know there was something more to the story. 
 
    The dragon queen sighed, turned to face me, her eyes meeting mine. “It’s made from dragon bone.” I realized that pissed her off more than the attempt on her life. And I could understand that. From what I had figured during my months in Argent, dragons were rare nowadays. For all I knew, the bone they had used to make that dagger could be the bone of someone Amaranth knew, and that, allied with the fact someone just tried to kill her, gave the dragon queen every reason to be upset. 
 
    “It’s easier to tailor a curse if you use something similar to the target you intend to harm,” Emily explained, looking at her queen once more. “Bone is somewhat common for such weapons.” 
 
    “Who tried to kill the queen?” Daul asked, and Emily glanced at him for a moment. 
 
    “One of the new arrivals, he was one of those that came from the capital. He’s dead now.” 
 
    That would create some snags. The members of Amaranth’s army were already a little suspicious of the ones that had joined us over the months, especially those that hadn’t been part of her troops before. It was a problem, exacerbated by the racial divide I sometimes saw between Amaranth’s people, but there were more worrying matters now. 
 
    “We’ll need to question everyone that came with him, then. And some of the more recent arrivals for good measure.” Mei pointed out and straightened, starting to walk towards the door. 
 
    “Mei,” Amaranth called out, and the bunnygirl looked at her over her shoulder. “I don’t want you harming any of my people.” 
 
    The bunnygirl just eyed her in silence for a long time. “I’ll do anything to keep you safe, Mara. If that means I’ll have to kill, then so be it. I won’t fail again. Emily, Daul, stay with her. Ensure no one tries anything. You,” Here she turned to me, and I barely resisted the urge to gulp at that gaze. “Come with me.” 
 
    I hesitated, but when no one else said anything, I followed after her. 
 
    We walked past the guards outside, and they seemed to straighten just slightly, almost trembling under the gaze Mei threw them. The bunnygirl didn’t need to say anything to pass her message, and I knew none of those guards would slack even a little bit in their defense of the queen. 
 
    When we reached the base of the fortress, Mei started gathering some of the other guards, gave them the order to collect the more recent arrivals and lead them to a series of rooms near the dungeons, then asked to see the would-be assassin’s body. 
 
    His corpse lay in the middle of one of the corridors, where he tried to attack Amaranth. The almost perfect hole in the middle of his chest indicated someone had blasted him with magic, and I wondered if it had been Emily or Amaranth. Probably the blonde. My girlfriend seemed to enjoy using lightning when fighting for real, but it didn’t burn like this, not so evenly. I was pretty sure fire was what did that, though a fire far hotter than anything I could do. 
 
    It wasn’t as if I could do anything to help Mei there, but I didn’t say anything. I just watched as she studied the body, walking around it and gazing at the man with narrowed eyes. I was pretty sure he was a mix of elf with something else, though I couldn’t say what exactly. 
 
    Soon enough, she seemed satisfied with what she had seen, gestured for me to follow her, and I did. I held my tongue back as she started pulling people to what I could only call an interrogation room and started grilling them, trying to get something out of them. I found myself resisting the urge to just try to put a stop to it. 
 
    Oh, I understood that she was angry and that she was only trying to keep her queen safe, but I didn’t think this was the right way of going about it. 
 
    “Do you really think this is necessary?” I asked her after she sent one of the beings she interrogated away before calling for another. 
 
    She turned an annoyed glance at me. “Should I allow assassins to live amongst our queen’s troops?” 
 
    “No, obviously not.” I said, crossing my arms and glaring at her. She knew perfectly well what I meant. Trying to pretend she didn’t wouldn’t change anything. “But surely there are other ways of doing this. And it’s not like the assassin was much of a threat to Amaranth at all.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me he wasn’t a threat?” She asked, incredulous, and I paused. 
 
    I mean, from what Emily told me, Amaranth was incredibly powerful. Certainly, an ordinary assassin would be no threat to her, right? “Emily told me how powerful Amaranth is. If an army doesn’t have a chance against her, an assassin wouldn’t have one either, right?” 
 
    She groaned, turned away, and I felt more like an idiot than I had ever felt. 
 
    And maybe there was a reason for it. 
 
    I always considered it strange that someone would try to rebel against Amaranth if they simply didn’t have a way to defeat her, but Emily seemed so convinced by her queen’s power that I didn’t question her when she said they wouldn’t have a chance against Amaranth. Mei’s reaction told me otherwise. 
 
    “Amaranth is powerful, yes, and practically invincible on the battlefield, but that is if she has time to change into her true form,” Mei explained eventually, sighing exasperatedly at me. Oh, that made a certain amount of sense. I mean, she was a dragon, and though a part of me had started to wonder if dragons in Argent just meant men and women with dragon wings, it kind of made sense for them to be shapeshifters. 
 
    “Why doesn’t she just stay in her true form, then?” I asked, tilting my head. “I mean, I suppose ruling would be harder then, especially during peacetime, but at a time like this…” 
 
    She started shaking her head even before I finished my thought. “She doesn’t like it. Assuming her natural form makes her feel closer to her nature as a dragon, and she has fought against it for a long time.” She raised her head and looked me in the eyes. “There’s a reason for dragons to be as hated as they are. They have the urge to rule, to dominate everyone they can. The longer Amaranth allows herself to remain as a full dragon, the easier it will be for her to lose what makes her special.” 
 
    I didn’t know Mei all that well. Of the three women who had been there when I was summoned, she was the one I learned about the least, the one I barely interacted with. Sure, she was teaching me some things now, but that didn’t mean we opened up to one another exactly. And yet, I would have to be blind to miss the fear in her eyes. 
 
    The thought of Amaranth falling to her basic urges scared Mei. 
 
    I didn’t say anything at first, but eventually nodded at her, telling her I understood. 
 
    And that explained a bit more about the situation we were in, and Amaranth’s reluctance to attack the capital. What would it do to her to assume her true form and kill her people? Something told me it wouldn’t do her any good, and she might lose part of what made her so beloved as a queen. 
 
    Before Mei could call for another of the refugees, I had to ask something else. 
 
    “Why am I here?” She could have called for Daul to come with her, or even Emily. Granted that she wanted them to stay close and protect Amaranth, but it didn’t mean I was doing anything here. 
 
    “Some of the refugees look up to you,” Mei told me eventually, turning her back on me and preparing for the following interrogation. “Maybe if they see you here, they might feel more confident to share their suspicions.” 
 
    In the end, none of the other refugees knew anything, and we had to let them go. It seemed the assassin had been acting on his own, and nothing indicated he had help from anyone else. It didn’t precisely please Mei, but she seemed to relax a bit. 
 
    I feared that things would only become tenser in the future, though. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    A certain tension filled the air at the fortress after the attack on Amaranth’s life. 
 
    The soldiers loved her, and the thought that someone had tried to assassinate her didn’t sit well with them. If some of the refugees had been looked askance before, it became even harder now. And even there, there were divisions. Those who already had friends or family amidst Amaranth’s troops were received relatively well, but those who didn’t saw suspicious glances thrown their way, which provoked a certain tension all around. 
 
    I tried my best to calm things down, and the rest of the building crew helped with that. 
 
    We took those that could work a heavier load with us and tried to make them feel welcome. If they had families, we tried to look out for them as well, but there was a limit to what we could do. Oh, Daul commended a bit more respect now, between his work with the building crew, and the rest of the army discovering he faced Briar to protect me, but there were still plenty that disliked him. While Lunette was a bit more respected, she was still a newcomer, and Galen couldn’t be everywhere. Neither could I. 
 
    Still, no fighting broke up, and I felt happy enough about that not to complain about the rest. 
 
    “It’s been a while since we could do this.” I told Emily, holding her even tighter for a bit. Oh, we saw each other every day, slept on the same bed, and made love, but our duties kept us busy enough that we rarely managed to just grab hold of one another for a bit and walk arm-in-arm, enjoying the sights around us. 
 
    “It has.” She said, poising her head on my shoulder and purring a little at my warmth, her tail brushing against one of my legs as she did it. It tightened around me for a few moments before releasing its grip, and our eyes met. A slight smirk took hold of her lips. 
 
    Maybe one of the reasons we hadn’t been spending much time like this was that when we did have time, we rarely stopped ourselves from putting our hands on one another. Even now, walking atop the fortress’s walls, with all the beauty of the valley around us in sight, I could barely resist the urge to pull her closer and kiss her hard. 
 
    And, well, she certainly didn’t fare any better than I did. While I tried to keep some decorum out of our room, Emily didn’t seem to care. 
 
    She pushed against my front, making me groan at the sensation of her breasts against my chest, and then she leaned even closer in and pressed a kiss to my lips. I answered it with fervor, opening my mouth and letting our tongues meet, and I knew it was just a matter of time until the both of us left for my room, where the fun would become even more intense. 
 
    “A group approaches.” One of the guards atop the main gate called out, making us part, and we eyed one another for a few moments before sighing and moving to the gate. If there were more refugees, they would need someone to help them settle in place, and Emily usually took care of those matters. 
 
    And when she looked at the group that approached, she froze, completely. 
 
    Then she started running, took the stairs down, and I could only struggle to follow her. “Emily!” I called out, but she didn’t hear me. 
 
    “Open the gates.” She ordered the guards, and they didn’t hesitate before doing as she commanded. A breach had barely opened before she slipped outside, still running, and I had to slow down and watch as she disappeared from sight for a few moments. 
 
    My urgency was obvious, and some of the guards followed after me. 
 
    It was for naught, though. 
 
    When I got outside, all I saw was Emily holding another catgirl, hugging her tight, her frame shaking in a way that I learned meant happiness. She knew the other female. 
 
    The stranger was a honey-colored blonde with all the beauty catgirls seemed to possess, with all the curves, and golden eyes wide with happiness. She held onto Emily with the same strength that Emily held onto her, and I hesitated before approaching but did so eventually. 
 
    Emily was my girlfriend, my lover. I didn’t think there was any harm in wanting to know another of her friends. 
 
    “I didn’t think I would see any of you so soon, Lena,” Emily told the blonde, smiling. Then she bit her lower lip. “Do you know anything about Alba or Livia?” 
 
    Alba and Livia were Emily’s cousins, Attia’s children. I knew Emily worried about them, especially because they had been left behind in the capital. 
 
    Lena nodded. “They were the ones that helped organize this group. They’ve been helping get people out of Harmony since the beginning of the conflict, even if they haven’t always shown their faces.” She hesitated then, and it was obvious. “Livia came with us.” 
 
    Emily froze at that, and the reason was clear. There was no other catgirl in the small group in front of us, and Emily wouldn’t have missed her cousin if she had been there. Which meant that something had happened. 
 
    “Our group was attacked while we were on Lunaire. Guards invaded the inn and got us by surprise. Livia held them back, which allowed me to guide the rest of us out, but she and the rest of our group must have been captured.” 
 
    “In Lunaire?” Emily asked, something strange to her tone. 
 
    Lena just nodded at her. 
 
    Emily shook her head, caught sight of me from the corner of her eyes, and she looked so lost that I took a step closer to her. She reached out with one hand, took hold of mine, and pulled me closer. “We’ll have to tell Amaranth right away.” She told her friend, taking comfort from my touch. Lena looked from Emily to me and back again, raising a questioning eyebrow at her friend. “This is Eric. We’ll talk about him later.” A hint of a smile graced her lips, though it didn’t last long. 
 
    “Should I warn Amaranth?” I asked Emily, squeezing her hand for a bit. 
 
    It was obvious she was happy to see her friend, and she might want to talk better to her about what was going on, but speed was of the essence. I didn’t doubt that Emily wanted her cousin safe and sound, and the sooner we took steps to ensure it, the sooner it could happen. 
 
    My girlfriend nodded at me, pulled me closer, and pressed a quick peck to my lips, and I left with a slight smile. 
 
    It didn’t take long to organize what was needed, not that I did much of it. I warned Amaranth and, at her suggestion, called Daul, leaving Galen and Lunette in charge of the building crew. 
 
    And soon, those interested in the matter were reunited, and I cast a glance at my surroundings. Emily, Amaranth, and Mei were obviously there, as was Lena. Then there was me, Daul, and a few guard members, though most of them I only knew from sight. And then there was Attia. 
 
    I should have expected her to be there. Despite what happened, she seemed to be an essential member of Amaranth’s faction, and her daughters were involved in this matter. It was obvious she would be there. I tried not to look in her direction too much. 
 
    It hurt a bit. 
 
    She had tried to kill me for what I believed to be no good reason. Well, she had a reason, but I couldn’t help but think her plan wasn’t well thought-out and that she wouldn’t get anything of what she truly wanted even if she had succeeded. 
 
    That seemed to be a problem with the blonde, however. Attia was not a matter Emily and I spent much time talking about. Oh, the lavender-haired catgirl loved her aunt, and a part of me still struggled with the scope of their relationship, but after what happened, she knew I didn’t like to talk about Attia. 
 
    Amaranth had Lena recap what happened to them, tried to get as many details out of the catgirl as she could, and waited for anyone to say anything once that was done. 
 
    “We need to rescue them, obviously.” Emily didn’t hesitate to be the first one to speak. She looked at her queen with pleading eyes. “They’re your people.” 
 
    “I know, and I agree.” Some murmuring started at that, and Amaranth raised a hand, made it stop. “I’ve allowed my enemies to take control of Harmony and retain it simply because to do otherwise would invite more bloodshed. But I will not allow them to hunt down my people at will. We’ll do our best to rescue those taken from Lunaire. This meeting is simply to decide the best manner to do that.” 
 
    No one contradicted her, not that I thought anyone had much interest in that. Lena, Mei, and Attia would obviously back Emily, and even Amaranth herself seemed intent on rescuing her people. Daul would probably follow my lead, and I obviously supported my girlfriend. And even the guards seemed determined to get some action, so they probably would go along with a rescue. 
 
    “Do you think we can do this diplomatically?” Mei asked, looking at her queen. 
 
    Amaranth shrugged. “I don’t know. Can we?” She asked Emily, turning to the catgirl and focusing on her. “Could we reach a deal with the Aegella family? They control Lunaire, after all.” 
 
    Emily hesitated. “Maybe if Adamar is the one in command. I know him, he’s a friend. If it’s Arali…” 
 
    Amaranth sighed. “If Arali was there, I would be the best one to negotiate.” 
 
    Mei snorted, and I blinked. I didn’t think I had ever seen her do that before. “I’m not sure that would be such a good idea. With how often you refused her advances, I think the prissy elf would become quite daring if you went to her.” 
 
    “Uhm,” Lena fidgeted when everyone’s gaze turned to her. “I’m pretty sure Adamar Aegella is the one in command of Lunaire. We’ve heard some rumors while we were there that Arali might have been imprisoned when the rebels took control of Harmony. It seems she was confined to her mansion afterward, but they haven’t let her leave the city.” 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked Emily under my breath, but with the hearing some around the table had, I was sure they heard me. 
 
    “A pair of noble elves. Arali is the older of the two, and Adamar is her younger brother. He’s a childhood friend of mine.” 
 
    Amaranth certainly heard our conversation. “Do you think you could leverage your friendship with him to secure our people’s release?” She asked loudly enough for everyone to hear her, and every gaze turned to Emily. 
 
    The catgirl bit her lower lip. “Normally, I would say yes, but if his sister is in peril…” She shrugged. “Adamar loves her too much. Oh, he would do the right thing if he could, but if he imprisoned our people, it is because he fears for her.” 
 
    “Diplomacy is not completely out, but we might need to fight nonetheless.” Amaranth said, shaking her head. “Then the matter is clear. Who do we send?” 
 
    “You can’t go.” Mei put out immediately, and didn’t back down when Amaranth raised a challenging eyebrow at her. Mei crossed her arms and continued, meeting the queen’s gaze without difficulty. “This might very well be a trap for you. There’s no way I’ll allow that to happen.” 
 
    “I rather think you underestimate me, Mei.” Something was cutting in Amaranth’s smile. 
 
    The bunnygirl seemed undaunted nonetheless. “And I think you’re too eager to throw your life away. You’re not an idiot, Mara. You almost lost your life to a cursed dagger the other day, and you know they must have more cursed weapons, or they wouldn’t have chanced losing it in such a risky attempt.” 
 
    Amaranth gritted her teeth, but faced with the look in her handmaiden’s eyes, she looked away. 
 
    No one else said anything, not even Emily. I had never seen anyone challenge Amaranth like that, and from the fidgeting around the table, nor did any of them. And yet, most seemed to agree with Mei. Even I did if I was honest. 
 
    Oh, I didn’t know enough about the situation to tell if this was some kind of trap or not, but Amaranth was the most critical piece on the board on our side. We shouldn’t be risking her carelessly. 
 
    “I’ll go.” Emily said, rising to her feet and pulling the attention of the entire room to her. “If talking is possible, I’ll be the best one for that. And if it turns into a fight, I can hold my own.” I gaped at her, but before I could say anything, I caught sight of Amaranth and Mei exchanging a gaze. 
 
    “And I’ll go with you.” Mei said, crossing her arms once again. “And I’m certain I’m not the only one willing to go.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate, got to my feet, reached out, and took hold of Emily’s hand. I didn’t need to say anything. She understood, smiled at me, and pressed against my side. Daul got up as well, just shrugged when I looked at him. 
 
    Attia rose to her feet, and I felt something squirm in my chest at it. 
 
    “No.” Amaranth said, and Attia eyed the queen for a while. 
 
    “You can’t mean to stop me from helping rescue my daughter.” Attia said, her voice soft, almost pleading. It was so different from the voice I always heard from her that it surprised me. 
 
    “You’re not the most reasonable being when your daughters are involved, and you’ve shown it before.” Amaranth said, and Attia looked away, though her hands tightened into fists at her sides. “I’ll not allow you to do anything that might put one of my handmaidens at risk.” She turned to look at Mei and then Emily after that. “Not when they already do enough of that.” 
 
    Despite her words, she gave the two a small smile, and whatever tension had been between her and Mei seemed to dissipate at it. 
 
    There were a few more things to discuss after that, but we didn’t waste much time with it, and soon we were getting out of the meeting. We would leave the following morning as soon as the sun rose in the sky, but there were some matters we still needed to take care of. 
 
    For one, we wouldn’t be alone. Several soldiers would come with us, there to protect Amaranth’s handmaidens and give us a bit of a chance if it came to a fight. From what I figured out, Lunaire didn’t seem to be very big, but we would still be facing numbers far more significant than our own. Oh, I didn’t doubt Emily and Mei counted for much more than their numbers, but there was a limit to it. 
 
    And we needed supplies. 
 
    I also needed to talk to Lunette and Galen and tell them they would be in charge of the crew while Daul and I were away. 
 
    I parted from Emily with a kiss on her lips, let her go to her business while I went to take care of mine. Daul came with me partway, but left to go prepare his own supplies for the rescue mission, and I went to Lunette and Galen alone. 
 
    Right then, I got my first surprise. 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” Galen said after hearing me tell them the broad details of what was going on. I just blinked at him, and he smiled at my evident surprise. “Someone needs to ensure you’ll come back.” He poised a hand on my shoulder as he said it, nodded at Lunette, then turned on his hooves and moved towards the rest of the crew, shouting some more instructions at them. 
 
    I blinked at the sight, looked at Lunette, who just shrugged at me. 
 
    I hesitated. I didn’t think Galen meant anything other than what he said, but I found myself remembering Briar as I looked at the centaur and wondered if there was an ulterior motive for his choice. Maybe it would be better for me to tell him to stay behind, but at the same time, I feared that might make a mess of things. He had been nothing if not friendly to me over the months, and if I told him to stay behind, I would practically be admitting that I didn’t trust him. 
 
    And I wanted to, I really did, but maybe I didn’t. Not fully. Yet, at the same time, he seemed a capable warrior, and I certainly trusted him more than I would some soldier I had never met before or simply crossed paths with. 
 
