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    Chapter 1 
 
    What to do when you’re fighting a war and are outnumbered seven to one? When your enemies are advancing on your lands, confident of their victory? Knowing that if some miracle doesn’t occur, you will end up losing? 
 
    You attack. 
 
    Well, no. In normal conditions, you would probably stay where you were and hope your enemies exhausted themselves against your walls. Especially us, who had a weapon in our queen, so long as she recovered enough that she could shift into her dragon form without her wounds crippling her in the process. 
 
    That was the exact reason we came up with the absolutely crazy idea of attacking the army that was about to attack us. 
 
    Oh, we weren’t just going to throw ourselves at them. We weren’t that crazy. 
 
    There was one thing about the rebels moving on our position, though. They didn’t trust one another. And that had led to some fascinating arrangements for their camp's disposition. It was divided equally between the five houses leading the rebellion, each holding a section of their campsite. However, they had to pay attention to the exterior of their camp and the interior, or some of their so-called allies might get ideas. 
 
    For the most part, there should be no problem with this. These families had more than enough men to keep watch. 
 
    Or better said, they should. 
 
    If one of these families had just lost a sizeable number of troops, and seeing as they knew Amaranth was wounded and didn’t expect an attack, they might have guarded the inner boundaries of their camp more than the exterior ones. Nothing terrible would happen because of that, right? 
 
    I was sure the Caelleris thought so. Our little group was intent on proving them wrong. Well, technically, Mei would be proving them wrong. The mission was too dangerous for anyone else. She was the only one who could escape if she was discovered; everyone else would just end up dying. She was fast enough to get out of there if someone got a glimpse of her. 
 
    I don’t think anything would have changed there, even if they had their total number of troops. Mei could be too fast when she wished for it, and in the darkness of night, wearing a dark armor that seemed to make the light slide off her, they probably wouldn’t be able to see her before she acted. Which made some of us think maybe we were being too conservative. The plan was to hit the Caelleris camp, get to Lord and Lady Caelleris, take them out, and leave their troops without clear leadership. With a bit of luck, most would desert over the following days, refusing to follow the command of the other lords and ladies. Even if some of those men swore an oath to the other rebel leaders, not all of them would, and the remaining ones would leave. 
 
    More than the death of two high nobles, which already made them two combatants more dangerous than most, we could be removing hundreds of enemies with a single move. 
 
    We could fail, though. 
 
    I cast my eyes to where Mei studied the camp two miles away from us, her eyes flitting over the enemy. 
 
    Hesitation filled me. I couldn’t help but feel worried for her. I knew she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself and that, without accounting for Amaranth, she was our most powerful fighter. That didn’t mean she could take on an entire army and win, not an army that size, at least. 
 
    I didn’t know what to think about Mei, not really. Were we friends? Lovers? Neither seemed to fit exactly. We weren’t friendly enough, even if better now than before. And we had sex twice already, even if that was mainly due to Emily’s intervention. Whatever we were, though, I didn’t want her to die. And even if I disliked her and we hadn’t shared what we had, I would like her to survive. She was one of our trump cards, one of the fighters on our side that could turn the tide of a battle, and losing her would only weaken our position. 
 
    My eyes moved over the rest of our group. Adamar and his sister were with us, and I let my eyes linger on the female elf for a while, not precisely ogling her, yet admitting she was pretty good-looking. Exotic, undoubtedly, but then that seemed true of every female in Argent. Arali almost seemed like a female mirror image of her brother. Pale paper white skin, long white hair, seemingly silky smooth to the touch, slim. She had the usual feminine curves, and they were quite noticeable, even if not as much as Emily’s, Mei’s, or even Amaranth’s. It didn’t change the fact that her frame was relatively thin otherwise. 
 
    Galen was also there, to provide any of us who suffered some kind of wound a speedier means of transportation, and he had three other centaurs with him. I didn’t know their names. There were also a few more of Amaranth’s steel-clad soldiers around, though I didn’t know them either. 
 
    All in all, our group was relatively small. We meant to use stealth to make our attack, and speed to retreat without being caught. And we had prepared a few traps in the woods to further slow down any pursuers. If they had some kind of flyers, like the harpies that seemed to work for the Caelleris family, we might get in a bit more trouble, but most of our path to retreat took us through woods, so we hoped we could lose them nonetheless. 
 
    If I was honest, I wasn’t entirely sure of what I was doing here. I volunteered after I saw how nervous Emily was about Mei coming on this mission without that much backup. If anything, it made it worse for her. I tried to convince her that everything would go well and that we would get back to her as soon as possible. Galen decided to follow suit and dragged some of his companions with him, yet that didn’t exactly reassure my girlfriend. 
 
    Emily had been a little too vigorous with me before we left, and I could still feel the scratches her claws left on my back, which wasn’t exactly normal. I mean, I had always known she had very sharp claws, but she had always been careful not to mark me with them. This time, it was different, not that I minded at the time, seeing what we were doing. 
 
    I shook my head, tried to focus on the present, and looked at Mei once again. If she was nervous, I couldn’t see, though it didn’t surprise me much. The bunnygirl had always been very much self-assured, and I didn’t doubt she felt very confident about what would happen now. I could only hope to one day feel like that. 
 
    Looking at her made me hesitate, and I eventually shook my head and went to her. I would regret it if I let her go without saying anything and something happened. I felt a little awkward about things between us, not quite knowing what I should think of her. That shouldn’t stop me from trying to talk to her. 
 
    And maybe I should take a page out of her book. She didn’t behave differently with me despite what happened, perhaps a little freer at the most; maybe I should do the same. 
 
    I approached her slowly, a bit of doubt making me hesitate despite it all. Her eyes moved in my direction when she noticed me, and one of her eyebrows rose high. 
 
    “Hi.” I started and then stayed like that, just looking at her, and her other eyebrow rose as well. Her lips twitched as I stayed there and looked like a fool until I crossed my arms and glared a bit. 
 
    “Come to tell me to be careful?” She asked, amusement obvious. 
 