    With a sigh, I resigned myself to the fact he would be coming with us. 
 
    And looking up into the sky, I realized the sun would be setting soon. Maybe I should also gather some supplies of my own, some food, perhaps a dagger or something. I hadn’t bothered getting weapons before because I didn’t think I would need them, and in a pinch, I could just use mana manipulation to create my staff, but this would be different. I could find myself fighting for my life soon enough. More than that, I could see myself fighting for Emily’s, her cousins’, or Mei’s. Or Daul’s, or Galen’s. I wouldn’t risk being in a situation like that completely unharmed, no matter how much I had come to trust my magic. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Emily wasn’t in my room when I got there, and I sighed in disappointment. I should have talked to her after the meeting and asked if she would come. I expected her to. During the last months, she had spent almost every night with me, but with the coming mission, maybe she had something else to do or wanted to spend some time with her friend. 
 
    Fortunately for my state of mind, a few minutes later, the door opened, and my girlfriend slipped inside. At the sight of her, I couldn’t help but let a large smile take hold of my lips, and I opened my arms, hugged her when she got close, then kissed her, hard. 
 
    She burrowed into me, moaning a little when I let my hands glide down her figure, and I shuddered at the sensation of her half-bare buttocks against my hands. I loved her attire, but I had loved it even more before starting to consider her mine. I knew it wasn’t fair, or rational. Many of the women around wore clothes even more scandalous, and no one seemed to consider it strange, but her one-piece choice of clothing usually left half of her buttocks on display, and I might feel a little jealous about it. Not that I would ever say anything about it to her. 
 
    And I really did love to watch her dressed like that. 
 
    We didn’t say anything at first, and her second kiss became a little more urgent, making my want grow. 
 
    When she pulled back, I was half-hard, and I wanted nothing more than to pull her into bed and make her enjoy. 
 
    Something like hesitation showed on her face, and when she drew a breath, I knew I wouldn’t like whatever came out of her mouth. “I want you to stay behind.” She said, squaring her shoulders and looking me right in the face. 
 
    “What?” I asked, starting to shake my head the moment I understood what she was asking me. “No way.” 
 
    Like hell would I let her go on this mission without me. I loved her too much for that.  
 
    She bit her lower lip, and the sight made something inside my chest ache. I understood that Emily was obviously scared for me, but I felt no different about her. “I…” She started, paused, and shook her head, pressing against my front once again. She reached up with one hand and caressed my face, and the sheer softness of the motion made something ease in me. “I can’t risk you, Eric. I don’t want to go through what Mei is going through, but that is what will happen if you come with and something happens.” 
 
    “And do you think I could live without you?” I asked her, reaching out and taking hold of her face, caressing her, leaning down to press a kiss to her lips afterward. “I love you, Emily, and just as you aren’t willing to live without me, I’m unwilling to live without you.” 
 
    “You’ll be safer here.” She tried again, but I realized she already knew my answer from her tone. 
 
    “But if I go with you, I might just make you a bit safer.” I pointed out and caressed her face. 
 
    She looked at me, I looked back into her eyes, and then we kissed. It was a harsher kiss than the ones we had shared that night, and she pushed hard against my body at the same time. I paid her back in kind, let my hands roam over her back for good measure, even cupped her ass. 
 
    She moaned when my hand brushed against her tail, took hold of my shirt, and pulled it open, ripping some of the buttons in the process, not that I cared in that moment. I could see the hunger in her eyes, felt a similar one in my own, and I knew of only one way to sate it. 
 
    We bared each other with desperate hurriedness, and I groaned when her breasts spilled free, watching their bouncy motion, then reaching out and taking hold of them. She moaned at that, thrust her chest forward, offering it to me, and I took her offering and more. 
 
    The moans that came out of her only increased in volume when I leaned down and started suckling at one of her nipples, and I groaned when she paid me back by reaching down and grabbing my cock, beginning to pump it. Then she pushed me back, and I fell atop the bed. 
 
    She giggled at the mock glare I threw her, climbed into the bed after me, her naked frame making me shudder with need. A smirk took hold of her lips when she grabbed my rod again, and I grit my teeth to stop my groans, though that didn’t help when she reached down with her mouth. 
 
    There were no words to describe how it felt to have her tongue swirl around the head of my cock, or how tight her lips felt on my shaft as she started bobbing her head up and down. Joy and pleasure were what she gave me, but then, she always did that, even if only with a kiss. The blowjob was truly fantastic, though. 
 
    And after she made me finish, she started moving up, kissing a path from my sex to my chest, her mouth never far from my frame. 
 
    I grabbed her, turned us around, and decided to pay her back for the joy she made me feel. I loved to watch her squirm as I ran my hands over her sides, her ticklishness showing when I did it, though not as much as I loved the moans that slipped from her when I focused my attention on her breasts, playing with them, caressing them softly, and then sucking on the nipples until she came undone. 
 
    From that to me starting to move down her body, it was only a matter of time, and she eagerly spread her legs when I reached her core, just as I eagerly leaned down to taste her. I loved the scent of her and the taste, and I loved the tangible pleasure I could give her even more. 
 
    And after I made her peak, I moved up her body once again, we faced one another, and then we kissed. 
 
    She was the one that reached for my shaft once again, pumped me a few times until I was as hard as she wanted, then spread her legs, the invitation blatant. 
 
    I didn’t waste any time, entered her effortlessly, and loved how she put her legs around me and imprisoned me against her body, ensuring I wouldn’t escape her unless she wished. We rutted against one another. There was no other word for it, our hips moving in tandem, our breaths becoming harsher as we continued. 
 
    We continued kissing throughout it, though I also kissed her throat and collarbone and allowed my hands to glide all over her frame, much like she did to me. 
 
    And so, eventually, it came to an end. 
 
    I thrust, felt her come, and I followed her quickly enough, spilling myself in her. 
 
    We held each other after that, turning around once again. Whatever tension had been between us vanished with our round of lovemaking, and I just enjoyed her frame against mine, the sensation of her naked breasts against my chest, and her warm body against my own. 
 
    I almost closed my eyes and fell asleep, but I could feel how nervous she was. She could be pretty obvious about it at times. I just needed to pay attention to how much her tail moved around. Oh, it could also move around in excitement or anger, but I was starting to get to know my girlfriend very well, and I knew what this was. 
 
    “Everything is going to be alright.” I told her, trying to comfort her. 
 
    She made an accepting noise but didn’t say anything else, and I knew I hadn’t helped much. If I couldn’t convince her that everything would be alright, maybe I would make her focus on something else. 
 
    “What was that between Mei and Amaranth?” I asked, and Emily raised her head and looked at me. “I’ve never seen Mei talk to Amaranth like that before.” 
 
    And it was the truth. The bunnygirl always seemed very respectful of her queen, never dared to interrupt her. That she was so firm with the blonde surprised me. 
 
    “Mei won’t admit to it, but she’s scared.” Emily said eventually, sighing a little as well. “She lost Thallia, and with the attempt on Mara’s life, she’s become even more fearful for our queen. She already lost one lover. She’s not willing to lose Mara as well.” 
 
    “You almost make it seem as if they’re lovers.” 
 
    Emily blinked at me. “They are. Well, they were. We all were.” 
 
    Now I blinked at her. “What?” 
 
    Did I hear her correctly? Certainly not. She hadn’t just said all of them were lovers. 
 
    “I mean, Mei, Mara, and I were lovers. Thallia was only involved with Mei, fairies are monogamous for the most part, but she understood that was not an option for Mei. Bunnygirls are even more sexual than catgirls. Mei would never be able to be satisfied with a single partner, not for long. Thallia understood that.” 
 
    “What?” I repeated, incredulous. For a moment, I pictured the scene in my mind, the three monster girls I knew naked, joined in bed, loving one another. And my body answered to it, I felt my shaft hardening with ease, and Emily didn’t miss it. She smirked at me. 
 
    “Didn’t you know?” 
 
    “How could I?” I asked her with a faint voice. Was my girlfriend sleeping around with the other two? And did it bother me? 
 
    It would. Not because I hated the thought of it exactly, though I couldn’t be sure how I would feel about that, but because if Emily was doing that, she was doing it behind my back. 
 
    She tilted her head at me. “Really? I’ve never said anything about it?” I shook my head at her. “Well, I’m not doing it now. I haven’t been with them since Thallia died. I think neither of us has been with one another.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, curious despite myself. “I mean, we haven’t talked about this. I don’t think I would be exactly happy if you were sleeping with either Amaranth or Mei behind my back, not without telling me about it.” Maybe not even if she told me about it. I didn’t know. I was too overwhelmed to think about the matter. “But why did you stop?” 
 
    Emily shrugged. “Mei was the one connecting all of us in that manner. She was in love with Thallia, but she had been sharing Mara’s bed for a long time, and there was something like love there as well. The two of them are just so impressive, you know? When I became a handmaiden and had the chance to bed them, I didn’t hesitate, but I always knew I didn’t have the same connection they had with one another. It was not the same thing without Mei to pull us into bed.” 
 
    Once again, I couldn’t help but let my imagination run wild, and shook my head, trying to get rid of such thoughts. Unfortunately, I failed at that, and my girlfriend knew me well. She looked at my face, smirked, and then pressed harder against me. 
 
    “Does the thought of Mei and me excite you, or is it me and Mara?” 
 
    I just gaped at her, didn’t answer, and she giggled a little, even as she slowly passed a leg to the other side of me and settled against my groin, making me groan at the sensation of her flesh against mine. 
 
    “Or is it the thought of the three of us?” 
 
    “All of the above.” I admitted with a gasp when she started rubbing against me. And I wasn’t lying. All of those combinations made me want, really, and maybe they shouldn’t, but I was only human. 
 
    Oh, I could readily admit I had been far hornier a few months ago when I came to Argent, but my time with Emily made me a little less tense sexually. It was challenging to feel that horny when I could spend my nights with a goddess of a catgirl like Emily, but I wasn’t blind, and I could admit both Mei and Amaranth were the kinds of women that would always draw my gaze. 
 
    And Emily wasn’t blind, surely. She caught my eyes straying more than once, but she never seemed bothered about it. I always took it as catgirls being very unrestricted, so to say, and they were, from what I could see. 
 
    But everyone here seemed to be. I had seen couples of every kind in this world, men with men, women with women, and even small groups. And knowing just how much Emily enjoyed sex, was it so surprising that she had had lovers before? No, obviously not. I hadn’t connected the dots, hadn’t realized she had loved Mei and Amaranth before, though. Maybe I should have. That explained why she didn’t seem to care if I let my eyes wander to them. She probably appreciated the sight as well. 
 
    Then she kissed me and started moving faster, and I forgot about all that, focused exclusively on her, helped her when she maneuvered herself atop of me, and then let herself drop. We both groaned at that, our hips started moving, and pleasure filled us again. 
 
    Our night would prove to be quite long after that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    We woke up bright and early the following day and started moving as soon as possible. There were thirty of us. Emily, Mei, Daul, and Galen were the ones I knew, obviously. Lena was coming with us as well. From her noticeable nervousness, she didn’t seem much of a fighter, but she was the only one in our group that knew the people we were hoping to rescue. The rest were soldiers that Amaranth was sending with us. 
 
    The dragon queen watched us leave from the top of the battlements, and despite me not knowing her as well as I did Emily, I could still tell she was nervous. 
 
    Emily waved at her and smiled to reassure the other female, but I didn’t think it worked all that well. 
 
    Amaranth had already seen one of her handmaidens die during this conflict, and that death had wounded her. What would losing Mei or Emily do to her? I shook my head, buried that thought deep down. Losing Mei wouldn’t affect me much, not compared to what losing Emily would do to me, but it would still hurt. 
 
    Losing Emily… 
 
    Better not to think about that, though it was hard not to, sometimes. 
 
    I couldn’t help but marvel a bit when I looked at Mei and Emily. Both wore armor covering them from head to toe, which looked rather good on them. It was form-fitting and showed off their curves, which made me fear it might not be all that good as armor, but the obvious runes adorning them made me think maybe the armor didn’t rely on the metal to protect them. And on their chest, the symbol representing Amaranth could be seen. 
 
    I had seen it before. Every soldier used that emblem somewhere on their body. Those who used armor wore it on their chest, but even some of the unarmored members wore it somewhere on their bodies. 
 
    Lunaire wasn’t too far from the fortress, but it would still take us days on foot to reach it. Mei told me that it would be less distance than the one we had taken to visit Glimmerwood. The path was more dangerous, however, and there was a chance we might stumble onto foes. Not rebels, exactly, but there seemed to be plenty of dangerous monsters around. 
 
    The path wasn’t easy. We had constrained ourselves to the more wooden areas, not wanting anyone to see us from afar, and we had to pass through a bit of a swamp as well. None of that was fun, neither the cold nor the humidity, and certainly not the smell. 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel something was missing every time I entered one of the woods in Argent. It was the sounds, I realized eventually. There were no crickets, birds chirping in the trees, or recognizable sounds. Not unless some kind of giant insect was moving your way, and that wasn’t exactly a pleasant sensation.  
 
    And there were a few scares on the way, mainly in the matter of strange monsters crossing our paths, though thankfully, there was no fighting involved. Most of them we avoided, and others ran from our group. I was pretty sure I had seen a giant white snake once, but when I asked about it, Mei just warned me to be wary, and that she wouldn’t mess with us while Mei was there. 
 
    I didn’t ask for clarification, just nodded and tried to pretend everything was fine. 
 
    It wasn’t, obviously, but I didn’t let it bother me much. 
 
    I wouldn’t have allowed Emily to come alone, no matter what. I couldn’t let fear of the unknown hold me back, or I might fail when it came to protecting her. 
 
    And yet, despite knowing it would only hinder me, I started fearing for her. It was natural; we were going into a dangerous situation, and really, I was in far more danger than Emily. She was far more powerful than me, and if someone like Mei had to choose between my life and hers, I was sure who she would pick, but fear wasn’t always rational, and my fear for Emily’s safety grew. 
 
    I only really felt better when I went to sleep with her pressed against my side, and even then… 
 
    Sooner than I thought, we reached our destination. Well, we were close enough to Lunaire that it would take us about an hour to get there, from what Emily said, but we didn’t approach just yet. 
 
    “How are we going to do this?” I asked Mei and Emily that night. Close as we were to our destination, we needed to establish what we would do. Should we try to negotiate? Was that possible? I knew Emily thought so, but I also knew her friendship with this Adamar dude might have been influencing her there. 
 
    Still, negotiating would undoubtedly be better than the other solution. 
 
    Trying to mount a rescue wouldn’t be easy. I didn’t think so, at least. There weren’t that many of us, and we would probably have to try to infiltrate the place, locate our people and then get them out. It might devolve into fighting at some moment, and there was a risk that some of ours would die, or everyone, maybe. 
 
    I didn’t know. 
 
    I knew Mei thought mounting some kind of rescue was a viable possibility, so I trusted her with that, but how that would go, I had no idea. There was plenty I didn’t know about my new world; I would admit that easily. And while I could use some magic, and had learned a little more about some of the races that inhabited Argent than I knew a few months ago, it didn’t mean I knew much. 
 
    Oh, I tried my best to learn, but there was only so much time for me to do so. Between the work with the building crew and the training, both magical and physical, there was only so much time in a day. And I certainly wasn’t willing to sacrifice any of the time I had with Emily for any reason. 
 
    I didn’t know squat about Lunaire, not really, and I was no military expert, but then, I wasn’t in charge here. The two of them were, and I was perfectly fine with that. 
 
    Mei and Emily exchanged a glance. “I want to talk to Adamar.” Emily started, looking at the other female. She knew perfectly well that the bunnygirl was the one that she needed to convince. 
 
    “I want to know our situation better.” Mei replied, shaking her head. “By trying to talk to him, we would be tipping our hands if he’s supporting the rebels. I know he’s your friend, Emily, and you like him, but you can’t be sure he’s on our side, right?” Emily just looked away, but that answered Mei’s query nonetheless. “We need to scout the place, try to find if anything out of the ordinary is happening in the town, and only then might we risk contacting him. And that is if an opportunity to rescue your cousin doesn’t show up first.” 
 
    “It would be much easier with him on our side.” Emily tried to convince the other female, her words cajoling. 
 
    Mei’s gaze softened just a little, but she shook her head. Emily whirled in place, turned her back on the other female, and moved away without another word. Mei sighed at it, and for the first time, I saw something in her eyes as she looked after the catgirl that seemed to indicate she cared more for Emily than just as a friend. It was a certain softness, something more than worry. I wondered if I had missed it before because I never really paid attention or if I was imagining things now. 
 
    “Emily is too friendly sometimes.” Mei started, voice faint. A small smile took hold of her lips, though it vanished quickly. “It’s an endearing quality, but one I fear she’ll lose once she’s faced with a few betrayals. And she might be facing one soon.” 
 
    I turned and looked at where Emily had disappeared into, hesitating between following her or speaking to Mei about the situation. “Do you think that’s likely?” We hadn’t talked much about her friend, but Emily seemed pretty confident about Adamar being able to help, and I wanted to trust her in that, but I didn’t know the man, and I knew Emily always wanted to see the best in people. I hoped she was right in this case. 
 
    “I don’t know him as well as Emily does. Few people do.” Mei said with a shrug. Her words gave me pause. How well did Emily know him? Something uncomfortable tingled in my chest before I shook my head and focused on what mattered. “But if his sister’s life is on the line, I don’t think he’ll easily risk her.” 
 
    I nodded, telling her I understood. Hope for the best but prepare for the worst, and maybe I could help Emily be a little more prepared for the eventuality that Adamar became our enemy. 
 
    I followed the path Emily took before and found her a few minutes later, near the tree line, looking towards Lunaire in the distance. It didn’t seem that big from a mile away, especially at night. Oh, some lighting was visible, especially with the setting sun, and perhaps some more would be visible soon, but it didn’t seem that big a place. 
 
    “Are you ok?” I asked as I pressed against her side, putting my arm around her waist. Emily leaned her head against my shoulder, sighed. I could feel her tail swishing behind her, even brushing against me sometimes. 
 
    “I’m fine, just worried about Livia.” I didn’t think that was the whole story, but I didn’t call her on it either. I just held her, trying to give her as much comfort as possible, trying to make her feel better. Eventually, she continued. “I want to talk to Adamar. I know he can help us. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    I hesitated, not quite knowing what to say, shrugged when Emily looked at me. “I don’t know him, so I can only trust you on the matter, but are you sure?” I hoped she would show some doubt, but she nodded instead, resolute, and I hesitated further. It would be easier if she wasn’t so sure, if there was a sliver of doubt in her, but there wasn’t. Mei was right when she said Emily always tried to see the best in people, especially those she was connected to. 
 
    The same thing had happened before when she could barely process the fact that Attia had tried to kill me. Granted, that entire situation didn’t make much sense at the time, and I still believed that. And Attia was her aunt, but even when faced with the truth, she had been reluctant to believe it. 
 
    Now, we didn’t exactly have proof of any wrongdoing on Adamar’s part, just that the group Lena and Livia were in was attacked while they were in his town, but Lena wasn’t even sure if it was his people that attacked them. 
 
    I could understand Emily's doubts about it, wanting to believe the best about her friend. And the truth was, it would be better for us. If Adamar was on our side, things would become more straightforward, I believed, but I didn’t want Emily to stake all of her hopes on it. 
 
    “Look, I don’t know the guy. Mei doesn’t seem to know him either, but we have a saying back in my world. Better hope for the best and prepare for the worst. Maybe we should try doing that now?” I asked her, shrugging again when she bit her lower lip. “It doesn’t mean you should suspect him exactly, but if Mei is right, and there’s a way to get our people out without raising any kind of alarms, it might be better. Even for him, I wager. If there’s no proof he helped us, no one can blame him for it.” 
 
    Emily seemed to consider my words for a while. “Maybe you’re right. But what about Livia and the rest? Don’t you think we would have better odds with further help?” 
 
    That I couldn’t precisely deny, and I just shrugged again. 
 
    Both of us fell silent, studying Lunaire in the distance until I eventually nudged her, and Emily sighed, moving back to camp with me. Soon enough, we were lying side by side to sleep, and I pulled her closer, trying to comfort her with my presence. She settled against my side quickly enough, and I held her tight. 
 
    We fell asleep like that. 
 
    And when I woke up the following morning, I did so alone. I blinked at it, then stretched, not thinking much of it. It wouldn’t be the first time Emily wasn’t there when I woke up, though usually that only happened when I slept in late, and she let me be. 
 
    I got up, stretched, then went to grab something to eat. The soldiers hadn’t made a fire the previous night, not wanting to attract any kind of attention, but we had some smoked meat with us, and bread, and that was what I grabbed, along with some of the mead I took with me. 
 
    Then I looked around and realized I couldn’t see Emily, then noticed her armor was with the rest of her belongings, and I narrowed my eyes at it. I couldn’t see Mei either, so I suspected they were together, asked Daul if he had seen the bunnygirl and followed the direction he indicated. 
 
    I found Mei quickly enough, close to where I had found Emily the night before, studying the town ahead. “Emily isn’t with you?” I asked her, something like dread taking hold of me. Oh, I wanted to be wrong, I hoped I was wrong, but I was starting to suspect the reason for my girlfriend not being there. 
 
    Mei blinked at me. “She’s not back at camp?” 
 
    I shook my head, saw the same thoughts that had filled my mind being reflected in her eyes, and then her gaze narrowed. “When I get my hands on that foolish catgirl…” 
 
    She didn’t finish the sentence, but it wasn’t needed. I was feeling something similar after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    No matter how much I wanted to rush into Lunaire and try to get Emily back, I was smart enough to understand I couldn’t. Neither Mei nor I knew much about the town. Nor did any of our other companions, not even Lena. She had only stayed there one night, after all. 
 
    Emily had been the one that knew Lunaire a little, and she was the one that had run away. In truth, I feared I would have felt far more nervous in a situation like this, but maybe some sliver of faith that she was right kept me from panicking completely. 
 
    Mei, however, didn’t feel the same. I could feel her tension just by looking at her. Everyone could. Still, she knew she couldn’t rush us into town, not like that. We would need to use the cover of darkness to get close, and our numbers would have to be limited. 
 
    I was pretty sure she meant to go alone, but I wouldn’t let her. Well, it wasn’t as if I could stop her if she was genuinely intent on it, but I hoped I could convince her. A second pair of hands could prove helpful, and I wouldn’t forgive myself if something happened to her. Emily cared for her, maybe even loved her. She certainly looked up to the other monster girl, and if something happened because of her, she would never forgive herself. 
 
    The hours passed slowly, and the closer the time to move came, the more nervous I became. And I wasn’t the only one. Mei couldn’t stop from pacing from one side to the other, muttering something under her breath, which I was pretty sure would make Emily’s ears burn if she heard it. 
 
    Could a catgirl’s ears burn? I never thought about that before. 
 
    And when the sun was a few hours away from setting, Mei looked up at the sky, nodded to herself, and started moving. I moved after her until she paused and looked at me. “What are you doing?” She asked, and her voice was so tight that I swallowed at it, and hesitated. 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” She said, and how her foot beat against the ground made me more nervous than I had words to describe. “Emily already ruined our plans with her harebrained scheme. We were supposed to use this day to scout the city and only then act, but because we couldn’t risk drawing attention to her if she somehow passed unnoticed, we had to stay put. Now I’m going to go there and get her, no matter what, and I won’t waste time looking after you.” 
 
    “I’m still coming with you.” I replied, though my throat was pretty tight as I said the words. “Look, even if you go alone, I’ll follow after you. So let’s not waste any time.” 
 
    She smiled then, and I felt dread. “You won’t be following me if I break your legs.” 
 
    I gulped. 
 
    She kept smiling for a while longer, then allowed her head to drop, her bunny ears flopping around her as she did it. “Whatever, come with me then, but make sure you rush.” 
 
    With that, she turned on her feet and started moving away, and I rushed after her. During the afternoon, she had put her armor aside and changed into her regular outfit, and now she stopped to grab a large cloak, threw another at me, and we put them on before leaving for Lunaire. 
 
    It didn’t take us long to reach a dirt path toward the town that widened the closer we got to Lunaire. The town was relatively small. Well, compared to what I expected, and to a modern city, though it was still far more extensive than the fortress Amaranth turned into her base. Not as big as our city would be once we finished building the first planned houses, but that would still take a while. 
 
    “Kind of small, isn’t it?” I asked Mei, and it seemed she would ignore me at first, but she replied eventually. 
 
    “Lunaire is fairly recent. The first settlement was only established about a decade ago when Arali got authorization from Amaranth to build it. Most of the area had been unused, and the siblings needed some help from the crown to clear the more dangerous monsters, but it didn’t take long. There have been fewer monsters around the continent lately.” 
 
    I almost asked her why that was, but then I caught a better sight of Lunaire in the distance, and I couldn’t help but focus on it. 
 
    From what I could see, most of the town was made of wood. It had walls, but they were far smaller than the ones of Amaranth’s fortress, and there didn’t seem to be any guards at the gates. Gates that were open, by the way. I couldn’t help but feel a little suspicious about it, almost reached out and grabbed hold of Mei’s arm, but she continued undaunted, and I followed along, trusting in her. 
 
    There were guards around, but not enough to guard the gate and patrol simultaneously. Which I supposed made some amount of sense. Amaranth had a guard at the entrance to her fortress because she was fighting a war. Lunaire didn’t seem to worry about that, and their wall was probably only there to protect them when needed. They probably only closed the gates at night to stop any monster from using the darkness and advancing on the town. Even now, the pair of guards crossing our path seemed more intent on sharing some kind of joke than paying attention to us, and something eased inside of me. 
 
    Maybe things would work out. That no one in the town seemed very worried seemed like a good sign to me, though I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    Mei seemed pleased about it, however. Oh, she didn’t say anything, and I could tell she was still furious, but something eased in her the closer we got to the center of town. “There.” She pointed out eventually, nodding towards a building in the distance. “That’s where we’ll find Adamar. And Emily, hopefully.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly a castle, closer to a mansion than anything else. And even then, it wasn’t a luxurious place, nor was it some architectural marvel. It was kind of blocky, actually. Made of wood like every other building, though big enough to house a sizable number of beings. It rose high, perhaps three floors up from the ground floor, or two, depending on how tall each floor was. 
 
    By far, it was the most prominent building around, and I didn’t doubt it would have some kind of leader inside, but it wasn’t what I expected. The whole town was quite simplistic. There weren’t any remarkable sights, the houses were small, and there weren’t many people around. 
 
    Maybe I had too high hopes. Oh, Argent had shown itself to be a marvel so far. Glimmerwood was the kind of sight I could never imagine possible, and I was sure I would remember it for the rest of my life. Even the fortress Amaranth took for herself was rather impressive, despite how rundown it was. I had expected something similarly magnificent from Lunaire, though perhaps I was asking too much. It was a small town, nothing else, and not a wealthy town either. 
 
    And according to Mei, it was quite a recent one as well. 
 
    Still, I expected the city we were building to look much better than this, though maybe Amaranth had better resources. Her army was utterly loyal to her, and plenty of them had shown themselves willing to put down their swords and help with the construction she was planning. The fairies also showed themselves to be a great help there. 
 
    If the elven siblings that ruled this land had to pay to build this town from their own pocket, maybe they couldn’t do better. And really, there was enough space around that they could upgrade the buildings with time, and build new ones. Over the years and decades, Lunaire could grow to become quite significant, especially if they could slowly attract more people to their lands. 
 
    Once again, my lack of knowledge of the world around me had shaped my expectations, and I realized I needed to do better. 
 
    For now, though, what mattered was following Mei, and hopefully getting to Emily. 
 
    And after a few minutes of studying the building in front of her, the bunnygirl seemed to have an idea of where to start. 
 
    “There, on the second floor.” Mei pointed at an open window, then looked around and ensured no one was around to see us. When she confirmed that, she nodded to herself. “Follow me, and we’ll climb up.” 
 
    “Uhm,” I started, looking at the wall and then at the bunnygirl until she got the hint. She narrowed her eyes at me. “Look, I’m not the best climber, ok? And maybe if there was something to hold onto, I could get up there, but there’s nothing.” And there wasn’t. The wall was relatively flat, with no adornments of any kind. 
 
    Mei sighed, then gestured for me to move closer. I did. “Do me the favor of not making a noise, at least.” I just blinked at her, not quite understanding. Then she grabbed hold of my cloak and just jumped up. 
 
    The motion was so surprising that I almost screamed, only stopped myself at the last moment. It wasn’t easy. She moved so fast that the motion became dizzying, and my stomach protested. The back of my throat started to burn as something climbed up my esophagus, but I stopped myself from hurling, swallowed once again after we poised down, which allowed me to drop to my knees and breathe deeply, hoping that would allow me to settle down. 
 
    Not that I had much time for that because when I raised my head for just one moment, I caught a glimpse of two guards blinking at us. 
 
    It was a stroke of bad luck, nothing more. They just happened to be walking through the corridor where Mei had taken us into, and I heard her sigh in something like irritation as she realized we weren’t alone. And then, before any of the soldiers could make a move, she blurred towards them, grabbed hold of their heads, and hit them against the wall. 
 
    She was gentle about it. I mean, somewhat. 
 
    I knew how strong she could be and that she could have relatively easily crushed their heads. That she only hit them once and let their unconscious bodies fall down was gentle compared to that. 
 
    Mei sighed. “I should have left one of them conscious.” She muttered under her breath before tilting her head to the side. One of her ears twitched a little at that, seemed to swivel, and she turned to me and gestured for me to follow her. I did. I mean, what other choice did I have, realistically? 
 
    It didn’t take us long to locate someone else, another pair of guards once again. Without any warning, Mei moved like a blur once more, reached out and grabbed one of them, knocked her out, then tightened her hand around the throat of the other guard, holding him in place. 
 
    “If you behave, you won’t have to suffer more than the absolute minimum. Is that understood?” Mei asked him in the coldest tone of voice I’ve ever heard anyone speak with. I mean, I gulped, and I wasn’t even the target of it. I couldn’t imagine what the guy she was holding by the throat was thinking in that moment, but if his wide eyes were any indication, he was undoubtedly scared out of his mind. 
 
    She relaxed her hold slightly, allowed the guard to take a breath, but narrowed her eyes even further. I was sure that if he tried to do something she didn’t wish for, she could crush his throat in an instant, and I found myself hoping he wouldn’t be that dumb. 
 
    Fortunately, he seemed to understand his position very well, and didn’t try anything. 
 
    “Where can I find Adamar?” Her words made the guard tense, and for a moment, it seemed like he would try to scream for help, but she tightened her hold slightly and cut his breathing. “I won’t harm him if he doesn’t give me a reason to, but the longer I search for him, the angrier I will be when I find him. If you want your master to live, you better tell me where he is.” 
 
    Her hold slackened once more, and the guard hesitated. “Third floor. He should be in his room. You can’t miss it. It’s the biggest room after the mistress’s.” 
 
    Mei hit him on the head after she got what she wanted, and he dropped down. I was sure she must have been doing something more than just striking them. Hits like that wouldn’t always put a person down, not like that. Maybe some would fall unconscious, yes, but with such ease? Consistently? There was a trick to it, and I would have to ask her about it later, but now there were more important matters. 
 
    We needed to find Emily. 
 
    And slowly, we approached Adamar’s quarters. Mei led us, made us stop more than once, and even pushed me against the wall once, pressing against me at the same time, ensuring that the guards in the distance didn’t catch sight of us. I swallowed a bit when that happened and tried not to react in any way, though I didn’t know if I had succeeded. 
 
    I’ve said it before, but Mei was a very gorgeous woman. Every monster girl that crossed my path in this world seemed to be. If I was honest, most of the males were as well. Maybe it was something in the air. 
 
    It wasn’t something that should matter now, but with the feeling of Mei’s curves against me, I couldn’t help myself, really. And her raised eyebrow when she leaned back showed me she had noticed my reaction, and I looked away, somewhat embarrassed about it. 
 
    I wasn’t as much of a horndog as I had been when I got to this world, but I would have to be a saint to be able to ignore such a magnificent body pressed against mine. I didn’t know if Emily had learned with her, or the opposite, or if this was just how the monster girls around here dressed as, but those one-piece garments of theirs were a menace. 
 
    Finally, we reached our destination, and I felt my heart start to beat harder. I couldn’t hear anything from inside Adamar’s room, nor could Mei if the consternation on her face indicated anything. Now, if she couldn’t hear anything because there was nothing to hear and the room was empty, or if something blocked the sound, I couldn’t say, and neither it seemed could she, but one thing was sure: Mei didn’t let it bother her. 
 
    She straightened, moved to the door, grasped its knob in her hands, and then pushed. Something seemed to fight against her, making me realize the door was not simple wood. There was more to it, some magic trying to stop Mei from opening the door. I could feel it. 
 
    Not that it ended up doing much. I could feel Mei’s mana pushing against it, and the door just broke when the bunnygirl applied a bit more of her strength. 
 
    And suddenly, the noises from inside the room could be heard, and Emily’s voice was one of them. It cut off when the door broke inward, and the two beings inside the room turned to us at once. I only had eyes for Emily at first, feeling something ease inside my chest when I saw her and realized she was perfectly fine. Deep down, I was convinced I would have sensed it if something had gone wrong, but to see it for myself was much better. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate and got into the room. Emily smiled when she saw me, then she caught sight of Mei, and her smile disappeared. She gulped, drew into herself when the bunnygirl passed by me and stopped in front of the other monster girl. Mei didn’t say anything. Her gaze was enough. Emily’s eyes dropped to the ground, and she didn’t move. 
 
    “While I can imagine you’re quite pissed at Emily, you can leave the theatrics for later, Mei.” 
 
    I blinked, looked at the man who spoke, and blinked again. He was pretty. I mean, once again, I had to remark that mostly everyone I met around here seemed handsome, but he was undeniably attractive. Not that I usually thought that about men, but well, in his case, it was fucking obvious. 
 
    White was undoubtedly his color, from the tone of his skin that seemed like porcelain, to his hair that was white, so white it almost seemed to glow when faced with the bit of moonlight that entered through the windows. And he was obviously an elf. His ears were pointed, about three inches long to the sides of his head. 
 
    Elves in Argent didn’t have the kind of ears media sometimes portrayed. They were far more prominent in general, even if the prettiness and the long, straight hair seemed accurate. 
 
    Mei turned her glare on the elf, and he drew back a little at first, then squared his shoulders and faced her head on, not backing down. “Emily was foolish to come to me without knowing if I could help, yes.” The catgirl seemed to pout at that. “But she got lucky, as usual. I wasn’t the one who ordered your people detained, but I’m holding them in my dungeons. I can’t just release them, however.” 
 
    “The rebels sent someone to track down this group, haven’t they?” Mei asked, and Adamar nodded. “Who?” 
 
    “Taeralin and Drennick.” 
 
    “I was trying to convince Adamar to help us,” Emily said once the other two fell silent, closing the distance towards me and pressing against my side. “With his help, we could get Livia and the others out of here tonight.” 
 
    Adamar shook his head. “I can’t risk my sister. I won’t. I can pretend I’ve never seen you, tell you where the captives are being held, but no more than that.” After that, he sent me a curious look, noticing the proximity between Emily and me. He didn’t comment on it, though. 
 
    “Taeralin?” Mei asked, and a subtle smirk took hold of her lips. “They sent that harpy? I hope I cross paths with her, we have a score to settle, and there’s no reason for me to hold back now.” 
 
    “Who’s she?” I asked. Mei’s not-quite grin disturbed me a little; I couldn’t deny it. 
 
    “Like Mei said, a harpy.” Adamar was the one that spoke, and quite freely at that. “The champion of house Caelleris. Not the most dangerous opponent you could face, but vicious as only a member of her race can be.” 
 
    “And Drennick is a mercenary. An elf, quite a good archer at that.” Emily continued. 
 
    “They’re working for the rebels, then.” 
 
    “Taeralin obviously is. House Caelleris was one of those that opposed Amaranth, though they never dared be too overt. I don’t doubt they’re responsible in great part for the coup against Mara.” Mei said, poising her head on her palm and obviously thinking about something. “Drennick only cares about money, but he has a reputation for loyalty to his clients.” 
 
    Adamar opened his mouth to say something else, and then we heard an alarmed scream from somewhere in the building, and others echoed it in short order. The elf closed his eyes. “Please tell me you haven’t killed any of mine.” 
 
    Mei crossed her arms. “Of course not. Not until I knew if you were truly an enemy or not.” 
 
    The elf seemed to be thinking about something relatively hard, and looked at us with a noticeable hurry. “Good, then I might be able to help you somewhat. Taeralin and her cronies are interrogating the prisoners downstairs. I can hide you for now, wait for her to come to me, and send them searching for you outside of town. It should give you more than enough time to free your people and get them out of here before she can notice it. Should give me enough of an excuse to send some of my guards with her and make it easier for you to get out.” 
 
    That seemed to be quite a good plan for something he came up with on the spot, and I couldn’t help but be a little suspicious about it, but neither Mei nor Emily thought like me, and they just nodded at him. Maybe he was that good. Or maybe there would be some trap in all of that. 
 
    “Come, follow along before my guards come to check on me. I can hide you in my sister’s quarters. They’re enchanted, and most think only she can enter them, but I can too. You can spend the night there without anyone bothering you.” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate, rushed out of the room, and the three of us followed after him. We were trusting him a lot, and only the faith Emily had in him kept me from mentioning anything. How easy would it be for him to somehow lock us inside the room? If it was some kind of enchantment that kept the door closed for mostly everyone, it could double as quite a nice prison, could it not? 
 
    I didn’t say anything. 
 
    Maybe I would come to regret it later, but I stayed silent. 
 
    Adamar opened the door and gestured us through. Then he paused, reached out, and grabbed Mei’s arm as she passed by him. “You need to break my leg.” The bunnygirl blinked at him, then nodded. I blinked. What? “And be precise about it. Nothing that magic can heal in less than a day, but make sure it won’t take more than two, either. Can you do it?” 
 
    Mei didn’t answer him with words. She did kick him, hard, making him gasp and scream in pain as his leg just snapped and he dropped to one knee. Adamar inhaled sharply, glared at Mei for good measure, though she only raised an eyebrow at him, then gestured for the bunnygirl to enter the room. 
 
    “Get in.” He said, almost growling out the word, and the bunnygirl didn’t hesitate. And with that, he closed the door, sealed us in, and I couldn’t help but feel some dread. 
 
    I seemed the only one to feel that, however. 
 
    Could only hope that was a good sign. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “What now?” I asked, looking from Mei to Emily and back again. The bunnygirl was busy glaring at the door and needed a few moments to turn to us. 
 
    Emily shrugged. “Well, now we can rest and prepare for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, we need to talk before that,” Mei said, crossing her arms and glaring at the catgirl, who started fidgeting a little under that gaze. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    Eventually, Emily drew a breath and faced the other woman head-on. “I knew Adamar would help us. He’s my childhood friend, Mei. I was sure he could help us somehow. And he did.” 
 
    “You still risked your life without being certain of anything, Emily.” Mei said, and the pain in her voice was unmistakable. It made Emily wince, made her look away, and I fidgeted in place. I wanted to help them, both of them, but I didn’t know how. It was noticeable Mei was getting a little overwhelmed, what with everything that happened to Thallia, then the attempt on Amaranth’s life, and now Emily deciding to risk herself like this. 
 
    It had scared her, and I didn’t think Mei was someone used to being scared. 
 