    “I don’t think I need to.” I answered her, shaking my head. Mei never stroked me as an idiot; she wouldn’t risk herself if it wasn’t needed. Well, this entire mission was a risk, but I couldn’t deny its need. We were outnumbered by a great deal, and we needed something to even the odds. This wouldn’t be it unless the mission went far better than we hoped it to. Still, it could help somewhat. 
 
    I focused on the rebel camp in the distance, trying to think how to put my thoughts into words. What came out of my mouth was something different. 
 
    “Can we do this?” I asked her, voice faint. “Not this mission; we’ve talked enough about that. I know we can do this if you manage to sneak inside. I mean this war, this whole battle. Can we win?” 
 
    Mei didn’t hesitate. “We can.” 
 
    I blinked. With all the doubts I felt and that I knew Emily and Amaranth felt, I thought Mei would be like them, yet the bunnygirl seemed confident in what she was saying, and when I looked into her eyes, I realized she spoke nothing but what she believed was the truth. I blinked again. 
 
    “I have faith that Amaranth will come through, but if she can’t, I still believe we can win.” She turned and faced the rebels, and her hands tightened into fists. “We will stop them, even if I have to spend every bit of mana in my body and die in the process. If I succeed here, now, the easier it will be.” 
 
    It was impossible to deny that seeing her so convinced of our eventual victory reassured me, yet I still had doubts about the matter. I shook my head and put those doubts behind me. It wasn’t the time for them, not when Mei might very well be risking her life in a few moments. 
 
    “Well, then, be sure not to fail,” I told her and smirked a bit when she raised an eyebrow at me. “If we succeed here, it will be the first step towards victory. And Emily would hate it if something happened to you.” 
 
    Her eyes met mine once again, and she eventually nodded. 
 
    I nodded back at her. 
 
    There was nothing else I could do for her, for this mission. She was the only one of us who had a chance to infiltrate their camp. 
 
    The waiting was the worst part. 
 
    Seeing Mei walk away, knowing that she would infiltrate the enemy camp and that if something happened, there was very little we could do about it, wasn’t exactly easy. Still, I knew it was coming, it was the point of the entire mission, and I had prepared myself for it. The waiting… 
 
    I mean, I knew there would be waiting involved. I just hated it. 
 
    It was only natural for me to start pacing from one place to the other until I remembered we were trying to be stealthy, and maybe I shouldn’t be moving so much. Not that any of the others were being very careful. We were two miles away from the rebel camp, it was dark, and we were in a forested area. They wouldn’t be able to see us even if they paid their full attention to our general direction. 
 
    Maybe if they weren’t as confident that we wouldn’t be trying a move against them, the rebels would have put up more than a few scouts, but Mei had no difficulty dealing with those. 
 
    I could only hope the same could be said for the ones guarding the camp. 
 
    Hours must have passed after that, or it felt like that. My nervousness mounted, and I started fearing something had gone wrong. And then there was an explosion in the distance. 
 
    We all straightened at that and exchanged looks. Certainly, it meant that Mei was making her move or had already done so, and someone tried to attack her. Hesitation made us stay still. I couldn’t deny I was tempted to move away from our position, get closer to our enemies, and try to find out if I could get a glimpse of what was going on, but I needed to trust Mei about this. If she failed in her mission, our presence there would be for nothing, and we would never be able to rescue her. She would have to do that on her own, and we had to ensure we would be where she could find us without effort. 
 
    And then, just a few minutes later, she jumped down from one of the surrounding trees and smiled at us. There was something bloodthirsty about that smile, and I didn’t mean the flecks of blood that clung to her face. Her eyes were glowing with satisfaction, and despite how gorgeous she was, she seemed like some kind of demoness at that moment. 
 
    The three heads she held onto certainly didn’t help with the image. 
 
    Two of those I had never seen before, but from our briefings and knowing Lady Caelleris was a gorgon, it was pretty easy for me to figure out who the unknown female was. The man, his head human for all intents, was Lord Caelleris, and he had been a centaur. 
 
    The third head belonged to someone I had already met, though briefly. Taeralin’s eyes had been wide open when Mei ripped her head off, and the fear in them was noticeable even in death. 
 
    Mei smiled even wider when I swallowed at her. “By chance, I got to meet an old friend and give her what she deserved.” 
 
    I swallowed again. 
 
    Mei turned to one of the soldiers and gestured for the heads. “Bring out the spikes.” 
 
    What followed made me a little queasy, even if I understood the intention. Part of me even agreed with it. We intended to intimidate our enemies, make some of the soldiers flee, and guarantee we could survive the fighting that would follow. If it meant we needed to be a bit more bloodthirsty, then so be it. I certainly wouldn’t flinch from killing as many as needed if that meant I could protect those I cared about. It didn’t make me enjoy the process of watching three heads being mounted on spikes either. 
 
    Mei nodded when the gruesome task was done, tilted her head to the side, and seemed to listen to something in the distance. “They’re not far from our position. Let’s move out.” She was far faster than any of those that tried to pursue her and got to us with enough time to give us a head start. The ones tracking us would always be slower than us, especially at night, when they needed to check which path they were following. And we had some surprises in the woods waiting for them. 
 
    With some luck, we would be getting home before the following midday, and nothing of note would happen, even if that had been something rare lately. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    For once, it seemed luck was on our side. We got to Haven in the middle of the morning, about an hour earlier than we had hoped. 
 
    Maybe it was a sign that things were starting to turn around. Or it was just the calm before the storm. I didn’t know, couldn’t tell the answer to that, and at the moment, I was too tired to care. All I wanted was to take a bath and rest for a bit, maybe with my girlfriend against my side, doing her best to make me happy. 
 
    And as if fate was smiling at me once more, I caught sight of Emily running out of the gates, a giant smile on her lips. Maybe I should have expected it. I had to admit I was a bit too distracted by the sight of her bouncing curves as she ran towards me, and I didn’t think she would just jump into my lap as she did. That I ended up laying on my ass with her atop of me wasn’t too surprising accounting for that, and I didn’t even care about the laughs of those who watched it happen. 
 
    It was kind of hard for me to care about anyone else when I had the woman of my dreams in my arms, holding me tight, her generous bust against my chest. Oh, I couldn’t feel it, not armored as I was, but the sight was enough to make me pretty happy. 
 
    Emily looked into my eyes, my face, reassuring herself that I was fine, and then leaned in and pressed a kiss to my lips. And it wasn’t a fleeting kiss either. She kissed me hard, her tongue almost immediately demanding entrance into my mouth, and I could only grant it to her. 
 
    Then she started moaning a little, tilting her head and pressing even harder against me, and I blushed, realizing this was perhaps a little too daring to be doing in public. If the cough that came from Mei was any indication, she thought the same. 
 
    Emily sprung back and into her feet with an ease that displayed part of her DNA was that of a cat. Instead of embarrassed, the catgirl only smiled at her fellow handmaiden and then moved forward, hugged Mei with almost as much strength as she did me. 
 
    The catgirl pulled back and smiled at the bunnygirl, who rolled her eyes at it, then gently pushed Emily away. Emily turned and moved to me once again, pressed against my side. “I knew both of you would come back.” She told me in a whisper, leaning forward to press a peck to my cheek. I smiled at her and didn’t tell her I knew she was lying. Emily had been too worried to seem so confident now. I didn’t call her on it. Then she blinked and seemed to remember something. “Mei,” She called out to the bunnygirl, who looked at her with a curious glance. “She has arrived.” 
 
    At first, the pink-haired female only blinked, not quite understanding, then her face brightened. It only took me a moment to realize who Emily must have been talking about: Arianna. The fairy … queen? Was she their queen? I still wasn’t sure about that, hadn’t asked Emily about it. It didn't matter much if she was their queen or had some other title. Undoubtedly, the woman was in charge of the fairies, and that we got her to visit our fortress was already impressive. 
 
    She wasn’t joining the fight, though we had hoped she might, but once again, she didn’t seem willing to risk fairy lives. Most of the fairies living with us would help us prepare the defenses, but before the fighting could start, they would retreat to their bit of woodland and remain there. If the rebels were foolish enough to attack them, they would defend themselves. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be fighting. Most of them, at least. Some would remain at our side. While they seemed to respect Arianna’s edicts, they weren’t above going against them if they felt there was a need for it, and it didn’t seem that the fairy queen punished them for it. 
 
    I couldn’t help but think it wasn’t exactly something easy to balance. Still, they managed it somehow. 
 
    Despite all of that, getting Arianna to come to us was more important than it seemed, even if she had done that in secrecy. One of the things that distinguished the pink-haired fairy was her abilities with healing magic. We hoped she could do something about the curse that still affected Amaranth. 
 
    If the dragon queen proved capable of fighting, we didn’t doubt most rebels would surrender outright, especially the ordinary soldiers. Maybe not the leaders, yet while all of them seemed powerful in magic, against Amaranth, her handmaidens, and the rest of us, they wouldn’t stand a chance. Still, for that, we needed Amaranth capable of going into battle. 
 
    Emily grabbed my hand and pulled me along, and Mei followed us. For the most part, Amaranth had spent the days since she woke up from her brief coma in her quarters. The dragon queen ensured her subjects saw her plenty of times, but while the blonde could walk around and talk freely, it was apparent she wasn’t at one hundred percent. And I very much doubted she was in any condition to fight. She certainly was in no condition to change her form, which already diminished her worth as a fighter. 
 
    Mei didn’t hesitate before opening the door to Amaranth’s quarters, none of the guards even thought of saying anything to stop her, and the three of us entered it quickly enough. 
 
    It didn’t take long for my eyes to find the blonde seated on her bed, Arianna at her side, her hands glowing as she ran them over the area where the cursed arrow hit the dragon queen. Before I had gotten to Argent, the sight in front of me would have made me stop in place. The two women were too unique for anything else. It wasn’t just the fact they were gorgeous as no woman on earth had ever seemed to be, none that I met at least, there was also the matter neither of them was human. 
 
    Emily and Mei weren’t human either, yet what made them different was a bit easier to ignore. Eyes and tails, even if Mei’s lower appendage was just a bit of fluffy hair above her rear. Amaranth had large wings that she managed to tuck against her back somehow. It was impossible to look at them and ignore them. And even that shape wasn’t her real one. I had gotten to see her in her full glory just a few weeks back, and she was terrifyingly awe-inspiring. 
 
    Arianna was a fairy. Taller than most fairies yet still as delicate looking as most of them, with colored wings and soft pink hair. There was a kind of softness to her, something that made me hesitate to put my eyes on her figure for some reason. I shook my head, ignored that, and moved with Mei and Emily, though I made sure to stop a bit away from them. 
 
    The two handmaidens didn’t hesitate. Emily sat on the other side of Amaranth, smiling at her queen all the while. The blonde smiled back, then turned her attention to Mei, her eyes moving over the pink-haired bunnygirl, stopping on the other’s eyes. Mei nodded to whatever unsaid question Amaranth asked her, and something seemed to ease in the dragon’s body. Then her eyes came to rest on me, and she nodded. 
 
    “What can you tell us about her?” Mei asked Arianna, only hesitating a little before prompting the other female. The way she spoke to the fairy was far different from how she usually talked to everyone else, but that wasn’t too surprising either. Arianna had been the mother of the woman Mei had been in love with, a fairy named Thallia, who had been killed by the satyr Briar. 
 
    He later tried to murder me as well and ended up confessing to killing the fairy, which ensured he didn’t live much longer once Mei found out about it. She had ripped his spine through his chest in a display of violence that I hadn’t seen surpassed since. I mean, I had seen some very gruesome things since then, so much that I feared I was getting a bit too used to them and no longer seemed as bothered. His death was still quite vivid in my mind. 
 