    And, well, she was kind of right. Emily had risked herself. Oh, that she seemed to have been proven right helped take the sting out of it, a bit, but the catgirl had still taken a considerable risk. 
 
    “I can’t lose you too. I can’t lose any of you.” I was pretty sure that wasn’t meant for us to hear and that she was speaking about Emily and Amaranth in that. For a moment, it seemed both monster girls forgot that I was there, and Emily hesitated, then slowly approached her fellow handmaiden. 
 
    “You’re not going to.” Emily said, and Mei merely scoffed at her, glaring for good measure. Emily ducked her head. “I know I took a risk, but I felt I needed to. And now we have a chance to rescue our people far more easily than we expected to, and know who’s working against us.” 
 
    She slowly closed the distance between them, one step at a time, hesitated for a bit, then slowly reached out with one hand and cupped one of Mei’s cheeks. 
 
    “I won’t abandon you, Mei.” 
 
    “You can’t promise that.” 
 
    “No, no one can. Still, fear of losing me, or Mara, is no reason for you to pull back from us.” The catgirl said in a whisper, slowly leaning in closer. I swallowed, feeling a bit like a pervert, even as part of me thought that I should interrupt what was happening. 
 
    I mean, both of them were hot as hell, and they seemed about to kiss. That was fun. But Emily was my girlfriend, and we hadn’t talked well enough about something like this for me to truly process what it felt like to watch her kiss another girl. And yet, the sight in front of me stirred something inside my chest, and it wasn’t exactly a bad something. 
 
    Emily’s eyes drifted to me for a moment before she continued. “Spend the night with us. Let me make love to you.” She said, and I gulped at the words. The thought of Mei in our bed made me feel a little intimidated, I couldn’t deny. She was a very intimidating person, and yet, I was confident I would enjoy it. “It’s not healthy for you to hold back so much of yourself. Sex is almost a necessity for both of our races.” 
 
    Mei shuddered at it, looked at Emily with the kind of hunger that I looked at her, and then she fell into temptation. The bunnygirl put her hands against Emily’s rear and used that grip to pull them tight against one another. Emily moaned loudly when the bunnygirl kissed her, their tongues obviously dueling with one another’s, Emily rubbing her frame against the other female as their kiss somehow became even more heated. 
 
    If someone asked me for how long the two of them kissed one another, I wouldn’t be able to answer them. The sight entranced me, made me enjoy in a way I didn’t think possible, and I also hardened at it. And who wouldn’t, really? The two monster girls were fucking hot, and their want for one another was evident. 
 
    That there might be a chance that I would be enjoying both of them shortly certainly played a part, though. 
 
    And then Mei pulled back. Oh, it cost her. I could see it clearly enough. There was nothing she wanted more at that moment than to keep devouring Emily’s mouth and make the catgirl enjoy, but she pulled back, avoided Emily’s lips when the catgirl went to kiss her again, and held her at a distance. “It’s too soon.” She said eventually, and I could see how hard her arms were trembling, how her ears twitched. She was barely stopping herself from taking what she wanted, and her need was obvious, but she held back nonetheless. “Maybe in time, but it’s too soon now.” 
 
    Emily sighed, but she pulled back. Oh, her desire for the bunnygirl was evident, but she nodded, turned, and made her way to me, smiling. She pressed against my side, then looked at the other female. “Whenever you want, we’re here for you.” I almost gulped at that, and at the manner Mei’s eyes moved over us. 
 
    I don’t think she was attracted to me exactly, but she didn’t seem to mind having the two of us at once. 
 
    And I really needed to talk to Emily before she made another invitation of this kind to another person. Oh, sure, if Mei wanted it, I would definitively go along with it. I wasn’t a saint, and Emily certainly wanted the other woman. We could have lots of fun together, but the catgirl should have spoken to me about it before making her invitation. 
 
    Or was this another thing in which our worlds were very different? How common was it for people to share lovers here? I seemed to remember that Emily said fairies were mostly monogamous, so it didn’t seem to be a global thing, but I figured catgirls and bunnygirls were far more open to experimenting with such things. And maybe dragons as well, if Amaranth being their lover had anything to say about it. 
 
    Mei shook her head, took a step back. “I’ll be sleeping in the closet and leave you to have some fun of your own.” Emily almost said something, but ended up simply nodding, and Mei’s lips twitched at her. “Do try to get some sleep, though.” 
 
    With that, the bunnygirl turned on her feet and entered the door that led to another room, closing it behind her. Emily sighed once Mei was out of sight, then turned to me. Before I could say anything, she leaned in, kissed me hard, and I could see how much she wanted, could feel it. Hell, if I let my hands move to her core, I was pretty sure I would find her wet. Mei certainly seemed to have an effect on her. 
 
    I wondered how I could be so blind to have missed it this entire time. 
 
    It would be easy to lose myself in her kiss and enjoy her, but we needed to talk. Oh, not about her offering us to Mei, not today. Not when the other woman could probably hear us. But I still needed to talk to her about the risk she took. 
 
    Emily blinked when I grabbed her hips and used that grip to push her back a little. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have risked yourself like this.” I told her, and she sighed.  
 
    “I’ve already explained myself to Mei.” 
 
    “I know, and you ended up being right. But you still vanished without a word. Look, I can’t say that I would gladly watch you come here if I knew. I would probably try to convince you not to, or come along if I failed to do so, but that would have been better than for me to wake up without you at my side, only to realize you left your armor behind and rushed in here without telling anyone about it.” I told her, my eyes on her, and she bit her lower lip and nodded eventually. 
 
    Oh, I was pretty sure she wasn’t feeling as guilty as that. Emily could be surprisingly stubborn when she wanted to be, and she had been right, but she had still scared me. 
 
    In fact, it had surprised me that I managed to be as calm as I was the whole day. 
 
    “I know Mei thinks me innocent, and I easily admit I am, compared to her and Amaranth. But I’m not foolish. I knew there was a risk in coming to Adamar, but I was confident that even if he had turned his cloak, he would still allow me to escape if he could. So I just needed to ensure no one would see me as I came to him.” She explained, reaching out with one hand and caressing my face. “We’re childhood friends. He cares for me. Oh, not as much as he cares for his sister, obviously, but he cares.” 
 
    I sighed, then nodded at her. I understood, really. She trusted him, and I could only hope I was wrong about my feeling. Maybe in her place, I would have done the same. 
 
    We held one another for a while longer, and then Emily let a smile take hold of her lips. It was a familiar smile, both hungry and mischievous, and I found myself relaxing into her grip, smiling back at her. 
 
    She was hungry for pleasure, and so was I. 
 
    We both moaned as we kissed, and I couldn’t resist touching her, taking hold of her ass much like Mei had done, and holding tight. Emily groaned at that, and her tail brushed against my hands more than once. 
 
    Then I remembered the bunnygirl and pulled back. “Won’t Mei hear us?” I asked, suddenly worried. 
 
    Emily just raised an eyebrow at me. “Let her. Maybe it will tempt her to come to us, and we can all have fun. Or maybe she’ll let herself enjoy her body and fuck herself for a while. It would certainly help her mood.” 
 
    The thought of Mei touching herself while I made love to Emily made me want even more, and I kissed my girlfriend harder than before. 
 
    If someone had told me something like this could have happened to me, I wouldn’t have believed them, but the past months had shown me there was much I didn’t know about the universe. And really, I shouldn’t be worrying about that at that moment, not with Emily in my arms, wet and willing for me. 
 
    She took command, pushed me into Adamar’s sister’s bed, climbed after me. 
 
    From that to her pulling my clothes off was only a matter of time, and soon she was riding me, her moans echoing around us, her need clear. I loved her. 
 
    I couldn’t help but look at her bouncing frame atop of me and love her. Emily was perfect in every way, and I couldn’t get over the fact. And so, I tried to make her enjoy just as much as she made me enjoy, used my hands to enhance our pleasure, touched and caressed her while she moved up and down over my groin. 
 
    And fortunately, I made her enjoy quickly enough. 
 
    That was only the first time that night, however. We soon had each other again and again, losing ourselves to the pleasure our bodies could give us until there was nothing more either of us could do. 
 
    We slept afterward. 
 
    Still, it wasn’t as much as we should have, and Mei’s knowing glint the following morning showed her amusement. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    I found myself far more nervous the following day. Oh, certainly, Emily was what mattered the most to me, and I never had any doubts about it, but I trusted in her enough that she wouldn’t put herself at risk without some kind of plan, or without some sort of certainty. 
 
    Rescuing our people away from those that meant them harm was different. For one, fighting was almost inevitable. Yes, Adamar would supposedly try to make it as easy as he could for us, but even then, there would be fighting. 
 
    Our people. How easy was it for me to think about them in those terms, now? Amaranth had once said she was not my queen, I had sworn no oaths to her, I wasn’t one of her subjects, and yet, I felt like one of her people. My relationship with Emily helped with that, obviously, and even the fact I enjoyed the blonde’s presence, but was it enough to consider her people as my people? It seemed it was. 
 
    The three of us waited in place for Adamar to say something, give a hint that the time to move was upon us. Oh, I was pretty sure Mei would soon get pissed enough that she might just break down the door to Arali’s room like she had with the one that led to Adamar’s. I was certain she could do it, seeing the ease with which she broke down his door the previous day, but the bunnygirl understood it might be better for us to wait for a bit longer, wait for the right time to act. 
 
    Hopefully, the group we left behind had hidden from any patrols moving in their direction, but there was always a chance of Taeralin stumbling upon them. 
 
    All in all, it was quite a tense situation, and I only truly felt better about it when Adamar opened the door and gestured for us to get out. He was holding a cane, supporting himself on it, but he looked far better than I expected for a guy that got his leg broken like he had the previous night. 
 
    He seemed to glare for a few moments at Mei, though the bunnygirl only smiled in response, and he scoffed. “Taeralin and her lackeys left the town about two hours ago, once they were convinced you weren’t hiding nearby. I sent most of my guard with her. It should be easy for you to get your people out.” 
 
    We moved after him, and it seemed clear the cane he was using was more for show than anything. Oh, he supported himself on it, but he moved fast enough that his wound didn’t seem to hinder him much. 
 
    “Take these stairs, follow them down to the basement. You’ll find your people there.” He turned to us, focused on Mei. “And for the moon’s sake, don’t kill anyone of mine. Maybe don’t kill anyone at all, not here. It will make your attack last night less suspicious if you don’t kill anyone while breaking your people out.” 
 
    The bunnygirl nodded at him, started moving down the stairs, and I made to follow her. 
 
    I stopped when I saw Emily reach out and hug Adamar. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, now get out while you can, please.” She smiled at him, he sighed and rolled his eyes, gesturing for her to move. 
 
    His eyes met mine then, and he looked from me to the catgirl and back again, narrowing his gaze. I nodded at him. It seemed some things were the same no matter the world. He was telling me to keep her safe or else, and I could respect that. Maybe I had been wrong about him. 
 
    I turned and followed after Emily, trying to keep my breathing steady. Everything was going according to plan until now, though I could admit our plan was a bit rushed. Still, it could all change at any moment. 
 
    Fortunately for us, Mei was something of a powerhouse. Oh, from what I figured, Emily was quite powerful herself, but her fellow handmaiden was far more dangerous. And her skill set was far more helpful for something like this. Emily couldn’t act as silently as Mei could. Her manipulations were all quite visible and loud. Mei could just use a burst of speed and close the distance to one opponent, knocking them out before they could do anything. 
 
    In fact, she spent the following minutes doing just that until we reached our destination and got in sight of the barred rooms where several different beings were being held. 
 
    Then Emily rushed forward. “Livia.” She called out once, then twice, looking from one cell to the other, trying to find her cousin. 
 
    “Livia isn’t here.” One of the prisoners told us, shaking his head. He was an orc, and his face seemed almost apologetic as he looked at Emily. “The harpy came to get her a few hours back; we could do nothing to stop her from getting her.” 
 
    Emily stumbled, and I reached out to help her keep her balance. 
 
    “She must have known we were hoping to rescue your cousin.” I told her, and one of the female prisoners gasped. 
 
    “You’re Emily?” She asked, and the lavender-haired catgirl nodded. “The queen’s handmaiden?” 
 
    “She is.” Mei said, stepping forward and pulling the focus of the prisoners from Emily to herself. “And so am I. Don’t worry. We’ll get you out of here as soon as we can.” She then looked at the barred doors and studied them for a bit. Then she punched one of them. A flash of light displayed the enchantments on that door failing, and then Mei simply pulled the metal apart, ripping the door without effort. 
 
    Most of the prisoners just gawked in surprise at that, then looked at Mei with wide eyes. 
 
    “Follow us.” 
 
    It took them a moment to start, but once the first one got out, the others followed quickly enough. Mei broke open the remaining doors as Emily and I tried to reassure the people we had just rescued. I felt some of their eyes falling on me, curiousness in their faces. That was something I had to get a bit used to. I was the only human in this world, and while I was close enough in appearance to some races, like the elves, cat people, and others of this world, I was still different. 
 
    Most of the refugees we had taken in had felt the same at first, and I got to experience their curiosity, though most eventually got over it. The justification that the dragon queen summoned me from another world seemed good enough for them for the most part. 
 
    Fortunately, it didn’t seem like the prisoners had been mistreated. Oh, they were tense, and perhaps they hadn’t been fed as well as they should be, but no one seemed to have tortured them, and so, they showed no difficulty following after us. 
 
    “What now?” I asked Mei after walking a bit quicker and reaching her side. Emily had an undeniable way of comforting the people that were with her, and her smiles and caring manner seemed to have calmed down the former prisoners, but now would come the hard part. 
 
    This was the part of the plan that felt most rushed. Oh, we rescued the people from their cells, but now we would have to take them away from Lunaire. Even there, Adamar helped us. If he got most of his guards to leave with the harpy, then we should be able to get out of the town without much fighting, or any fighting at all, but there was still some risk. Still, once we got back to our group, we should be able to get away. 
 
    Or so I hoped, at least. 
 
    Looking at Emily, it wasn’t obvious how worried she was for her cousin, but I knew her better than that. The catgirl loved her family, and Livia’s presence was why she was here. To find that her cousin was taken away before we got to her… 
 
    “We get these people back to the others.” Mei answered me, and I frowned at her. 
 
    “You know that’s not what I meant. What are we going to do about Livia?” 
 
    She sighed. “We’ll see. We do need to get these people out of the way. They’re civilians. Oh, everyone in our world knows how to fight, but they’re not soldiers, and trying to lead them into a battle would end up with most of them dead. After that, we’ll worry about Livia.” 
 
    It wasn’t as if we had much of a choice. We couldn’t leave them behind, and trying to sneak around with them would be basically impossible. 
 
    Still, I could only imagine how Emily felt at the thought of leaving her cousin in the harpy’s hold for more than needed. 
 
    I caught her eyes, tried to reassure her with a smile, and her lips twitched, but her worry remained. 
 
    Soon enough, we were at the main door of the building, and another pair of guards tried to stop us. Not that they presented a hindrance for Mei, and a few moments later, we were spilling into the streets, following after the bunnygirl as she led us towards the town’s gates. Most of the inhabitants eyed us and even gaped, but they parted before our group, especially after another guard tried to bar Mei’s path and got thrown aside for his troubles. 
 
    Once again, there was no one at the gates, and we got out of Lunaire without effort, directing the group towards where our companions were hopefully waiting for us. The pace was grueling, but then, time was of the essence. The sooner we got there, the more time we would have before the harpy returned and they tried to hunt us down. At least, I expected them to try it, though, if they isolated Livia, maybe she was their target in all this. 
 
    Plenty of groups had reached us from the capital, but this was the only one that seemed to have been attacked. Why? That they took Livia seemed to indicate they wanted her for something, and I could only imagine it was because she was Emily’s relative. Was it an attempt to draw the catgirl out, or even as Mei suspected, Amaranth herself? 
 
    Or could there have been other groups who were stopped before they could reach the safety of our walls? I couldn’t completely ignore the possibility, but once again, I couldn’t be sure of what was more probable. And I wouldn’t waste any time bothering Mei or Emily with those thoughts. We needed to be fast, not worry about anything else. 
 
    Our plan worked, though. It took us a while, perhaps an hour, to move from the area where we got out of the town to where our companions were waiting for us, but we found them safe and sound, and Daul moved closer to us when he saw us. He just raised an eyebrow at me, not even bothering to ask how we were, and I nodded at him in turn. 
 
    “Have we gotten everyone?” Galen asked as he galloped close, smiling at the prisoners we released. 
 
    “Almost everyone.” Emily said, her tone hesitant. She looked at Mei, and the bunnygirl sighed. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll go back for your cousin.” She said, and Emily’s eyes brightened just a little in happiness. “Still, we need to lead these people to safety first.” Most of the prisoners had gathered around Lena in the meantime, hugging her and thanking her for getting help. “Just a few miles more, get them far enough away that Taeralin can’t pursue them without risking herself.” 
 
    Emily nodded at that, straightening a little. 
 
    It didn’t take long after that for the group to start moving as one, and something eased inside of me at that. Oh, this was far from over, and I knew it, but we had saved these people. There weren’t many of them, not even twenty, true, but it was lives that we had rescued. 
 
    At least, I think we did. Granted, I didn’t know exactly what punishment they might suffer for trying to go to Amaranth in a time like this, but I could easily imagine it would be either a very long imprisonment or even death. 
 
    And as I looked at them and thought that, I couldn’t help but feel a little proud. Every little boy dreams of growing up to be a hero of some kind. Either a great warrior, or in my world some type of athlete, which was perhaps the closest thing we had to the classical warrior in our world. Oh, we had warriors as well, but modern soldiering was very different from what it had been in the past, what most people dreamt of becoming. 
 
    I was rambling inside my mind, thinking about a lot of stuff that just didn’t matter. 
 
    I had done a good thing, well, helped do a good thing, and that was what mattered. And I liked the feeling, wanted to be able to do something like this again in the future, wanted to help more people. It felt nice. 
 
    When one of the prisoners stumbled, I reached forward and helped him up, and he nodded at me in thanks, which made me feel even better. 
 
    Like that, a few more hours passed, and one quick glance at the sky made me realize it wouldn’t take long until the sun set. I figured we were close to safety. Once it got dark, if someone was pursuing us, they would almost certainly lose our tracks, and we could get away from them. Just a bit more, but it would be enough to ensure these people would have their way to safety open. 
 
    And then, as if me thinking about it had pissed fate, I heard a strange noise. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one, but while I and most of the beings with me looked around in confusion, I saw from the corner of one eye as Mei’s eyes widened. And then she blurred and disappeared from sight, showed up in front of Galen, holding something in her hand. I blinked, only then realized it was an arrow. An arrow that had just punched through a tree close to Galen and would have taken the centaur in the chest if the bunnygirl hadn’t grabbed it. 
 
    Galen blinked at Mei, looked down at the arrow, and blinked again, then raised his head and looked at the bunnygirl. He seemed dumbfounded, and he wasn’t the only one. I think everyone was, really. Only Mei seemed to be on top of her game. 
 
    “Get down.” She ordered, and when I heard that same sound start again and understood what it was, I didn’t hesitate before doing what she demanded. Once again, Mei blurred to the side and caught another arrow and then another, the sound preceding it a warning. Not that that was what it was. That was simply the sound the projectiles made as they rushed for us, and I couldn’t help but look at the point from where they seemed to come, but there was nothing there. 
 
    I mean, there was, but just forest. Forest for what seemed to be for miles. 
 
    “Is that Drennick?” Emily asked, casting a glance in the same direction I was eyeing. “How far away is he?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but he’s using the Black Bow. He has to be. Someone took it from the treasury and gave it to him.” Some of the soldiers seemed to get to their feet and got their shields, probably hoping those could help them if an arrow came their way, but after seeing how the first one punctured a tree before almost impaling itself against Galen, I doubted those shields would be much of a help. “Get down. No shield can stop an arrow fired from that bow, be it metal or magic. They will only stop against flesh.” 
 