    The fairy smiled softly at the woman her daughter had loved before her death and turned her attention back to Amaranth. “She’s at no risk of dying from this wound,” The fairy said, her tone soft, gentle. “It will take time for it to heal fully, however. And she cannot change shapes while recovering or spend a great deal of mana. I’ve managed to ease some of the corruption, ensuring she’ll recover faster, but no fighting for her.” 
 
    “I think I should fight if the alternative is death.” Amaranth pointed out somewhat drawly. 
 
    Arianna pulled back a little, crossed her arms, and glared at the dragon queen. “That is not the only alternative you have.” 
 
    Amaranth narrowed her eyes. “You want me to run away?” 
 
    The fairy sighed. “There’s no way to make that happen now, and I understand that you couldn’t leave your people behind. Perhaps you’re right; perhaps fighting is your only chance right now.” Her blue eyes centered on Amaranth’s, and her lips eventually twitched, even if only a little. “I won’t be here to fight with you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have asked you that.” Amaranth interrupted her. 
 
    “Still, I will be with those of my people who decided to move into your woods. If the rebels make a move against us, I’ll fight them, but I hope you don’t blame me if I hope they do not do that.” Arianna continued, ignoring the interruption and not looking away from the dragon queen. 
 
    The blonde sighed at that. “I would never blame you for doing the best you can for your people. You can be sure of that.” Her lips twitched then. “And I do need to thank you for coming to me.” 
 
    They exchanged those looks for a while, then Arianna got to her feet. She smiled at the rest of us, then reached down and took hold of a cloak I hadn’t even noticed before, put it on, and soon after, she left the room. We watched her do it and remained silent. 
 
    “How did the mission go?” Amaranth asked, turning to Mei. That we were here meant we hadn’t died. It didn’t mean we had succeeded. I didn’t know Amaranth as well as Emily and Mei did, but I believed I knew her a little. It had seemed obvious that she hadn’t liked the thought of putting the bunnygirl at risk, yet at the same time, she understood its necessity. 
 
    “The mission was a complete success, with a bit of a bonus.” When Amaranth raised an eyebrow, Mei only grinned. “Taeralin was with her masters when I got to them. Let’s say she didn’t live much longer.” 
 
    Amaranth didn’t react to that information much. Emily seemed pleased by it. Which wasn’t strange. Neither of the monster girls had liked the harpy, and Taeralin had taken Emily’s cousin, Livia, prisoner just a few weeks back. 
 
    Mei’s grin slowly vanished as she continued, though. “We do need to plan our next steps. You’ve heard what Arianna said. Unless something changes radically, you can’t fight with us.” The dragon queen made to say something, then Mei reached out with one hand and pressed it against Amaranth’s lips, making her still instead. “You can’t risk your life, Mara. If you die, we will have fought for nothing.” 
 
    If the blonde died, we would lose. Our troops would just give up for the most part. I didn’t doubt Emily and Mei would continue fighting, but there was a limit to what the two of them alone could do, even if some others would support them. Our entire side depended on the dragon queen, and the rebels knew it. She was our most powerful fighter, our trump card, and our leader all in one. Without her, we were nothing. 
 
    And she knew it. I could clearly see that she hated the thought of letting her handmaidens fight without involving herself. Still, she was aware that if she died, they would probably follow her soon after. The rebels would do their best to kill them and those they believed dangerous from amidst Amaranth’s subjects. That meant the two of them, the Aegella siblings and probably me, would die if we lost the battle. 
 
    I couldn’t deny it scared me. I mean, I lived a very peaceful life back on Earth; I had never imagined I could find myself in a situation like this. I wouldn’t change it for the world if someone asked me about it, not if it meant giving up Emily and what I had learned of magic so far, but it didn’t mean it wasn’t a brusque change. 
 
    Amaranth sighed, her shoulders dropping a little, and she sounded defeated when Mei stepped back and allowed her to speak freely. “Call everyone for a meeting. We have plans to make.” 
 
    Mei eyed the other woman for a while longer, then nodded, turned around, and left the room, preparing to do just that. Emily watched the bunnygirl leave, turned to Amaranth, and raised an eyebrow at her. The blonde nodded, and my girlfriend followed after Mei, though she did stop to press a peck to my lips before leaving. 
 
    I stayed behind, shifting a little in place as Amaranth’s eyes came to a rest on me. “Am I doing the right thing?” She asked me, tilting her head to the side. 
 
    I blinked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you think I should have run away when they staged their coup against me? Just fly far from here, and forget about war?” 
 
    My answer wasn’t immediate. And it couldn’t be. There was much I didn’t know about the entire situation despite the time I had been with them. How had Amaranth’s rule had been, overall? What were the main complaints from the ones that rebelled against her? And, really, even if their motives had real weight to them, it didn’t mean they were right about rebelling. Rebellions led to war and death. It was also pretty obvious not everyone agreed with them, seeing how many of Amaranth’s subjects had fled from their homes to join her. 
 
    “I mean, do you think you should have done that?” I asked her and shrugged when she looked back at me. “Look, I’m pretty sure you know the situation much better than I do. Do you believe it would have been better if you had left?” 
 
    “No.” She answered immediately, shaking her head. 
 
    I shrugged again. “Then I don’t know why you’re asking me that.” I smiled at her then. “I know one thing, though. You love your people and would never abandon them. I don’t think you’re fighting this fight just for your crown. I dare say you’re not even fighting it for yourself but for those under your command, or am I wrong?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, just blinked at me. I took that as an admission that I was right. Well, either that or she was wondering if I was an idiot. Whatever. 
 
    “Look, I don’t know enough about the nation you ruled to say for sure what other solution there was. I know one thing: Emily and Mei are with you. I might not have known them long, but I’m pretty sure they would have said something if they believed you were steering them the wrong way. That they didn’t shows you probably took the best choices you could have.” 
 
    Amaranth nodded at that, and I couldn’t help but think she looked a bit reassured. 
 
    I smiled. I was no great hero, and though I might have swayed some matters in Amaranth’s favor, I wouldn’t be fooling myself. I couldn’t win this war for her. Maybe I could help her win it if I managed to make her sure of herself. 
 
    “Look, one thing is obvious: your people love you. And you love them. The moment these men and women rebelled against you, you would always be there to face them, simply to ensure that none of those you care about could be hurt. Emily would die for you; Mei would as well. That’s enough to prove you’re a great queen.” 
 
    Definitely a loved one. And it was pretty obvious she could inspire loyalty from the commoners among her people, at least. Some of them risked their lives coming to Haven to help her. 
 
    Amaranth smiled, and there was something bittersweet to it. “Thank you, Eric. You don’t know how much your words have pleased me.” 
 
    I smiled back. “What else am I here for?” I tried to joke a bit but stopped when I remembered I wasn’t that great at it. “And look, maybe you shouldn’t worry about this now? We have a war to win. Later, you can look back and try to learn from this entire mess. For now, focus on what matters.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    I never thought I would be in a situation like this. My thoughts were turning a bit repetitive there, but, well, it was the truth. And really, I wasn’t even thinking about Argent when I was speaking about that. I never expected to be in a war room, planning a war. 
 
    Perhaps not war exactly, but the battle that would decide the war. That should decide the war if anything went according to plan, either ours or theirs. Unless the fighting just sizzled out and the rebels ran away without losing cohesion, the war would have a victor at the end of this battle, and I couldn’t help but feel nervous about it. 
 
    I couldn’t deny I was surprised I hadn’t panicked. Maybe I was still too confused to feel panic. 
 
    Most of the beings that had gathered around the table were ones I knew. There was me, Amaranth, and her handmaidens, obviously. Emily was to my left, immediately to the right of Amaranth, and to my right, Daul sat. The half-orc seemed to fidget a little in place, just as unused to these kinds of meeting as I was. He had risen in the ranks after he helped me against Briar, after all, and proved his loyalty. 
 
    Galen sat to his right, and I didn’t know the centaur well enough to know if he was used to meeting like this. He stood proudly with no hint of doubt in him. And when I said stood, I meant that literally. He was a centaur and couldn’t exactly sit on a chair. Maybe he could half-lay down on the ground, but despite how massive he was, the sight would end up being ridiculous. Better for him to remain standing. 
 
    To the other side of Amaranth sat Mei, and beside the bunnygirl was Adamar and his sister Arali. Beside Arali, there was Lunette, the two white-haired females seemingly talking to one another about something. Attia sat on the other side of Lunette, one of her daughters, the oldest one, with her. The others around the table I didn’t know outright. Some of them I had seen before, though I didn’t know their names and hadn’t really interacted much with them. 
 
    Amaranth waited until everyone was in place, then sent us a smile. “Mei’s mission was successful. Lord and Lady Caelleris are dead, and their champion with them.” 
 
    It wasn’t anything those around the table hadn’t known already; rumors spread relatively quickly. Most smiled at the news nonetheless, and some even nodded at Mei in something like congratulations, not that the bunnygirl answered to them in any way. She was too focused on her queen, barely taking her eyes away from the blonde, and when she did look away, she didn’t really pay attention to anyone else. 
 
    That was just how Mei was, I had figured a long time ago. Abrasive, only genuinely caring about the people that managed to get through to her. Even I, who ended up having sex with her on two occasions, didn’t make that list. 
 
    “Could we do it again?” One of the unknown soldiers asked, casting a glance from the queen to Mei and back again. “If we took out the heads of another rebel house…” 
 
    Amaranth shook her head almost immediately. “It’s doubtful. They will certainly be far more alert to any attempt to infiltrate their camp. And we don’t really have enough time to prepare another raid.” Here she turned to Mei and nodded at the bunnygirl. 
 
    “We estimate they’ll be here in three days.” 
 
    Her words fell between us like a bomb, and everyone inhaled deeply. It wasn’t as if we didn’t know sooner or later they would reach the fortress, yet I think I wasn’t the only one who hoped they would take just a bit longer. Three days wasn’t much, barely enough to mentally prepare myself for the fight that was coming, though I had already had weeks for that, and all I managed was to convince myself I would never be ready for it. And I didn’t think it was that strange. 
 
    Gazes were exchanged a little all over the table, and the different beings tried to prepare themselves for the future. 
 
    Amaranth cast a gaze around at all of us and smiled. “I know the fighting ahead will be difficult, and unfortunately, I will not be able to fight at your side as I wished to. The wounds I suffered a few weeks back will stop me from changing into my real shape. I will still fight,” Here she looked at Mei, almost daring the bunnygirl to say something, but the pink-haired female just looked at her and then sighed. “Even if I’m not sure in which position. Still, I have faith that those gathered here will be able to ensure our victory.” 
 
    She slowly got to her feet and let her eyes once again move over everyone, pausing in each being, only moving on after each of them straightened a bit more. I found myself doing the same when her eyes came to a rest against mine. Something in her blue eyes seemed to call to something inside of me, giving me strength and confidence, and I straightened again. 
 
    I didn’t know what she had done precisely, if it was some kind of magic, or if sheer charisma was responsible for it. Whatever it was, it made most of the doubts of the beings around the table disappear. 
 
    “With that in mind, what should be our strategy?” The blonde questioned. 
 
    A few looks were exchanged around the table. 
 
    “We need to understand where we stand compared to the rebels to formulate a cohesive strategy.” Adamar was the one who spoke then, though only after looking at the queen and getting a nod from her. “They outnumber us greatly, but numbers aren’t everything.” 
 
    “We’ll still have to take them into account.” One of the soldiers said, and there were plenty of nods at that. “With the kind of advantage they have.” 
 
    Adamar nodded at that, accepting their point. “The quality of the troops also matters, especially the heavyweights of both sides.” Here he turned to look at Mei. “There’s no doubt that after you, my queen, Mei might very well be the most dangerous being in our nation, and she isn’t the only one from our side capable of displays of great magic. Emily and Attia are quite formidable as well; Galen showed himself capable of great feats of outright magic potency, and not to sound arrogant, but my sister and I are better than most nobles regarding magic. With the fairies that will fight with us, and troops above the average, we should be able to hold our own quite well, especially behind our walls.” 
 