    Another arrow came, though Mei stopped it effortlessly enough once again. 
 
    We were pinned down, though. The bunnygirl could protect us, but we couldn’t risk moving away from her if we didn’t want to get caught by an arrow. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one thinking that. “Go,” Emily said, looking at Mei and gesturing with her head toward where the arrows were coming from. “You can block every shot from that direction without it reaching us, but we can’t move if he’s firing at us. Get to him, finish him.” 
 
    Mei hesitated, but from the look in her face, she knew Emily was right. Still, she snarled before turning and rushing towards the distance, hopefully blocking every shot that came our way in the process. 
 
    Emily gestured for everyone to get up and start moving, but she stopped when she caught sight of something to the left, and I turned to face it. And it was just in time too… 
 
    Armored soldiers poured from the woods to our side, almost taking us by surprise. 
 
    They were pretty close in appearance to those who served Amaranth, which kind of made sense. They had been her subjects until a short time ago. Might still be? Didn’t quite know about the legalities of this whole mess. Their armor was the same grey steel that most of Amaranth’s soldiers wore, the form the same, with discrete pauldrons and a pretty bulky frame. It seemed like plate, but then, I wasn’t an expert. Could be something else. 
 
    One thing was different: where most of Amaranht’s troops had a dragon in their chest, these ones had what almost seemed to be a bull, though dissimilar enough to make me unsure about it. 
 
    They would have taken me by surprise if I hadn’t noticed Emily looking in their direction, but thanks to her, I got just enough warning to be able to raise my hand and blast the first one that came at me with fire. 
 
    His was a bulky figure, and he held a shield. When he saw my fire, he raised that shield high, and I could feel him reaching for my construct simultaneously, trying to make the blaze lose some of its strength. It did, but it wasn’t enough, and my flames washed against his shield. I thought it would protect him, would stop my attack. The only one I had truly used flames against had been Briar, and they hadn’t done much to him. 
 
    I thought a steel shield would stop them. 
 
    And it did. It didn’t stop the heat, however. The soldier screamed as his flesh cooked against the red-hot shield, and he tried to drop it down with a yank, but it didn’t work, not at first. It was as if the metal of the shield had welded itself against his armor, and he needed to push and push again, and by the time he got it, he was on the ground, something like whimpers escaping from his mouth. 
 
    I gaped at it. 
 
    I knew fire was dangerous. Everyone knew it, after all. I had understood it since I was a child, but my experience using fire with mana manipulation made me almost forget that knowledge. Even the bouts of sparring in which I had used fire had never shown it to be this dangerous, but then, it was sparring. Deep down, I hadn’t wanted to hurt my sparring partners, which influenced how I used the flames. 
 
    Against this unknown soldier, however, I didn’t think about that. Surprise made me lash out, and I did so as strongly as possible. And this was the result. 
 
    It startled me. I mean, deep down, I knew that what I was learning could kill. It could undoubtedly maim or hurt, but the only real experience I had with violence had been with Briar, and it had been nothing like this. 
 
    I became so out of it, just looking down at that whimpering figure in front of me, that I froze and didn’t really pay attention to another soldier that bore down on me. Fortunately, Daul had my back, got in the way of that soldier, and fought him off with his sword and shield, pushing back the enemy and managing to slice one of his legs when the soldier was too slow to pull back. 
 
    And then I saw an enemy rushing at the half-orc from the side, and I didn’t hesitate and threw a fireball. At the last moment, it swerved from him and crashed in front of his figure, but it exploded as it did and threw him back quite hard. I knew I might have just killed him, perhaps as effortlessly as I had maimed the first soldier, but he would have attacked Daul if I didn’t. 
 
    When I looked around, I saw one enemy moving after Emily, using the fact the catgirl had his back to him and was facing three soldiers at once, and I reached out and blasted him with fire, not holding back in the least. Not that it helped me against this one. He noticed me, reached out with a hand of his own, and managed to peel the control of the construct away from me, pushing the blaze to the side. Unfortunately for him, Emily had dispatched his companions in the meanwhile, and a lighting whip simply took his head off with the same effort that a hot knife would have to exert to go through butter. 
 
    All around us I could see our men fighting against their opponents, and even some of the prisoners who were released were joining in, helping where they could, though it was apparent they weren’t very able in a fight. 
 
    I moved in to help them, feeling Daul moving after me, and conjured a light staff, hitting one of the enemies in the head when I caught him by surprise, then prying an enemy soldier from one of the refugees lying on the floor. 
 
    Slowly, bit by bit, we managed to push our enemies back. Oh, it cost us. Several of the prisoners we rescued were on the ground, some which I believed dead already, others that might yet perish, and some of the soldiers that came with us were dead as well. Still, there were more of them lying on the ground than ours, and I believed we could call that a victory. 
 
    A small one, and a bloody one, but a victory. 
 
    And then fate had to fuck with me once again. 
 
    A chuckle echoed around us, seemingly coming from everyone around us simultaneously. It wasn’t, not really. I could feel the mana in the air and knew this was just a bit of manipulation, one of air. It made it seem like the sound came from all around us, and I couldn’t deny it was somewhat effective at unnerving us. 
 
    “Taeralin.” Emily said, hissing at it, her eyes flashing with anger. “Where are you, you wretched bitch.” 
 
    “You should have a care on how you speak to me, Emily. I have your dear cousin. You wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to her, would you?” 
 
    Emily hissed again. “Show yourself.” 
 
    Much to my surprise, she did, though she did so with an attack. Wind swirled into an almost whirlwind between us, pushing most of us back, and making me fall on my ass. Daul winced as he fell beside me, then shook his head and tried to get to his feet. I stayed down, a little dazed, and too busy trying to look at the harpy that I was suddenly seeing on top of one of the trees. 
 
    She was female, the bare breasts left no doubt of that, but she was quite unlike any other monster girl I had seen before. She had no arms, not really, though her wings came out from where arms would have been on her frame. Her legs resembled that of a bird, though quite massive at that. Blue was certainly her color. Her feathers were blue, the hair atop her head was blue, and even her legs were blue. 
 
    And then I watched her drop from the tree, spread her wings, and raise her legs, her talons almost flashing in the process. I knew what was going to happen if I didn’t move. Emily had gotten distracted by the whirlwind and looked around, trying to find a hint of the harpy, seemingly forgetting that harpies could fly. 
 
    “Watch out.” I said, throwing a fireball at the harpy for good measure. It didn’t harm her, not really. It made her swerve to the side and abort her attack on the catgirl, which was all I hoped for. 
 
    I hadn’t quite expected it to bring the harpy’s attention to me, though. I gulped when her eyes met mine, saw something like hate in those orbs, and I shuddered just a bit. 
 
    The harpy flew higher once again. “Come, attend me.” 
 
    I didn’t know what she meant by that, but the chittering sound that came from seemingly all around us didn’t seem to be a good thing. 
 
    “They have tamers with them,” Galen warned, shifting one way and the other, his large axe in hand. That weapon was big enough that I would need both hands to wield it, even enhancing my strength with mana, but he moved it around without effort. 
 
    I blinked at his warning, not quite understanding. Then I heard a kind of familiar chittering. Oh, I hadn’t been long in this world, and I hadn’t spent much time in the woods, not really, but this sound tickled something at the back of my head. Everyone who heard insects moving around could recognize it, only this was louder. Much louder, and I swallowed in response. 
 
    I closed my eyes for an instant, focused my mana on the first two runes that Mei carved in my chest, and felt everything about me becoming… more. I could think faster, move faster, smell and hear just a bit better than before. 
 
    Oh, it wasn’t as great an increase as that. In total, it meant a six percent increased performance on my part, but when that six percent was all around, from my strength to my speed, to my reflexes and even the way my senses perceived everything around me, it was a freaking significant improvement. 
 
    And that only seemed to make seeing what came at us even worse. Certainly more disgusting. 
 
    Beasts and monsters of every kind charged at us from the surrounding woods, and I realized that the first attack and Taeralin’s intervention had just been intended to distract us, and stop us from noticing all the creepie crawlies gathering around us. Not that they were the only ones attacking now. More steel-coated soldiers rushed at us, not that I focused on them. The monsters following in front of them were the most scary part. 
 
    Not that they seemed too impressive. Most were relatively small, the size of medium dogs at the most. Still, there were some bigger than that. And all of them were kind of disgusting, from giant centipedes to what seemed to be monsters that were a mix of ants and cockroaches, to spiders, to giant beetles, to some kind of fly that seemed unable to fly due to how long its wings were. And there were slugs too. Also giant, obviously. 
 
    The sight made me swallow, and something on the back of my head tried to convince me to turn tail and run, but I didn’t. 
 
    Instead, I answered the sight in front of me with fire. 
 
    It was the only suitable solution. 
 
    And I wasn’t the only one that had that idea. Emily’s fire joined mine and swirled around us, scorching most of those monsters, not that it did anything for the smell. 
 
    A sudden burst of wind hit our fire and almost turned it towards us, and I cursed and focused, turning it up, away from anyone. Taeralin came flying down, moving towards Emily, trying to take the catgirl by surprise, even as her remaining soldiers closed the distance towards us. She got a lightning bolt to the face for her troubles, though she seemed to have conjured a shield quickly enough to stop the attack from harming her much. Still, the time Emily spent keeping the harpy away was time she couldn’t focus on the threats on the ground, and she was by far the most formidable fighter. And there were plenty of enemies around us. 
 
    Luckily, I wasn’t the only one who realized that. 
 
    “We need a path through,” Galen said, reaching my side after cutting through two of the soldiers that got in his path. He stomped with a hoofed leg against the ground, and small spikes burst out of the land and turned the direction in front of us into a trap, killing many of the monsters who survived the fire at the same time. “Or they’ll box us in eventually.” 
 
    “Any suggestion?” I asked, throwing a fireball at a group of soldiers that were now crossing some of the trees to the right of us. How many of these guys were there? I could see our men fighting against them and getting overwhelmed everywhere I looked. We were down to maybe eight or nine fighters from our group, though the prisoners we rescued were lending a hand. Still, bit by bit, we were being pushed back, had our backs to one another now, and if we didn’t do something, we would get overwhelmed. 
 
    “Only a foolish one, but unless Lady Mei returns quickly, we don’t have much of a choice.” 
 
    Then he reached down with one hand, grabbed me, and pulled me onto his back before I could truly process what was happening. 
 
    “I can create a breakthrough and keep them away from our path, but I won’t be able to defend myself while that happens. That will be your job.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked, but then he reared his legs up, and I could feel the mana he was gathering, how much he must have been focusing on it, and I didn’t ask further, just tightened my legs against his flanks and tried to remain on his back. 
 
    Never thought I would get to ride a centaur. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one that could feel him preparing something, and some of the enemy soldiers to the right of us rushed toward our position. I threw a pair of fireballs at them and forced them back. Oh, I didn’t hurt them. Between their skills at mana manipulation and their armor, they got out of my attacks largely unscathed, but that was still enough to keep them back while Galen prepared whatever it was that he was doing. 
 
    And then he let his legs drop, and the earth shook. If I hadn’t been on his back, I was sure I would have fallen on my ass, as most around did. As I didn’t, I simply got to appreciate what Galen did all the better. And I had to swallow at the sight. 
 
    When I was a kid, I heard the story of how Moses parted the sea. I mean, I was pretty sure everyone heard that one sooner or later. Galen did something close to that, but he did it to the earth. In a narrow path in front of us, everything fell to the ground, be it trees, rocks, or anything else, and simultaneously, the earth to the side of that path flowed up, creating walls to cover our advance. I didn’t hesitate. 
 
    “Go, go.” I ordered our soldiers and the people we rescued to go, and they didn’t hesitate. Daul and Emily covered their retreat, for the most part, especially the catgirl. Without our soldiers around, she could lash out far more freely with her lightning, and the difference was noticeable. I felt something clench in my chest when I saw her in that position, fearing that something might happen to her if I was not there to protect her, but that was a foolish thought. It was far more probable for her to end up having to defend me. 
 
    And then Galen took in a large breath, and he started galloping. 
 
    I almost fell down, surprised by the speed at which he could move when he felt the need, clutched tighter at his flanks, and breathed deeply. We overtook those that had entered the path the centaur had made, Galen bellowing at them to get out of the way, which they did. 
 
    When we reached the end of the path, I noticed Galen focusing again and prepared myself for what would follow. 
 
    He used his ability over the earth to smooth our path once more, though this time, he didn’t create walls to the sides, just pushed every obstacle away from our route. It would certainly take less of his energy, and now that we were ahead of our pursuers, we just needed to keep away from them. 
 
    Galen started moving after smoothing the path, and I began to feel hope. With Emily covering our backs and the rest of us moving ahead, we should be able to get away from our attackers or at least last long enough for Mei to return. At least, I hoped she did. I couldn’t help but fear that she had been led to a trap, and I didn’t know how well she could deal with a large group of enemies attacking her. 
 
    Oh, one on one, I had no doubt Mei could beat the crap out of anyone, but I understood how hard it was to direct my internal mana to do something I wished it to, and I feared that a large enough group could overwhelm her eventually. She only needed to fail in her focus for an instant to get caught by surprise. 
 
    A gust of wind from ahead made dust wash over Galen and me, made the centaur pause in place and protect his face with his arms. His distraction almost cost him. Taeralin came from the dust cloud with her talons stretched, obviously intending to rip the centaur apart. Only the burst of fire I threw at her made her divert to the side, almost crashing against the earth before she righted herself and moved up, far faster than I expected her wings to make her move, which made me think she was using some wind manipulation to move faster. 
 
    What she was doing made sense. So long as Galen could keep making a path for us, allowing us to get away from her troops, we got closer and closer to getting away. And she didn’t want that to happen. Unfortunately, the sheer fact we were making our path free of obstacles was also making the harpy more dangerous. 
 
    She couldn’t rush around in the wooded areas as quickly as she wanted, not if she didn’t want to end up crashing against a tree. Galen clearing our path was making her more dangerous. 
 
    “Don’t stretch out your mana so much next time,” I told the centaur, keeping my eyes on the sky simultaneously. “Make our path narrow enough that you don’t need to drop any tree. They’re cover against the harpy.” 
 
    Galen didn’t say anything in acknowledgment, but when he next smoothed our path, it was a far narrower one. 
 
    Unfortunately, that didn’t seem to make the harpy any less dangerous. Oh, it took some speed away from her, but she adapted quickly. With her flight, she could always keep ahead of us if it was needed, and if she couldn’t fly against us with the trees around, she used them for cover, much to my surprise when she jumped from the left, dropping almost silently at us. Galen noticed her at the last moment, swiped at her with his axe, which forced her back, made her disappear into the woods again. 
 
    “Fuck.” I muttered under my breath, but the centaur chuckled at it, so he certainly didn’t miss the curse. 
 
    I looked behind us, saw our people rushing to keep up with us, told Galen to slow down. Taeralin was focused on us, but if we proved too hard to deal with, she could turn her attention to the rest of our group. 
 
    A burst of lightning in the distance showed Emily was still fighting, but she seemed so far away that part of me just wanted to tell Galen to turn back and return to her side. It couldn’t be, though. We needed to keep these people safe, needed to keep pushing forward. And our presence might only hinder the catgirl. It was a bitter pill to swallow, but it was one fact I needed to face. I was still not good enough to stand at her side on a battlefield. I might never be, really, and so I needed to keep trying to make things easier on her, no matter what it took. 
 
    Almost as if she knew how distracted I got, Taeralin swiped at us from the side once more, and this time she got close enough to slash one of Galen’s arms before the centaur forced her back, though his grunt showed her attack hurt. 
 
    Fuck. We needed to be careful and put a stop to her attacks if we wanted to get away from her men. But how? She could move too fast, and was far too stealthy for someone who moved as fast as she did. 
 
    Too stealthy… 
 
    She shouldn’t be able to approach us as silently as she was at the speed she was moving. Between the sound and the air currents shifting, we should have some kind of warning. That we didn’t meant that she was manipulating the wind before each attack. If sound was not enough to warn us, maybe magic would. 
 
    I could sense mana. Not as well as I’m sure Emily could, or Mei, but I could feel it. Oh, with all the magic being thrown around at the moment, it was easy to miss one more application of it, but if I focused on that sixth sense that I developed once I got to Argent, I might just have a hint of the harpy’s next attack. 
 
    It might have been foolish to close my eyes in a moment like that, but I needed the extra focus, hoped focusing just on my sense of mana would allow me to get a hint of all the manipulations going around me, and it worked. I could feel my senses stretching out, and I even got a hint of the lightning Emily was throwing around. 
 
    I could almost feel her getting tired, which made me tighten my hands in anger, but I needed to deal with Taeralin first if I wanted to have any chance of helping my girlfriend. And then, I got a ping of something. It was a subtle thing, just the air slowly shifting the way it moved somewhere to our right, almost gathering in place before bursting out all at once and carrying the harpy with it. 
 
    And I reacted as quickly as I could, raising a hand. I could have used fire, but there was a chance that she could push it back to us with her wind or simply shift up and fly away before being hit, continuing our little game of cat and mouse. 
 
    I used light. I pushed as much mana as I was comfortable into my construct, and I just used light. I didn’t make it solid; I didn’t really control it, either. I basically turned my mana into a flashbang, and it worked. The harpy screeched, crossing her wings in front of her face as if that could help against the blinding sensation. It shouldn’t hurt much; it was only a matter of time until she recovered her wits and tried to move away, but now I had a chance to try to put her down in a more permanent manner. 
 
    Before I could, Galen took the initiative. Not that I minded, really. 
 
    The centaur reared up in his hind legs, and I could feel him gathering mana, knew what he would do next would be supported by his magical power. 
 
    And then he jumped forward and hit the harpy with his forelegs, sending her flying back into one bush and through it, sliding over the ground for a long time until she disappeared from sight. 
 
    I could absolutely say that I never expected to see a centaur dropkick anyone before, but it was kind of awesome. 
 
    Not as awesome when you had to hold onto him for dear life to not fall out of his back, but kind of awesome nonetheless. 
 
    I didn’t know if Taeralin was dead, though I doubted she was in any condition to fight after a hit like that. Still, without her attacks, we could move faster than before, so I gestured for the remainder of the group to rush forward, which they did. Most of them were exhausted, it was clear to see, and wounded as well. I was fortunate there. I had gotten unscathed so far, but it was primarily due to luck. 
 
    “Move, move.” I told them, catching sight of Daul and Emily running toward us as well. The half-orc seemed to be supporting the catgirl, and I feared she had been hurt, but he released her when they got close, and I realized it was just tiredness keeping her slow. 
 
    And behind them, more enemies flowed. 
 
    Oh, they weren’t as numerous as before, and some were wounded as well, but they were coming. Galen turned to face them, and I found myself conjuring another staff of light and preparing for the fight that would come. I was somewhat tired and could feel my mana being stretched, especially as I kept the first two runes active, but between me, Galen and Daul, I was sure we could hold them back if needed. Perhaps just enough time for Emily to get a breather or run away if she thought she couldn’t help us. 
 
    The enemy soldiers slowed down as they got close, and I made a fireball in my hand, prepared to throw it. 
 
    It wasn’t needed. 
 
    Mei dropped from one of the trees close to the enemy soldiers and put herself between them and us. She didn’t say anything, just glanced at them, but it seemed to be enough. They stilled at the sight of her, then broke down, turned on their feet, and started running away. 
 
    In their defense, I would probably do the same. I gulped when Mei turned to me, and I saw she was splattered in blood from head to toe. It was one thing to think I understood how dangerous she was, another to see proof of it firsthand. I don’t know how many Mei had to rip apart to look like that, but I had little doubt it was quite a large number. 
 
    Emily smiled as she saw her fellow handmaiden, and she didn’t hesitate before going to her and hugging her, tight, unworried by the blood that adorned the other’s figure. 
 