    “And we’ll have to be behind our walls.” Arali continued for her brother, her voice deep and smooth, her eyes lighting up a little as she eyed the dragon queen. When she looked at Amaranth like that, it was easy for me to remember how Mei had said Arali was interested in the blonde. 
 
    I mean, it was undeniable. 
 
    “Despite my brother’s confidence, their advantage in numbers will force us into lying in wait for them. It would be foolish to try to meet them outside the walls. Let them come and crash against them.” 
 
    “You don’t fear the possibility of a siege?” Galen asked. 
 
    Amaranth answered for him. “It’s doubtful they’ll try that. They know I’m weakened, but surely they know I’m still alive. It will not be hard for them to guess I might recover fully, sooner or later, and they will not risk that.” 
 
    “That does give us some options,” Attia said, leaning forward and smirking a little. I didn’t let my eyes linger on her for long. “If they assault the fortress, their numbers might not be enough, especially now that Mei took out three of their strongest fighters.” 
 
    “We must assume they have some plan for that,” Adamar said, shaking his head. “Certainly, desperation might play a part in how they’re acting, but they had a plan to deal with the queen. They must have something on their sleeve.” 
 
    “Or maybe they knew this was their only chance to act.” I found myself saying, then my mouth dried a little when every eye inside the room turned to me. I shrugged and tried to relax. “I mean, they knew they had wounded Amaranth; maybe the rebels hoped for the best or knew they might not have another chance like this. We didn’t know how grave the wound was until she woke up; they were already on the move by then. Simply by getting back to her feet, Amaranth might have spoiled their plans somewhat.” 
 
    “There’s something else we need to consider.” Mei continued, following on my rationale. “And that is that we are pretty certain we got rid of all the spies they had amidst our troops. There’s no guarantee, obviously, but even if some remain, their ability to contact their masters is limited.” 
 
    Adamar frowned. “You think there’s a chance they don’t know the queen is back on her feet?” 
 
    “By now, they probably do, even if I imagine they must suspect she’s not fully healthy,” Mei answered him, shrugging. “Still, it’s too late to turn back now, isn’t it? For better or worse, they threw the dice and now have to wait to see how it falls.” 
 
    “And that means battle is inevitable.” Adamar concluded for her. 
 
    “We should stay behind our walls and let them crash against them.” Arali continued afterward, and the elven siblings exchanged a look. 
 
    “The walls are sturdy.” Lunette continued after a while, only the rapid beat of her wings showing her nervousness as she spoke. “The spells we laid among them are quite powerful, and I believe we can reinforce them further in time for any fighting to occur. They won’t hold forever, however, especially if they lob enough magic at them.” 
 
    “We’ll have to thin the number of high-level manipulators on their side.” Mei admitted to. 
 
    “And how do you intend to do that?” Adamar asked, raising an eyebrow. “You’re not really thinking of jumping down from the walls and having a go at them, are you?” Mei just looked at him until the elf realized that, yes, that seemed to be precisely the bunnygirl’s plan. He didn’t seem to be the only one to think her a fool for it, and I couldn’t say I didn’t see his point. 
 
    It was one thing for her to infiltrate a rebel camp and take out some of our enemies with the cover of darkness, quite another to think she could just attack them in plain sight and get away with it. Maybe the first time, with some surprise on her side, but she couldn’t beat an army alone. 
 
    “She might not be wrong.” Much to my surprise, it was Emily who spoke then. She straightened a little when the war council looked at her, meeting those gazes without difficulty. “Think about it, a quick strike force, maybe three or four of us, attacking with overwhelming power before retreating back to our lines. It’s not impossible.” 
 
    “Just improbable.” Adamar said, crossing his arms in front of his chest. 
 
    I couldn’t say I disagreed with him, mainly because I knew the glint in Emily’s eyes and understood she meant to be one of those taking part in that stunt. 
 
    “No, really, think about it.” Emily continued, getting a bit too much into the argument. “How do you think the rebels will position their troops?” She seemed to wait for an answer, yet Adamar just blinked at her, so she closed her eyes and gestured toward the center of the table. 
 
    I gaped a little when I realized what she was doing. It was foolish of me not to consider the possibility before. I knew people could manipulate light. Hell, I could control light, but I never even thought of creating a hologram with it. 
 
    On top of the table, a visage of the fortress and the surrounding area could be seen, and I could only marvel at the amount of focus Emily would have to put into that construct to manipulate the light in such a precise manner. “Which direction they’ll come from?” Emily asked the room, even though she already knew the answer. 
 
    “North.” One of the soldiers pointed out, gesturing for where we expected the rebels to come from. 
 
    “And West.” Adamar pointed out. “They won’t attack just the walls; they have to attempt to breach the main gate as well. They’ll extend their army over half the fortress and batter us at once. They won’t move too close to the Fairwood,” He pointed to the small woodland area to the northeast that the fairies had claimed for themselves. 
 
    It wasn’t that close to the fortress, though I could see how the rebels might be hesitant to put their troops in reach of the fairies. Tensions ran high, and even if they didn’t mean to attack the fairies, the fairies could think they would and act accordingly. And there was the fact they seemed to like us; there was always a chance one of them would become a bit more daring and attack on his or her own, and that would bring the rest of them once the rebels answered. If the noble families leading them had any kind of sense, they wouldn’t risk it. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll disperse more than that.” Adamar continued. “They don’t hold such a numeric advantage over us as to risk thinning their ranks too much. The northern wall and the main gate. That’s where they’ll hit us.” 
 
    Emily nodded at that. “And how do you think they’ll group themselves.” 
 
    Adamar blinked, seemingly not understanding her point. I think I got it, though. “You believe they won’t exactly work together, right? Like how they laid out their camp?” The rebels were united for a single cause, which was getting rid of Amaranth, and yet they didn’t like one another, and as soon as they got what they wanted, they would turn on each other, and that showed in how they had laid out their camp. It allowed us to get Mei inside after all, and if Emily was right about this… 
 
    “Each noble family will be in control of their soldiers but doing their own thing.” Daul put it in simpler words. 
 
    “Which will make them more vulnerable than if they were a more cohesive force,” Adamar replied, with a contemplative tone to his words. “It doesn’t mean Mei’s plan will work. There’s too much risk in it.” 
 
    “There’s too much risk in war,” Mei said, crossing her arms and looking almost exasperated at the elf. “We don’t need to be too daring. Take out those that show themselves above average for magic users, quick strikes with a mobile group to inflict causalities, and then pull back. If we manage to get some of the leaders, then so much the better. Even if we just take out some of their champions or their more powerful officials, it will have an impact. There’s very little that some of us can do from atop the walls. If they breached the walls, I would be able to help, but if they do that, we might already have lost.” 
 
    I could understand her point. From behind the walls, only those that could use magic at a range would have an actual use, which didn’t seem to be what Mei specialized in. And there were others that must have been like her. 
 
    Emily could stay on the walls and help. Hell, I could do that as well, even if all I could do was lob fireballs at them. I didn’t doubt Mei could do that, she was too powerful not to know such an essential skill, yet she was far more powerful using her body. 
 
    “I believe Lady Mei is right,” Galen said, his loud voice echoing inside the room, and I almost jumped at it. “Like her, my own talents would be limited from atop the wall. I’m powerful with the earth, but I need to be in contact with it to use it fully. Better for me to fight them on the ground.” 
 
    Adamar sighed and tilted his head. “I can see your points.” He turned to Lunette then. “How many gates are there on the northern wall?” 
 
    “Two small ones, barely tall enough for Galen to squeeze through, though he should manage.” The white-haired fairy immediately answered him. “We will need to block them if the rebels get too close, however.” 
 
    “And two different points for us to sally out isn’t much. Not taking into account that the rebels will quickly notice what we’re doing and plan accordingly.” He pointed out. 
 
    “Depending on who would participate in such a strike group, they might not need to,” Attia said, shrugging when the elf looked at her. “Mei could easily climb the walls up. Even Galen might be able to, especially if we have some wind user on top giving them a push.” 
 
    “This is an option we might consider. That alone won’t win us the battle.” Amaranth pointed out when it seemed most agreed with trying Mei’s idea. “What other options do we have?” 
 
    “There’s very little we can do but try to hold on until they deplete themselves.” Another soldier spoke. He was older than most, perhaps the oldest-looking person inside the room. I didn’t know what he was, though his face looked primarily human, and yet his shoulders seemed too broad. I couldn’t see the rest of his body from my position. I was pretty sure I had seen him before, and his armor was a bit more adorned than that of the other soldiers, which made me think he might be someone a bit higher up in the ranks. 
 
    Frankly, most of the soldiers I had interacted with had been Amaranth’s guards or those she sent with us on the mission to rescue Livia. And even those I didn’t know that well. 
 
    “Perhaps we’ll be able to sally out afterward and put an end to them, but they might just be able to retreat.” 
 
    It seemed apparent he wasn’t pleased about the notion. Neither of us was. We all hoped to end this conflict with this battle, after all. 
 
    “We should lay down some traps on the approach.” Arali pointed out, and everyone turned to her. “They’ll be of limited use, but every causality they inflict is one less opponent we’ll face.” 
 
    “There are some focusing arrays we could inscribe on the walls as well,” Emily continued. “Make it easier for us to attack our opponents. Some of them only need to be fed mana to work, and plenty of our soldiers can do it, even if they don’t have the skills to use the spells inscribed on them directly.” 
 
    There were nods all around the table at those suggestions. 
 
    “Hmm,” Lunette started, straightening a little when people looked at her. “There’s something else we need to take into account.” She turned to the queen then. “What should we do with the tunnel under the main gate, your majesty?” 
 
    Amaranth tilted her head at that. “Do the rebels know about it?” 
 
    Mei shrugged. “We can’t be sure, but it wouldn’t surprise me. We weren’t exactly hiding its construction. We’ll surely have to collapse it. If we had more time, we could have ensured its defenses were good enough for it not to be used against us, or at least that they wouldn’t try. As it is? It’s too much of a risk.” 
 
    I winced a bit at that, remembering the many hours the building crew spent on it, and that now seemed like they would be for naught. 
 
    “We can’t collapse all of it.” Lunette pointed out. “The entrances and exits on both sides, yes; some of its length, perhaps. Yet it runs beneath the main gates and the road leading to them. Collapsing the tunnels would affect both structures.” 
 
    “Do we really need to?” I couldn’t help but ask, wincing a little at the thought of having to build all that again after the war. Though that was only if we won, so maybe I wouldn’t mind reconstructing all that if it meant we survived. 
 
    “He might not be wrong,” Adamar said, and I blinked at him. The elf turned to Mei. “How probable is it that the rebels really know about these tunnels? If we could use them to get them by surprise and attack them from behind…” He pointed out. 
 
    Mei shrugged. “We can’t be sure, and that’s reason enough not to risk it.” 
 
    Amaranth narrowed her eyes a little. “We’ll let the tunnels remain for now.” The dragon queen said, and she did it in such a tone that everyone there just blinked at her, then nodded. Looking at her, I got the impression she was planning something, and I didn’t seem to be the only one thinking so. 
 
    “What should be done about those that won’t participate in the fighting, your majesty?” The old soldier asked once everyone fell silent. 
 
    “Send them to Fairwood.” Amaranth said without hesitation. “I doubt the rebels will attack them, and if they do, the fairies will do their best to protect them. It is the safest place around at the moment, certainly better than to keep them in our fortress or send them to the woods, unprotected.” 
 
    There were no complaints about that, and the conversation soon turned to what other defenses we could build and stuff like that. There was very little I could contribute to that, and I did try to pay attention to what most of them said. Still, I was a bit too exhausted, and it was easy to miss things. 
 