    When Mei’s eyes ended up meeting mine, I nodded at her. Oh, I could admit how scary she was, I would be foolish not to take that into consideration, but she had saved our asses once again. 
 
    “Let’s go.” I said, turning to where the rest of our group had wandered into, feeling some of my earlier tension disappear. With Mei at our side and Taeralin seemingly defeated, I was pretty sure we would be able to slip away without any further difficulties. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    There was still the matter of Livia. 
 
    Emily’s cousin was why the catgirl had been so insistent on coming on this mission, but she had been the only one we hadn’t rescued. She was still in Taeralin’s clutches. Or in the clutches of whoever was in command after her. There was a chance the harpy had died, but looking around at what remained of our group, I wasn’t feeling lucky. 
 
    More than half of the soldiers that came with us had died, and more than half of those we rescued had lost their lives as well. I hated seeing it. I hadn’t known any of these people, never talked to them before, but I felt their loss nonetheless, and it made me angry. 
 
    And it pained Emily. I could see it when I looked at my girlfriend. She felt guilty over those who lost their lives and her insistence on rescuing her cousin. Not that she was responsible for these deaths, not really. The ones who kidnapped these people, and attacked, were. 
 
    I pulled her close against me when I passed by her, held her, and she hugged me tight, almost making my ribs creak with the force of her grip. “It’s ok. Everything is going to be fine.” I murmured into her ear, though I found myself doubting it a little. 
 
    I hoped everything would be ok, but after what we had just seen. 
 
    It took a while, but eventually Emily pulled back, nodded at me, then tried to etch a smile. She didn’t quite succeed. 
 
    “We need to take them home.” She said, looking at the wounded people with us. 
 
    I hesitated. “What about Livia?” I didn’t want to pain her, or make her feel worse, but I knew her cousin was important to her. For Emily, leaving her behind like this would be a wound that would never heal unless we somehow managed to rescue Livia. 
 
    The conflict in Emily’s face was evident, and the worst thing was that I could do nothing to help her. I didn’t know what we could do, if there was the slightest chance of finding the other catgirl. For all we knew, she might have been dead already, though I doubted it. Oh, Taeralin had seemed vicious enough for that. Still, from what I knew of the situation, considering what Lena had said earlier, the rebels were also seeking Alba, Livia’s older sister, back at Harmony. For that, Livia’s presence might be needed. In that case, the catgirl might still be alive. 
 
    And she could also be a hostage to use against Emily and Attia. Killing her would be foolish, but after their defeat, maybe the group that attacked us wouldn’t be feeling very smart. Anger and grief had a habit of taking over people sometimes, and make them act foolish. Could that happen here? 
 
    I didn’t know what happened to the other catgirl. 
 
    Unfortunately, neither did Emily. Her hesitation was evident, and she floundered on what to answer me. And then Mei came to a stop near us. “We’ll save Livia, obviously.” The bunnygirl said, and Emily looked at her with marvel. The earnest hope those words gave the catgirl made Emily’s whole face brighten, and I could kiss the bunnygirl for it. I hated seeing Emily unhappy. “We just need to send the rest of the group ahead, ensure these people will be safe, and then we’ll turn and seek out Taeralin’s lair. Livia must be there.” 
 
    “Won’t that be too dangerous?” Emily asked, some doubt crawling into her tone. 
 
    “No,” I answered, starting to get what Mei was hinting at. “We beat them back, inflicted far more causalities on them than they did on us. Taeralin might even be dead. Drennick might have escaped Mei.” And the bunnygirl scowled as she remembered that. By the time she got to the archer’s position, he seemed to have already fled, and only ordinary soldiers remained. They tried their best to kill the bunnygirl, but they obviously failed. “But I doubt they have that many with them. They wouldn’t have turned their back and fled if they were confident they could have defeated us.” 
 
    Or maybe Mei had just looked that scary, but I didn’t mention that. 
 
    The bunnygirl nodded along with my words. “Unless they somehow get more reinforcements, the three of us should be enough to rescue Livia, especially if we get Adamar to help us. He must have a hint of where the harpy’s lair is located.” 
 
    I hadn’t remembered the elf, but it made sense to rely on him once again. Oh, I wasn’t trusting him fully, not yet, but he didn’t seem to have screwed us over, so I was hoping Emily was entirely right about him. 
 
    The thought of me going after the remaining soldiers alone with Emily and Mei scared me just a little. I couldn’t deny it. I wasn’t in their league, I wasn’t an army-killing mage as they were, and the help I could give them was limited, but I wouldn’t let them go on alone either. 
 
    And that was what we did. Oh, Daul didn’t want to let me go alone, reasoning that if I could be of any help, so could he, but we needed him to help keep the others safe. Galen had shown himself to be more formidable than I thought, and I believed he could face whatever difficulties crossed their path, but there were plenty of wounded, and Daul could help there. 
 
    Even after telling him that, he didn’t seem too convinced, but then he caught sight of Lena, the catgirl limping a little after being wounded in one of her feet, and he relented. I almost smirked at that, he noticed my amusement and glared at me, but I was pretty sure his cheeks were just a bit darker than before. 
 
    I didn’t say anything, though. If he had a bit of a crush on the blonde catgirl, that was his deal, and I could certainly understand it. I had fallen for Emily, after all. 
 
    We stayed with the group until the end of the night that followed, needing some rest and food before moving out, but we set out when the sun started crawling over the sky. The rest wasn’t enough for me to recover entirely, but it was a close thing. It had been something I had noticed before, how quickly I seemed to recover after tiring myself. After asking Emily about it, I discovered it had something to do with the mana in the air. It appeared it naturally entered a person's system over time, replenishing their mana reserves, which in turn seemed to invigorate a person. 
 
    That meant it was easy to recover from prolonged magical use, though the more significant the reserves, the more it usually took. That meant that while I was almost full once again, I doubted the same could be said for Mei and Emily. Still, neither of them complained, and hopefully, we wouldn’t have to fight so soon once again. And if we did, maybe the fighting wouldn’t be as hard as before. 
 
    We moved fast. Oh, I wasn’t as quick as Mei, but then neither was Emily, and so while we moved reasonably fast, we weren’t exactly flying, but it was quite a rapid pace nonetheless. 
 
    Soon enough, we passed close to the area where we had fought the day before, though we avoided the carnage for understandable reasons, and we kept moving forward, only stopping when we saw Lunaire. Nothing seemed to be out of sorts in the town, and we hesitated. Approaching during the day could be dangerous, especially if we hoped to keep the façade that Adamar hadn’t helped us. And yet, time was of the essence. Taeralin’s troops might be retreating to the capital at that very moment, and in that case, we would have a lot of ground to cover. 
 
    Wait a few hours, or try to rush? 
 
    In the end, we decided to wait. It allowed us to rest a bit more, and we reasoned there was a chance that Taeralin’s group would wait a bit before moving on. Some of theirs were wounded, and we believed they would think we would keep moving until we reached the land under Amaranth’s control. 
 
    Most wouldn’t turn around and try to have another go at them, not after how many we lost. Oh, we hoped they wouldn’t want to chance fighting us, especially if Mei was there. They had seemed plenty hesitant before, but that could change now. 
 
    I could only hope we weren’t making a mistake. 
 
    As soon as night fell, we moved in. We had little difficulty sneaking into Adamar’s room once again, though the elf greeted us with a sword in hand. He lowered it when he realized it was us, and blinked. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Livia wasn’t with the other prisoners. Taeralin took her somewhere before coming after us.” Emily explained, and Adamar cursed in reply. “Do you have any idea where her lair might be?” 
 
    “I suspect she holed her troops in a group of caves to the north, but I can’t be fully sure,” Adamar replied, seemingly lost in thought. He seemed to hesitate, looked at Emily again, and sighed when he saw the pain molding her features. “I might be able to take you there.” 
 
    Emily brightened at that. 
 
    “But I’ll need reassurances.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Mei asked, crossing her arms. 
 
    “If I help you again, I’ll be putting the life of my people at risk and my sister's life as well,” Adamar explained, meeting the bunnygirl’s glare without difficulty. “I need assurances that Lunaire will not suffer for it.” 
 
    Mei narrowed her eyes at him. “You know perfectly well we can’t assure that. We’ll try to support you in case they attack you, but we can’t guarantee your safety.” 
 
    Adamar closed his eyes, seemed to consider the proposal for a time, and eventually shook his head. “Then I can’t help you.” He opened his eyes and looked at Emily. “I can’t put my sister and my people at risk, not for a chance at getting your cousin back. It was one thing when they had your people in my dungeon. I could just look away then and not do anything, but to actively move against them…” 
 
    “They’ll come after you sooner or later.” Mei pointed out, though I got the sensation she wasn’t confident she could convince him. “Your sister’s attraction to Amaranth is well known. The rebels won’t risk leaving her free to seek revenge on them if they succeed in killing Amaranth. And they’ll use this whole disaster as a justification to kill both of you.” 
 
    Adamar cursed under his breath, which made me think he didn’t believe Mei was wrong exactly. He shook his head, though. “I have to try to toe the line nonetheless, Mei. I can’t put my people at risk.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” I said, and all three of them turned to look at me and blinked. “Send them to Amaranth. We have the space, and we could help each other.” Oh, the first days at the fortress might get a little more cramped, but with some help, we could simply build a few houses and free some of the space we needed. And it kind of made sense. Most of Adamar’s people were civilians and would have the knowledge we lacked to build and expand on some of the things Amaranth pretended for her new city. 
 
    They could help with that. 
 
    It would strengthen our position as well. More people meant more fighters, and it meant more legitimacy. Certainly, Adamar himself would be an excellent addition to our ranks, as well as whatever soldiers he had under his command. 
 
    He just blinked at me, his white eyebrows raising high. “You mean for me to evacuate Lunaire?” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked, getting perhaps a little more excited than I should. “If that’s the way for your people to keep their lives. What other choice do you have?” 
 
    He looked at Mei, questioned her with a look. She shrugged at him. “He’s not wrong.” 
 
    Adamar hesitated. “My sister remains at the capital.” 
 
    “Yes, but there’s nothing we can do about that. If they intend to make a move against her, they can easily do it already, especially once news of this mess reaches them.” The bunnygirl replied. 
 
    The elf cursed again, but he didn’t contradict her words. “Give me a pair of hours to arrange everything with my guards, and warn the seneschal as well. It would be easier to move at first light, but by then, they might already be moving away, especially if they failed to capture any of the prisoners that escaped.” 
 
    After that, Mei left with Adamar to help him prepare what he needed with his people and give them a message for Amaranth in case they reached the dragon queen before we could return. Emily and I gathered more supplies, used the chance to rest a bit more, and ate something. 
 
    And then, in the middle of the night, the four of us set out. The guards Adamar had loaned Taeralin hadn’t returned yet, and I only hoped none of them had been part of the group that attacked us, though I didn’t think so. I didn’t see anyone using his livery on the field of battle. Still, that meant they might be guarding the harpy’s lair, and in that case, we might find ourselves with far more support when we reached our destination. I could only hope so. 
 
    The first hurdle came with daybreak when we reached the caves where Adamar believed Taeralin had been holed up. There was no one there. Oh, plenty of signs that they had been there, but they no longer were. 
 
    “They must have left a day ago, no more,” Adamar said after examining the tracks outside of the cavern. He looked at Mei then. “They’re moving north. To Harmony, I believe.” 
 
    The bunnygirl looked in the direction he indicated. “We’ll have to move fast, though. Their group is large, and they think they’re safe. They won’t rush. We should be able to catch up to them before they can get any reinforcements.” 
 
    Taking into account that they had a whole day of march ahead of us, we would have to put a very grueling pace to catch them up in any kind of short timeframe, though maybe they would move slowly, between dragging their wounded with them and at least one prisoner. 
 
    I could only hope luck was on our side this time. 
 
    I had never felt so tired before. It wasn’t a physical thing. Between the exercise I had been doing lately, and the effect learning magic had on me, I felt physically great. It was a mental thing. Over the last few days, I had killed for the first time, wounded, and seen more death than I ever expected. I watched the woman I loved in danger, and I thought I would die more than once, but I got through all of it. Now, chasing after the men and women that had taken Livia prisoner, I found myself thinking about it all and trying to process it. 
 
    Once, I thought of coming to this world as the most incredible adventure of my life, and it was. There was no doubt about that. It didn’t change the fact I doubted I was ready for something like this. Oh, I would continue, obviously. If for nothing else, then for Emily, but the hours and days we spent closing the distance to our enemies, mostly in silence, made my mind turn to all of that, and I couldn’t help but feel a little overwhelmed. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Emily asked me one night when we laid down to sleep for a bit. Before the sun rose, we would probably be on our way. It was the only way we could ensure we would cover more ground than Taeralin’s troops, though, from the tracks we had been following, we seemed far closer to them than we had been at the start. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I told her, trying to etch a smile at the same time, and when it seemed as if she didn’t believe me, I reached out, pulled her against me, and hugged her. “Or I’ll be fine, don’t worry. We need to focus on your cousin now.” 
 
    For a moment, it almost seemed as if the catgirl would pry a bit more, but she nodded at me. I reached out and kissed her for it, and she kissed me back a bit more hungrily than I had kissed her, but we didn’t do more than that, obviously. 
 
    And the next day, fortune seemed to smile on us. When the sun started to appear in the sky, we caught sight of the ones we were following in the distance. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    We needed to be clever. We needed to be careful. Adamar was the one of us that had the best eyes, and he went ahead and scouted the other group from up close. What he found made him very angry. 
 
    It seemed some of the guards he had sent with Taeralin were there, but they were being dragged in chains, much like Livia. What happened to the missing ones was pretty obvious, and that made the elf furious. It also proved that we were right, and it was only a matter of time until he and his sister were targeted, which did seem to push him even more into our side, which was kind of a plus. Still, it meant we might not have the backup we wanted when we reached our enemies, which was kind of bad, as our enemies were far more numerous than we had expected. 
 
    “They basically have an army out there,” I said as I eyed them from a distance. We were traveling through a wooded area parallel to Taeralin’s group, though further back, and the sight of them made me dread a little. I had tried to count them, but it wasn’t easy. Still, I would say there were more than two hundred of them, which was a big problem. Mainly because it seemed the harpy had survived. Adamar wasn’t sure if that was her, but he had seen a harpy with the group, and we could only imagine it was Taeralin. 
 
    “We’ll need stealth to get Livia away from them.” Mei said, narrowing her gaze in contemplation. 
 
    “That will not be easy.” Adamar replied, tightening his hand around the sword at his waist. “And I’ll not leave my men behind.” He looked at the bunnygirl, who looked back at him and eventually nodded. 
 
    If we only had to rescue Livia, stealth might be an option. But to steal away all of them? That was practically impossible. And four against two hundred? I knew Mei was extremely powerful, and Emily could be pretty impressive on her own, but it was doubtful they could overcome these odds. I didn’t know how good Adamar was, figured he must be a good fighter, but that didn’t mean he could tip the scales in our favor. 
 
    “You know this area better,” Mei said eventually, turning to face the elf. “Do you think there’s someplace we could use that would thin their advantage over us?” 
 
    Adamar frowned. “Some areas we could flee to, maybe. But nowhere they would walk into on their own. The path from here to Harmony is open road, mostly.” 
 
    “Then stealth is our only choice.” Mei said, and she didn’t seem convinced of our chances, but she didn’t back down either. I gulped. I couldn’t help but think that our attempt would be far riskier than what we had tried before, and I only hoped it didn’t end up in a mess. 
 
    Mei wanted to go at it alone, reasoning she was the one that had a better chance of getting into the enemy camp undetected, and to flee if she was seen, but Emily was completely against it. Faced with the catgirl’s pleading eyes, Mei gave up on her idea. And really, even if Mei was right, there was a limit to how much she could help the people we were hoping to rescue. 
 
    Maybe if it had been only Livia, her plan could work out, she could have grabbed the other catgirl and sped out of there quickly enough that no one could catch her, but with the others we needed to rescue, that was an impossibility. 
 
    Truth being told, I couldn’t see a way for us to save all of them, and then I realized maybe it wasn’t needed. 
 
    “What if Mei is right?” I asked them all, and Adamar and Emily blinked at me. 
 
    “I won’t leave my men behind.” The elf said, glaring. 
 
    “And I’m not willing to let Mei risk herself like that.” Emily didn’t glare, but she frowned a little at me until I raised my hands in the air between us, trying to stave off their complaints. 
 
    “I’m not saying to leave your men behind,” I told Adamar, then turned to Emily. “And Mei is good enough to do what needs to be done for my plan to work. Look, we’re not going to be able to get into their camp and sneak away with everyone we want to save, right? Not one of us think that’s likely. So we don’t do that. What do you guys think will happen if Mei gets in and gets your cousin out?” 
 
    Emily narrowed her gaze, looking so cute at that moment I barely stopped myself from reaching forward and pinching her face. “They’ll hunt us down?” 
 
    I pointed a finger at her. “Exactly.” Then I turned to Adamar. “And do you think they’ll drag your men with them while chasing us down?” 
 
    “No, they’ll leave them behind, with a few guards at the most.” His men were tied down, after all. Trying to drag them into a pursuit would only hinder them, better to leave them behind with a few men to stop them from breaking their bounds while chasing down the bunnygirl. 
 
    “And so that’s what we need to plan for,” I said, shrugging. “You tell us where we can ambush them, we get Livia back, prepare a trap for them and make them hesitate, and you’ll have enough time to get into camp and free your men. Then maybe we can all come together and put an end to them.” Or maybe we could try just fleeing. That might actually be a better plan. 
 
    Still, it seemed the possibility of putting an end to Taeralin pleased Mei very much if the smirk she gave me at that was any indication. 
 
    Oh, there was more to it than just a good plan. Well, at least I believed my strategy was good; none of them said anything against it. We needed to find someplace to lay a trap, close enough to where we would make our move that it could be of use but not far enough away that our enemies might suspect there was more to it than that. Mei should be able to flee from them without much of an effort after all, and if she failed to do so, they could start wondering why. 
 
    And we needed to keep them engaged, give Adamar enough time to rescue his people. 
 
    The thought of thinning the number of enemies we would face in the future also seemed vital to Mei, and I could understand why. This was a unique chance to inflict quite a bit of causalities on one of the houses responsible for the rebellion against Amaranth. 
 
    From what I understood, while the Caelleris family was quite wealthy and powerful, there was a limit to how many men they could call to action on their side. The ones we killed in the previous fight would be a sizeable group of them. If we inflicted similar causalities now, it would weaken them quite a bit. With some luck, it might even prompt one of their so-called allies to make a move on them and weaken Amaranth’s enemies even more. 
 
    That was a consideration for later, though. 
 
    Now we needed to ensure we could get everyone out, rescue Livia and Adamar’s men, and get the hell away from here. 
 
    I could only hope everything worked out. 
 
    There was some back and forth between us about when it would be the best time to move. Darkness would give us some cover, but we wanted them to chase down Mei, which might not happen in the middle of the dark. They would be too hesitant then, fearing the bunnygirl might have too much of an advantage. There was the matter of how dangerous Drennick and Taeralin might be as well. Most of the ordinary soldiers hadn’t seemed too impressive, but those two were another story. Mei and Emily were confident they could defeat any of them, but what if they were backed up by the rest of their men? 
 
    I wasn’t as confident as the monster girls in that respect. Still, they were. 
 
    In the end, we decided to move a bit before Dawn. Mei would have the darkness at her side as she infiltrated their camp, and once the sun made an appearance, she would be followed. We figured Taeralin would take to the skies, would track the bunnygirl from a distance, and that meant any kind of trap we set up would have to be done in a wooded area, where the harpy would miss it from the skies. 
 
    A certain nervousness took hold of me just before we made our move, and I only calmed down when Emily reached out and took hold of my hand, gripping it tightly. She smiled at me, and I smiled at her, then didn’t resist the temptation and reached out and kissed her, gently at first, though the kiss didn’t stay gentle for long. 
 
    We parted with our breaths short and our hearts racing. “When we get home,” Emily said, pressing against me again. I could feel her body against mine and I liked it. “I’m going to make you enjoy as I never have before.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’ll hold you to it.” 
 
    Mei coughed from our side, and I blushed, having forgotten she was there. Emily hadn’t, turned and smirked at the bunnygirl. “And you’re welcome to join us if you wish. If we do this, you’ll certainly deserve a reward.” 
 
    The temptation that the bunnygirl felt at that was evident, and I felt my blood rushing just a bit more through my body. Oh, once again, I reminded myself I needed to talk to Emily about inviting people into our bed like this, but I certainly wouldn’t deny Mei if she wanted to. That was a matter for later, though. 
 
    The bunnygirl chuckled eventually and turned away from Emily. “Maybe one day I’ll take you on that offer.” She made to move, intending to leave to start with our whole operation, but Emily reached out, took hold of her hand, and made her turn back. 
 
    “Be careful.” Emily said, looking right into the other’s eyes, and Mei nodded at her. 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    Mei left, drawing in a breath, and I almost said something but let her go. She needed to focus now, and so did we. Adamar exchanged a glance with us, then nodded and followed the bunnygirl. He would stay in hiding until the enemy troops moved, then go in and save his men. 
 
    And I stayed behind with Emily. We had already prepared our positions and had everything ready to ambush Taeralin’s troops, though I could only hope everything went right. Adamar had shown us a small wooded area to the southeast, with a narrow path where we hoped to bait Taeralin’s troops into. There was a mound to the side, a rocky one, and with a bit of magic, we had prepared a trap that would drop a small avalanche on top of them, hopefully breaking the attacking group into two. 
 
    Emily and I would stand a bit to the south, in a raised position, and bombard the front with as much firepower as we could at the start, then let Mei deal with the remaining ones before the back of the group could recover and force themselves forward. 
 
    If everything went well, we could deal a massive amount of damage to their troops, flee before the rest could really do anything about it, and between their indecision in following us and the time they would have lost in their pursuit, Adamar would have been able to get his men to safety. 
 
    That was the hope, at least. 
 
    The wait was the worse. Oh, the thought of the fighting ahead didn’t fill me with confidence either, and there was also the fear that Mei could fail and get caught, but waiting made everything worse. And I was tired. The past days had been both physically and mentally demanding, and a part of me was relieved that everything seemed to be coming to an end, but it still took a toll on me. 
 
    Emily didn’t feel much better. She paced from one side to the other and looked up to the sky when the first rays of light shone above her figure. She only looked more glorious with the sun on her, but even the sight of her didn’t calm me down. 
 
    Another hour must have passed before we got a hint of anything going on, then the first sound we heard was what seemed like an explosion in the distance. I looked at Emily, and she looked back at me. The temptation to just go and see what was going on was too great for both of us, but we had to stay put. 
 
    Oh, explosions weren’t something Mei used, which meant someone was attacking her somehow, but that was part of the plan. Maybe she was cutting it a little close, but we wanted her to keep her pursuers near her position, wanted them to follow the path we needed them to, and the closer they were to her, the bigger the possibility. 
 
    Still, we couldn’t help but be a little nervous. 
 
    And then, finally, we got a glimpse of Mei, dragging a pink-haired catgirl with her. I heard Emily gasp at it, the motion one of relief more than anything, and I sent her a smile, not that she noticed it, too busy looking at Mei and her cousin. 
 
    The bunnygirl looked up, saw us, and rushed to our position. After her followed an army of Caelleris soldiers, some of them sending fireballs at the bunnygirl, though Mei always felt them come and blurred out of their way, moving so fast she almost seemed a mirage. Livia was the one that didn’t seem to enjoy that much, a small shriek escaping out of her mouth every time the bunnygirl did it, but then that was not too surprising. I had experienced something like that before when Mei pulled me up to the second floor of Adamar’s home, and it had been quite disconcerting. 
 
    Emily almost rushed towards them, but I grabbed her hand and looked at her. She looked back at me and nodded, remembering the plan and remaining hidden. It was hard not to do anything as more and more soldiers flowed into the path Mei herded them to. And when the time was right, Emily closed her eyes, reached out with one hand, and I felt her direct mana toward the rune she had engraved against the side of the mound. 
 
    It was enough. Earth splintered apart, started rumbling, and then flowed down. The earth was not what would hinder the soldiers, not much. It might knock some of them down, even cover one or another, but it would just slow them down. The rocks that flowed along with the earth, though? That was a different matter. 
 
    Even now, some of the smaller ones were already rolling down, hitting the soldiers. In some cases, they only gave them bruises, but as larger rocks started hitting them, wounds piled up, and even deaths. 
 
    The soldiers in front of the group gaped as the ones behind them were cut off by the small avalanche, and I didn’t waste the chance. I tried not to think about the fact that I would be ending their lives, and that most of them probably didn’t have much of a choice in being here. They were sworn to their masters, as Emily and Mei were sworn to Amaranth. Oh, some of them could have deserted, and probably some did, but in a way, they weren’t the ones responsible for all that was happening. 
 
    They were still the ones that would pay the price. 
 
    And I didn’t forget that as I threw fireballs into their midst. Surprised as they were, my attack was devastating. And if against me they could have mounted some resistance once they regained their wits, against the lightning bolt Emily threw their way, they had no chance. 
 
    I saw her cup a ball of lightning between her hands, saw her close her eyes just before she stretched to her full height and extended her arms, and then I was almost blinded by her attack. Lightning flowed from her fingers, flowing its way through the air, one way and the other, but so fast it was only a blur. Each tendril that escaped the central bolt scorched whatever it hit, be it the ground, a tree, or a living being, and when it reached the Caelleris soldiers… 
 
    Devastation was the only word for it. 
 
    The ones hit head-on were the lucky ones. They died immediately. The others weren’t so lucky. Some lost limbs to the tendrils that just reached out and sheared through them, others got so burned they would have preferred to lose their limbs outright, and those who escaped that carnage still got somewhat shocked. And there was more. 
 
    The sound of the attack had been so great that I had to cover my ears for a few moments, pained by it. The ones in the center of the blast would certainly feel worse. I didn’t doubt some of those fighters would have a loss of hearing for the rest of their life or worse. 
 
    After the devastating effect of Emily’s attack, Mei didn’t have much to do. She blurred in our direction and deposited Livia beside Emily, the pink-haired catgirl dropping to her knees and almost hurling. If that was because of the speed at which Mei could move or from the carnage that she had just seen, I couldn’t be sure of, and the bunnygirl moved to the few soldiers that remained standing, ensuring they didn’t stay that way for long. 
 
    She also put some of the more gravely wounded out of their misery. 
 
    Emily didn’t waste any time, moved to her cousin, held her hair back as she heaved, then pulled Livia into a hug. “Emily?” The other woman said, then hugged Emily tight, her frame shaking as she did it. 
 
    “Are you ok?” Emily asked, pushing her cousin back a bit and looking at her face. “They didn’t harm you?” 
 
    “It was nothing I couldn’t handle,” Livia said, and tried to etch a smile, but I could see it was a fake one, and if I could tell it, then her cousin could do it without trouble. Emily gritted her teeth but didn’t say anything. She just pulled the other catgirl to her feet, grabbed her hand, and pulled her along. 
 
    Livia was young. I knew she was younger than Emily, though not precisely by how much, and while she looked like a grown woman, she was obviously younger than Emily. Which once again made me question how old my girlfriend was, though that should have been a matter for me to worry about another time. 
 
    We had to move now. Oh, I didn’t doubt that Taeralin’s troops were a little overwhelmed, but they might recover their wits at any moment and follow us. The sooner we got out, the more probable it was for us to get away unscathed. 
 
    Though, now that I thought about it, where was the harpy? 
 
    Following that thought came a loud sound that seemed to echo throughout the area, and I blinked. “Fuck.” Mei said, appearing beside us in a blur, almost killing me from the fright of it. “They’re calling for reinforcements. There must be more troops nearby. Move.” 
 
    We moved. What else could we do? We ran, really, as fast as we could, following the route that we had agreed on before. And for a moment, it seemed like we would get out of there unscathed. 
 
    And then I felt wind gathering from above us, and threw myself aside, dragging Livia with me. The pink-haired catgirl was obviously exhausted; out of it, she missed the gathering attack. Neither Emily nor Mei did. The bunnygirl made sure not to be there when the wind swirled on what had been her position, and Emily reached out and dispersed the attack with her own mana, brushing it off. 
 
    When I looked up, I couldn’t help but feel dread. Taeralin flew above us, but she wasn’t the only harpy in the skies. Even as I watched, more and more harpies seemed to join the other female, each sporting a different coloring, but all of them were intimidating, and all seemed to be gathering mana. 
 
    We stopped in place, somewhat unbalanced, which allowed the soldiers to catch up to us and surround us. 
 
    “I’ve got you now.” Taeralin smiled as she moved closer to us, wanting to gloat, wanting to feel superior. I didn’t mind. The more time she wasted, the more time we had to come up with something, and I feared we would need a lot of time. We hadn’t planned to be ambushed by a group of harpies, and that ruined any chance we had of escaping. 
 
    And what did you call a group of harpies? A flock? A pack? No idea. 
 
    “And I’ll feast on your bones after sending your heads to your whore of a queen.” 
 
    One thing was sure. Insulting Amaranth was not something either Emily or Mei were willing to accept, and the catgirl didn’t waste any time before making the harpy pay for her comment. The lightning bolt that escaped from her hand was nowhere near as powerful as the one she had used before, but it was fast, and the harpy could do nothing to stop it from hitting her. 
 
    Taeralin shrieked in pain, the wing she managed to put between the bolt and her body scorched black, and she fell down. Two other harpies flew down and supported her, even as the others attacked us in turn. 
 
    Emily shielded us from their attacks for the most part. Oh, it was an impressive display, she seemed to be molding several constructs at once, stopping most of the attacks cold and directing some of the others aside, but I feared she wouldn’t be able to do it forever. The harpies only needed for one attack to pass by her defenses, just one hit, and it would break her concentration, would make her stumble. Neither Mei nor I could do what she was doing, and the harpies would overwhelm us after getting her out of the way. 
 
    I thought of trying to help her somehow, but there was nothing I could do. Trying to mold a barrier might interfere with her efforts, and there was very little I could do otherwise. I supposed I could try to attack the harpies, but they moved far too quickly in the open air for my fireballs to have much of an effect. I supposed I could try light, as I had done against Taeralin when I was on Galen’s back, but that would only hinder them somewhat. It wouldn’t really help us defeat them. 
 
    And they weren’t the only ones we needed to worry about. The soldiers saw us pinned down and moved our way, screaming in rage. Part of it must have been over those we killed, but I was too busy trying to think of a way to keep us alive to really bother about it. 
 
    About those, though, we could do something. Mei nodded at me to keep Emily’s back, then rushed into their midst. Any pity the bunnygirl might have felt for them seemed to have vanished completely, and her kicks and her strikes hit so hard they ripped limbs apart, breaking even through armor. 
 
    She was a one-woman army, and seeing that, I was confident she would win, so long as she didn’t waste her entire energy. And seeing that, I realized the chance we might have. If we could retreat to the wooded area, we might find it easier to face the harpies. Oh, it wouldn’t be easy, but that might give us a chance. 
 
    No matter how good Mei was, she couldn’t stop everyone from getting past her, and many tried. They saw that Emily was the only one putting an end to the harpies’ attacks, correctly realized they would win if they could distract the catgirl even a little bit, and preferred that chance to facing Mei. 
 
    The bunnygirl did her best, she really did, but she couldn’t stop them all from moving in our direction. That was when I stepped into their path. Oh, I didn’t think I could slow them down much, but if I took just a pair of them down before falling, Mei, Emily, and Livia might have a bigger chance of survival. 
 
    Before the first one of them reached me, a lightning bolt went out and hit him, making him fall down in pain. It only seemed to shock him, it was a weaker attack than those Emily usually utilized, and the reason for it became obvious when I looked over my shoulder and realized Emily hadn’t been the one to attack. Livia looked at me and gestured for the enemy soldiers. “You block them, and I put them down.” 
 
    Worked for me. 
 
    Focusing my inner mana on the two first runes and conjuring a light staff at the same time, I stepped forward, blocking the direct path to Emily. Livia stayed a few feet behind me and zapped the soldiers that got close to us. Most of the time, her attacks weren’t enough to kill them outright. She simply put them down, some unconscious, others only pained. Those I ended up knocking out with a good hit to the head. 
 
    Still, it wasn’t enough. 
 
    We might have been thinning their mooks, but with the harpies in the sky, it was only a matter of time until they overwhelmed us. 
 
    Not even Adamar’s arrival changed that. Oh, he and his men got Taeralin’s soldiers by surprise, killed a dozen of them before any realized they had another front to worry about, and made Mei’s job easier, but even defeating those on the ground wouldn’t do much for our survival. It might allow us to flee for the woods, but even that might be impossible now that I thought about it. Emily couldn’t move and shield us simultaneously, and looking at her, I realized my girlfriend was flailing. Her chest heaved with each breath she took, and it was only a matter of time until she failed. 
 
    And when it seemed all hope was lost, everything changed once again. 
 
    It started with a sound, unlike anything I had heard since I came to Argent. At first, I ignored it, too busy thinking about our impending deaths to truly focus on it, then I frowned. It almost seemed like a jet flying around, but it couldn’t be, could it? Then I heard a beat, something rhythmic but faint. It grew in strength, though, and seemed to be getting closer. 
 
    I saw some of the harpies look towards the horizon and shriek, then flee, and I just blinked at the sight. 
 
    Emily turned and looked towards the distance, and the enormous smile that grew on her lips gave me hope. And then I followed her line of sight, looked at what she looked at, and felt my own hope soar. 
 
    There, flying in the distance, a great red blob approached, and I could only imagine it was one particular being. The closer she came to us, the more I could make of her figure, and I swallowed just a little, intimidated by it. 
 
    Amaranth was glorious. Oh, I would have said that of her even in her human form, but as a dragon, she was a different kind of magnificent. She was massive for one, as long as a 747, and certainly broader and more massive overall. Her wingspan was kind of unreal, and she seemed to beat the air into submission as she moved… 
 
    It was kind of scary, really. 
 
    Her frame was mainly blood red, except for some areas of the chest and the bones that supported her wings. Those were golden. 
 
    While the sight of her made me hope, it did the opposite to our enemies, especially once Amaranth got even closer and roared. The word didn’t make it justice. Wind buffeted each of us when she opened her mouth, and even the earth seemed to shake with the strength of it. Some soldiers fell down as the ground shook, and they immediately scrambled back, trying to flee from the gigantic dragon as quickly as possible. The harpies became even louder and abandoned any intention of attacking us straight away, cowed by the sight of the red dragon. 
 
    What would have been a defeat quickly turned into victory, and I watched Mei and Livia approach at the same time, smiling at them. Adamar stayed further back, but even he looked at the dragon queen with something approaching relief. And marvel. There was plenty of that in his face as well. 
 
    Then I got a glimpse of something from the corner of my eyes. It was a glint, basically, something so small and moving so fast that I could barely believe I didn’t miss it, but then there was something about that arrow that seemed wrong. It was something I had experienced before, even if only once, when I sensed the dagger that had been used to try to assassinate Amaranth. That arrow was cursed. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who sensed it, and both Mei and Emily turned their heads toward that arrow and screamed in warning. It was for naught, though. Amaranth was too close, her frame was too large, and though I felt some kind of attempt on her part to put a shield to stop that arrow, I knew it would break through. That was what the Black Bow seemed to do, after all. 
 
    I hadn’t thought about Drennick even once in this entire time, thought maybe he had fled or something, but it seemed he had been lying in wait, and he seemed to have been explicitly armed against the dragon queen. 
 
    The arrow hit Amaranth in the side, under one of her wings, right against the chest. 
 
    And the screech that escaped from the dragon at that made me shiver, made me fear for her life. She dropped twenty feet in a moment, losing control of her motions, though she regained it quickly enough, and then she turned her head towards the woods where that arrow had come from. 
 
    Even from a distance, I could see the rage in her eyes, and I felt a shiver race down my back. I had never been scared of Amaranth before, but seeing that look of ire in a creature of that size? That was scary. That was fucking terrifying. 
 
    And then she opened her mouth, and a torrent of fire blasted through. 
 
    I thought I knew fire. I used it well enough during my time in Argent, it was the first element I created, and I thought I knew its limits well enough. I was nothing compared to the dragon queen. Her blast hit the forested area from where the archer attacked her, and everything turned to ash. 
 
    There was no other way to describe it. Her flames were so hot that the trees simply exploded apart, and even the soil seemed to melt at it. And it wasn’t a small area either. The trees were tall, easily thirty or forty feet high, and a row of perhaps a hundred of them just vanished under the dragon queen’s fire, a fire that seemed to seep into the surrounding area and burned it as well, though perhaps not as quickly. 
 
    I gulped. 
 
    I hadn’t quite understood what Emily meant when she said Amaranth couldn’t risk attacking Harmony, but now I did. If the dragon queen had fired even a simple blast of those at a city, she might have risked burning it all to the ground. 
 
    Hell, we were far enough away from the blast zone, easily a mile, but I could still feel the heat from a distance and the air that buffeted us as it rushed away from Amaranth’s attack. 
 
    Now I understood just how dangerous the blonde could really be. 
 
    Still, following that, came a profound sense of relief. Oh, Amaranth seemed to be swaying a little in the air, but she eventually righted herself and moved in our direction, coming down half a mile from us. Despite her successful landing, it was easy to see she was hurt, and I watched as Mei rushed to her queen, her urgency evident. 
 
    Emily tried to do the same but stumbled, and I reached out and supported her. We also moved to Amaranth, but more slowly, and when we reached the dragon’s side, I almost smiled as I watched Mei hold the other’s enormous head in her hands, caressing that scaled face and trying to keep the dragon’s eyes on her. It almost seemed as if the bunnygirl was trying to gather herself enough to chide the dragon for risking herself so much, and trying to ensure she was alright at the same time. 
 
    Amaranth’s head spun to look at us when we got close, and I found myself swallowing at it. I couldn’t help it, really. Her teeth were bigger than my entire arm, and she could swallow me whole without even noticing it. And there was something in her eyes that seemed different from usual. It was a mix of rage and primal need, something that scared me deep down, and I swallowed. 
 
    Emily walked past me and moved closer to the dragon, bowing her head instantaneously, even kneeling in front of the dragon queen. I found myself doing the same, and so did Livia, and something seemed to ease in the dragon’s manner, as if we paying obeisance to her reassured her in some fashion. 
 
    I’ve heard of the dragon’s urges to dominate, but I thought it an exaggeration. Now I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “We’re safe.” Mei whispered, slowly approaching the dragon’s head once again, reaching out and caressing her snout. Amaranth leaned into the caress, though as big as she was, the motion almost pushed Mei back. 
 
    When Adamar hesitantly approached, Amaranth turned to him, watched him with a steady gaze, and I heard the elf gulp. “My queen.” He said as he kneeled, the soldiers with him kneeling behind him, though their awe and their fear were unmistakable. “I beg your leave to go to Harmony and attempt to rescue my sister from the rebel’s clutches.” 
 
    Amaranth eyed him for a while longer, then everyone heard a single word inside our minds. Go. 
 
    Adamar nodded, got to his feet, bowed at the dragon queen, and only then turned on his feet and started moving away. He didn’t waste any time, and I could understand it. If news of this reached Harmony, his sister might be put to the sword. If he wanted to rescue her, he should strive to reach the capital as quickly as possible and, hopefully, sneak her out. 
 
    I hoped he succeeded at it. 
 
    Despite my suspicions, he had come out for us; without his help, we might have failed. 
 
    Amaranth shifted in place, stretched out a wing, laying it out on the ground, and her intentions were obvious. “Climb up.” Mei said, gesturing at us, climbing up at the same time. Flying on dragonback was never something I would think possible, not even in this new world, but it seemed like it would happen. 
 
    It was only natural for me to feel a little nervous, right? 
 
    We got up. Amaranth tensed and then started beating her wings, though something like a pained grunt escaped from her at the same time. Mei clutched her harder at that, and I could almost hear her grit her teeth. “You’re wounded.” She moved her hands almost frantically over the dragon’s back, then tried to move closer to where Drennick hit her with the arrow. At least, I was pretty sure it was him, though I doubted he had survived his attack. Amaranth’s fire breath took care of that. “You shouldn’t have come.” 
 
    Something like a sigh seemed to escape the dragon’s mouth at that, and I found myself laughing at it. I wasn’t the only one. Emily giggled, Livia giggled with us, and Mei looked at us with such an offended look that we only started laughing even harder. 
 
    Oh, part of it was undoubtedly the nerves of the situation, but seeing her scolding such an enormous dragon, and Amaranth’s obvious resigned enduring of it, only made the situation more amusing. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as Emily pressed against my side, holding her tight, even as we held onto Amaranth in turn. We had survived. We had been so close to death I could almost taste it, but we had survived, and now we were going home. I couldn’t help but smile about that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    When I saw the fortress on the horizon, just a few hours after we started our flight, I felt a deep sense of relief. Finally, it was all over, and we could relax for a while. 
 
    And then Amaranth faltered, dropped down ten or fifteen feet before beating her wings again and keeping us up high, and I exchanged a glance with Emily, worried. And if I was worried, it was nothing compared to what Mei was feeling. 
 
    The bunnygirl was frantic as she looked at the giant dragon under us; her teeth were gritted. I was sure she wouldn’t stop bothering Amaranth if not for that. And yet, there was reason for her to be worried. I didn’t know enough about curses to say for sure, but though Amaranth took the hit like a champ, I was pretty sure it affected her more than it showed. 
 
    It became obvious that was true when the dragon poised outside the fortress and changed shape. There was something both awe-inspiring and disturbing about seeing such a titanic creature shrink down to a woman as beautiful as Amaranth, and I couldn’t look away from the entire process. 
 
    Her clothes remained on her body once she assumed the form I knew her as, and I wondered if that meant she could change her clothes with her, or if the clothes she usually wore were just part of her body shape-shifted. Better not to think about that. 
 
    A small smile appeared on the dragon queen’s lips when she looked at us, and then she stumbled. Mei was there to catch her, rushing forward in a blur and putting her arms around the other female, taking hold of her. When Emily, Livia, and I got close to her, we could see the blood seeping from her side, and we couldn’t help but worry. 
 
    Amaranth tried to etch a smile once again. “Don’t worry, I’m fine.” She told her, then reached out with one hand and caressed Mei’s face, softly. “I’ll recover.” 
 
    “You’re a fool.” Mei told her between gritted teeth. 
 
    The blonde leaned in and pressed a quick peck to her lips, and Mei blinked at it, though some tension eased out of her shoulders. “I couldn’t let you fight alone, not once Daul and the others returned, and I realized you would be facing such odds.” 
 
    Mei shook her head but didn’t say anything else; she pulled the other woman to her feet and helped her move. And it was needed. Amaranth tried not to show any weakness, but her wound was clearly bothering her, and the blood that escaped from it didn’t seem to be slowing down in the least. 
 
    Emily approached and pressed one hand against that side, trying to do something. I felt her mana pull at the other woman, but whatever it was didn’t seem to work, and the catgirl pulled back and bit her lower lip. Amaranth reached out and grabbed hold of her hand. “I’ll be ok.” The dragon repeated, but I couldn’t help but doubt it. She was too pale. 
 
    Unfortunately, it seemed I was right. 
 
    Amaranth spent the following days in bed, passed out, and being tended to by all kinds of healers, but none seemed to be able to do much about her wound. It helped somewhat, but it was not enough. Mei and Emily ran themselves ragged, trying to keep a watch on her. Vulnerable as she was while recovering, both handmaidens knew this was the perfect chance for someone to try to strike her down. I helped there as well. Trying to watch the dragon queen with only the two of them would eventually overwhelm them. Though Mei was reluctant to leave me alone, with Daul at my side and the guards at the door, she felt reassured we would be enough to delay anyone who might wish harm on the blonde. 
 
    Days passed, and fortunately, not all were bad news. 
 
    Plenty of the people of Lunaire started to arrive, and with it came builders, smiths and woodworkers, tanners, hunters, and farmers. With their help, the progress to building Amaranth’s new city became faster. Oh, the fortress became a bit cramped as well, but it would be easier soon after the first houses were finished. Though the kids would stay at the stronghold, it was safer. 
 
    Kids… 
 
    There hadn’t been any in Amaranth’s army before, but the people of Lunaire were regular folk, families with children, and their presence at the fortress made things just a little livelier and a bit messier as well. 
 
    And a few days after that, a new large group arrived, only this time they came from the capital. I blinked when I saw Adamar, and someone I could only imagine was his sister, at the forefront, and I let a small smile take hold of my lips. It seemed he got his sister out. And more, if what I could see was any indication. 
 
    It turned out the elf managed to rescue his sister and others besides, one of which was Alba, Emily’s other cousin, Attia’s older daughter. To say the catgirls were happy was not enough, even if their happiness became a little more subdued at the other news that the elven siblings brought with them. 
 
    The rebels were marching out. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to figure out they must have somehow found out about Amaranth’s condition, or someone saw her get hit by the cursed arrow and suspected there would be consequences. Or they just believed it was time to act. Whatever the reason, the war would be coming to our door; it was just a matter of time. 
 
    Fortunately for us, Amaranth regained consciousness that exact day. 
 
    There were no words to describe Emily's happiness at that, and even Mei seemed far less tense when she came to me, telling me Amaranth wanted to talk to me. 
 
    I found the dragon queen at the window of her room, looking down at the central courtyard before she turned to me. Amaranth smiled, and I approached her, looking at the side where she had been wounded. She didn’t miss it. 
 
    “I’ll recover eventually.” She told me. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “But you’re not fully recovered yet?” 
 
    She shook her head. “My body is fighting off the curse, burning it out, but it will take time for it to fade fully. It would have been different if that arrow had hit me while I was in this form; far more deadly. And I can’t risk shifting to my full form either, not until it lessens its hold over me.” 
 
    “It might have been better for you not to have shifted back.” I pointed out. She seemed to become much weaker after changing back to her human-like form. 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t have been,” Amaranth said eventually, shaking her head and turning to look out the window once more. “If I remain as a dragon for long, I can’t just fight against the natural instincts of my species. You must have seen it, didn’t you? How full of rage I was, how I longed to dominate everything that crossed my gaze.” She turned to look at me then, smiled, and it was a soft smile. Gentle, caring. Much like I had always thought her to be deep down. “Trust me, it was better for me to assume this form.” 
 
    “If you say so.” I said, moving closer, only stopping when I was beside her, and the two of us looked out of her window. “Adamar and Arali are with us now, and so is Alba.” I told her. I wasn’t sure how up-to-date she was about everything, and I didn’t know what else to say to her. 
 
    She nodded. “And our enemies move at last.” 
 
    “We have a few more soldiers on our side now.” Adamar didn’t have many guards under his command, but they were more than enough to compensate those we had lost on our mission, and some of the others they brought with them from the capital seemed to be capable fighters. And our enemies lost quite a good number of troops as well. If not for Amaranth's injury, our position would be more solid than before. “That might end up making a difference.” 
 
    “Perhaps, and once more, it’s thanks to you.” She turned to me and smiled. “Once again, your help proved to be invaluable.” I didn’t say anything, simply resisted the urge to look away. My cheeks were a bit red. I couldn’t deny. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything extraordinary.” 
 
    “No, you just helped. Again. Helped fight, and helped convince Adamar to join us, from what I understand. Helped convince him to evacuate his town and join his people with ours, strengthening us. Helped make the plans that ended with us in our current position.” 
 
    “Couldn’t do anything to stop you from getting hit, though.” I said, regretting the words almost immediately when her face seemed to fall slightly. “And I only told Adamar what he needed to hear. They would come after him in time, after him and his sister. He needed to save his people; he just needed a place of safety. He needed a haven.” 
 
    “Haven…” Amaranth repeated the word, and turned to look out of the window. She smiled once again and seemed all the more gorgeous for it. “I’ve been trying to come up with a name for this new city for a long time. And now I got it. Haven.” 
 
    “Not a bad name.” 
 
    And hopefully, it would prove to be an accurate one. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    When I got to my room that night, after a semi-warm bath and a long day of work, I felt so tired that I only wanted to sleep. That all changed when I caught a glimpse of Emily atop my bed, wearing only a tiny camisole that did nothing to hide the contours of her body. 
 
    She smiled at me, almost wantonly, trying for an innocent look and failing, not to say it didn’t affect me. Between caring for Amaranth and everything else, we hadn’t had much time for ourselves since we returned from the mission. In truth, we had gotten no time to ourselves. 
 
    We got to sleep pressed against one another a few times, but there had been no sex, and not much will for it either. We were simply too worried and exhausted for it. With Amaranth being safe, however, that could change. And I wasn’t the only one that seemed to think like that. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate, moved to her, and sat on the edge of the bed. She pushed against me, not bothering to say anything before pressing against my front and kissing me, hard. She moaned when I put my hands on the back of her legs, and again when I slowly started gliding them up. 
 
    The kiss became more heated, and I held her tighter, my hands slowly gliding up until I cupped her ass, which made her moan into the kiss. 
 
    I wanted her so much. 
 
    It had been the longest time we had been without one another after we started being lovers, and I wanted her, needed her like a person needed air to breathe. And Emily seemed to crave me quite as much. 
 
    Her hands grabbed onto my shirt and pulled it up, baring my chest, which she then kissed, leaning down and using her lips to brush against my collarbone, my chest, and even bending down to do the same to my stomach. For a moment, I wondered if she wanted to go lower and use her mouth on another part of my anatomy, but then someone knocked at our door, and we froze. 
 
    “Should we answer?” Emily asked me with a smirk and kissed one of my nipples, for a moment seemingly intent on continuing despite someone knocking at our door. 
 
    “I know you’re in there.” Mei’s voice came from the other side, and Emily froze, then slowly got to her feet. I tried not to feel disappointed as I watched her move to the door. It wasn’t easy. I was hard, and I wanted more than words could describe. At the same time, the sight of her was rather pleasant, and it would just be a matter of time until Mei left and we could resume our previous activities. 
 
    Emily leaned in, pressed a peck to my lips, then walked to the door and opened it. Mei entered, closed the door behind her, looked at me, nodded, and then turned to the catgirl. “I was just with Amaranth.” 
 
    The almost hesitation in how she started to speak made me fear something had happened to the blonde, and I wasn’t the only one thinking something like that. 
 
    “Is she ok?” Emily asked, worried. 
 
    Mei blinked. “She’s fine. Well, Amaranth says she’s fine, and it’s obvious she’s not, but she’s not worse than she was during the afternoon. That’s not why I’m here.” She sighed and hesitated. “You were right, Emily.” 
 
    “About what?” The catgirl asked, blinking at the other woman. 
 
    Mei hesitated once more. “After Thallia died, I stopped feeling like myself. A part of me died with her, and I can never recover that part. I loved her as I had never loved anyone before, loved her more than I do Amaranth, loved her more than I do you. But I do love the both of you, and I miss you, and trying to stop myself from feeling what I do simply because some part of me fears what will happen to you only ensures I’ll lose you both nonetheless.” 
 
    Emily started breathing harder and didn’t say anything. She just looked at the other female and waited for her to continue. 
 
    “You made me a proposal back in Lunaire. Is it still open?” She asked the catgirl, looking deep into her eyes. 
 
    What proposal was that? I tried to remember, and my eyes widened when I got a hint of what it had been. She didn’t mean it, did she? I mean, it seemed she did, and I felt my heart beating harder as I started to believe this could happen. 
 
    “Yes.” Emily answered, her voice rough. 
 
    Then Mei’s eyes drifted to me, and she raised an eyebrow, asking me with the motion. 
 
    What was I supposed to say? I mean, I loved Emily. She wanted this; it would make her happy. And it was more than that. Mei was fucking gorgeous, and I wasn’t a saint. Who could deny the chance to have both of them in their bed? 
 
    I didn’t know what this would mean for the future, for my relationship with Mei and Emily, and at that moment, I couldn’t gather enough focus to care. 
 
    I nodded at the bunnygirl, and she turned to Emily and looked at her for a few moments. Then she reached out and pulled the catgirl close, her hands gliding under the lavender-haired female’s camisole and cupping her ass directly, her mouth pressing against Emily’s and kissing her, hard. The catgirl moaned at it, especially once Mei’s grip tightened. She did nothing to stop Mei from pushing her against that door, from pressing against her front, and soon enough from gliding down to her knees, her hands pushing Emily’s camisole up at the same time and making me see what I had realized when I had grabbed hold of Emily’s ass. She wasn’t wearing anything under that garment. 
 
    And then Mei leaned in, pressed her mouth against Emily’s core, and whatever she did with her tongue made Emily squirm and scream in pleasure. 
 
    I was hard. How could I not, with the sight in front of me? 
 
    Emily’s moans increased in volume, and she reached down with her hands, used them to grab the bunnygirl’s ears, caressing them. She didn’t pull; she seemed to retain some of her wits even amid her pleasure. I doubted Mei would enjoy someone tugging at her ears, but that gentle touch seemed to please her well enough, and she buried more of her tongue inside of Emily, making my girlfriend scream with the pleasure of it. 
 
    If I had any doubt that they might have been lovers before, they had vanished now. Mei had made the other monster girl come far too quickly. She must have used her mouth on her previously. 
 
    Emily almost slumped against the door as the pleasure of the orgasm left her body, and only Mei’s hands seemed to keep her upright, the bunnygirl slowly getting to her feet, then leaning in and kissing the catgirl. 
 
    They kissed for a long while, then Emily pulled back, smiled at the other woman, then looked at me. She smirked, grabbed hold of Mei’s hand, and pulled her towards the bed. I was pretty sure Mei hesitated then, and I couldn’t deny I felt something similar. It was one thing to agree to something like this and quite another to go along with it. The only one without any hint of hesitation was Emily. 
 
    She came close to me, reached out and kissed me, then turned and kissed the pink-haired bunnygirl before moving around Mei and pressing against her back. Mei and I found ourselves almost face-to-face, not quite knowing what to do. 
 
    I felt her eyes moving over my frame, lingering on my bare chest and face, and I didn’t think she saw anything that displeased her. She even seemed to like what she saw, though I couldn’t be sure of that. And then Emily did something to loosen the garment that Mei was wearing, and her breasts spilled free. 
 
    Now I was the one looking at the bunnygirl’s body, and I couldn’t help but lick my lips at it. Her breasts weren’t as massive as Emily’s. I don’t think any female in miles had breasts as big as my girlfriend’s, but they were still significant, and the sight of them made me want. 
 
    For a moment, I was tempted to reach out and touch them, cup those orbs in hand, but I hesitated. Emily didn’t, and used her position against Mei’s back to play with those breasts, making the bunnygirl moan with need. “Come here, Eric,” Emily told me, and I didn’t hesitate, got out of bed, and moved closer to them. “Kneel and pull her clothing down; bare her.” 
 
    Mei didn’t say anything to contradict her, and so I did. 
 
    The sight of the smooth skin between the bunnygirl’s legs made me groan. She only had a tiny pink strip of hair atop her sex, nothing more, and I could see everything, especially when Emily reached down with one hand and pushed those legs apart, displaying her fellow handmaiden. 
 
    “Taste her.” 
 
    I did. Oh, I looked up at Mei first, trying to see if the bunnygirl was ok with that, but all she gave me was a laden look, one full of need and want, and I knew she wanted someone to touch her above all else. 
 
    I did more than just touch her. I licked, I played with her sex, I made her writhe, and in time I made her come. Emily helped, caressing Mei’s breasts, sometimes reaching down to play with her clit, then holding the bunnygirl as she enjoyed her orgasm. Mei’s hands ended up against my head, pulling me closer to her frame, and I loved that as well. 
 
    From there, we moved to the bed, and I was the one that enjoyed mouths against my sex then. First, it was Emily, but once she recovered a bit from her orgasm, Mei joined her as well, and the two of them took turns with my rod. It felt better than anything I had experienced before, well, almost anything. It was heaven, though. 
 
    Then I got to watch the two of them a bit longer, with Mei putting Emily on her back and kissing her until the catgirl submitted, eventually moving down her body, playing with her breasts, belly, and core once again. After a bit, I moved forward to join her, and much like the two of them had taken turns to make me enjoy, Mei and I took turns to make Emily experience the same. 
 
    After that, the bunnygirl turned to me. 
 
    I should have guessed she was the kind of girl that liked to be on top, but I certainly didn’t mind it. She rode me until I came as hard as I had ever done, and Emily pressing against her back and caressing her breasts and her sex were enough to make Mei come with me. 
 
    There was one fun thing about the bunnygirl. She could use her magical abilities to provide extra stamina. Oh, I was pretty sure I could figure out how to do it eventually, but now I couldn’t, and Mei did her best to exhaust me, then did the same to Emily, fucking one of us at a time until she got her relief, and we got ours, before turning to the other. 
 
    I didn’t love Mei. I might care for her, and wouldn’t mind calling her a friend, even if I felt we were still not that close, and this was despite the sex, but I didn’t love her like I did Emily, so I wasn’t exactly heartbroken to watch her get to her feet after the whole ordeal was over and dressing. She did so languidly, obviously relaxed after all the sex. 
 
    Emily had drifted close to my side and fell asleep almost immediately, and I only didn’t follow her into unconsciousness because I had felt Mei get out of bed. The bunnygirl looked at me, not a hint of shyness in her as she slowly covered her body up. She was gorgeous, but I was so exhausted that I didn’t even twitch at the sight of her. 
 
    She looked at me, then glanced at Emily and smiled at the sleeping catgirl. 
 
    “Take good care of her.” 
 
    “I will. Always.” 
 
    She nodded, turned on her feet, and left the room, though there was perhaps a bit more sway to her motions than usual. I smiled at that, looked down at Emily, reached down and pressed a kiss to her head, and then closed my eyes, falling asleep almost immediately. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Things didn’t really calm down after that. Everyone knew there would be fighting soon, and that kind of lit a fire under our asses. 
 
    Everyone started working together, and the conflicts that sometimes occurred between the different races in Amaranth’s army vanished. Oh, the prejudices were still there, and things could return to normal once everything was over, if we won, but for now, everyone was too busy trying to ensure we would have that victory. 
 
    I trained like never before, and I wasn’t the only one. Seeing how Daul was spot on, and many of the soldiers never had access to the kind of magic learning I had with Emily, I talked with the catgirl and then with Amaranth, and we set up a small magic school. Oh, it was impossible to teach them much that would be effective in time for the fighting that would come our way, but even some advice could lead to improvement, and when we were as outnumbered as everyone expected us to be, all kinds of improvements were welcome. 
 
    There was no guarantee we would win. 
 
    Maybe if Amaranth was hale and healthy. The dragon queen was the most powerful piece on the board, but the rebels seemed ready to deal with her, as their cursed weapons indicated. 
 
    Still, there must have been some way to speed up the dragon’s recovery, something we could do to help her, but what? I had no idea. 
 
    I had hope. 
 
    Since I came to Argent, my life had been one of adventure, love, and struggle. It wasn’t all easy, or great, but I wasn’t willing to give it up without a fight, not for anything in the world. 
 
    That might not be enough, though. 
 
    The end 
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