    Eventually, Amaranth called for an end to the meeting, and we dispersed with all the assigned tasks. I would be in charge of having the building crew reinforce some parts of the wall together with Lunette. The complete plans would be finalized during the afternoon, but I was pretty sure the builders would understand what needed to be done. And Lunette would be there to help as well. 
 
    My eyes met Emily’s as we left the war room, and she came to me and pressed against my front before kissing me on the lips and then turning around with a swish of her tail. I watched her go and sighed and followed with Daul and Lunette, preparing myself for what I could only imagine would be the rest of a very tiring day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    After that meeting, I would have enjoyed nothing more than to go sleep for a while, rest, and recover. We had spent the entire night on our voyage back to the fortress, met Amaranth immediately afterward, and had the war council immediately after that. 
 
    Unfortunately, time was of the essence, and we couldn’t risk not having our defenses up to snuff. And so, a few minutes after the war council was over, I found myself with Daul and Lunette, going over some blank parchments, trying to devise a schedule for what we needed to do. 
 
    I hated the thought that the streets we had spent so much time building might now be used to bring our enemies to our doors, and the same could be said for the tunnel underneath. There wasn’t anything we could do about it, not really. 
 
    We were in no condition to try to fortify what would become the city of Haven against an attack; we had to pull everyone back to the fortress. 
 
    Once we had some idea of what kind of time we had to spare and which tasks were more important, we had to gather the building crew and start to work. Everything went on better than I had hoped for. None of us wanted to die after all, and the usual complaints faded away in the knowledge of what would await us if our defenses failed. There were still some doubts about how to do certain things, but with the help of some more experienced soldiers, we fixed that well enough. 
 
    And, well, I didn’t lack volunteers. Plenty of soldiers joined us to help, and most had some experience with fortifications of the type we needed to prepare. The remaining soldiers were either training or patrolling, and I knew some were acting as scouts to avoid the rebels getting us by surprise. 
 
    We weren’t the only ones working on the defenses, either. Emily came, followed by Arali, Attia and her children, and some of the best manipulators working for the queen, and they started laying down runes atop the walls. When I asked my lover about it, she smiled. 
 
    “Some of these will deploy shiels whenever they’re fed mana. Others are arrays that allow us to discharge different constructs at the enemies. They need some finetuning, and they’re very wasteful compared to molding the mana yourself.” Emily explained, moving closer and pressing against my side. Once again, I found myself wanting to throw my armor aside and touch her a little more intimately. “Many of our soldiers can’t mold these kinds of constructs though, and this will allow them to participate in the long-ranged fighting.” 
 
    I gathered that they would function a bit like siege weapons on Earth. 
 
    With a kiss to her lips, I left Emily behind to focus on her work, returned to the builders, and tried to help them as I could, though my tiredness was fairly evident, and I didn’t end up doing much. 
 
    Oh, we made some plans to improve the defenses outside the fortress itself. We did need to clear away any natural barriers that might function as a shield for the enemy troops, and I suppose we could try to make the terrain harsher to transverse, but that was something we needed to talk about better with someone. 
 
    Daul and I were speaking a bit about what we could do to reinforce the side gates when Mei appeared in my line of sight and gestured for Daul and me to go to her. I just blinked at first, then put a hand on Daul’s shoulder and indicated the bunnygirl, and the two of us started walking toward her. 
 
    As usual, Mei didn’t waste any time. 
 
    “How are the defenses going?” She asked though I was pretty sure that was not why she came to us. 
 
    “Going reasonably well. We should have everything we need ready in time for the battle. What about you?” I asked her in turn. “Do you have your team ready?” I hoped that was not why she came to me, though I doubted it. There were far more valuable fighters for what she wanted around, and I was pretty sure she knew it. I hoped she wouldn’t try to drag Emily into it, though there was very little I could do about it if she did. My girlfriend was a fighter, and she would never allow anyone she cared for to fight alone. 
 
    She shrugged. “Not the entire team, not yet. It won’t take too long.” 
 
    Daul visibly fidgeted at that and then took a step forward. “I would like to volunteer, Lady Mei.” 
 
    I just gaped at him. I mean, maybe I shouldn’t be too surprised. Galen would be fighting beside the bunnygirl, though the centaur was a bit more impressive than my half-orc friend, even if I would never say such a thing out loud. From what I understood, Mei wanted a small team, people to hit hard and hit fast, and while I didn’t doubt Daul’s spirit or courage, I didn’t think he would fit in the mold she had in mind for her team. 
 
    Mei studied him for a while, making me fear she would tell him yes, then she shook her head. “Your talents will be better used elsewhere.” 
 
    Daul straightened a little, and I saw a glimpse of something like irritation. “My talents are useless atop the walls. I’m no archer and can’t feed one of the arrays.” 
 
    “No, but you have courage and dare when others wouldn’t. You’re not good enough to be on my team, you’ll just end up dying. You are one of the only ones I trust enough to be at Amaranth’s side during the fight. I have no doubt she’ll try something foolish; I need someone there who will tell her she’s being an idiot if she attempts something that might cost her life.” 
 
    Daul blinked at that. “You want me to tell the queen what?” Whatever courage he had felt before seemed to have wilted at the thought of telling something like that to Amaranth, and I couldn’t deny it was just a bit amusing. 
 
    Mei raised an eyebrow at him. “I want you to stop Mara from doing anything stupid. Look, I know she probably won’t listen to you, but if she’s going to be foolish, you might just convince her to be a little less foolish.” 
 
    The half-orc seemed to pale a little, then inhaled and started nodding. “I can try to do that.” Unsaid was that he very much doubted he could do anything about it. 
 
    Then Mei turned to me. I raised an eyebrow at her. “You don’t think I can stop Amaranth from doing anything stupid, do you? That doesn’t seem that easy.” 
 
    “It’s not, and that’s why you’ll have to do something even harder.” The pink-haired bunnygirl drew a breath, and she seemed to be preparing herself for a fight. “I want you to convince her to run if it seems like we’re losing.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I looked at her with wide eyes. What else was I supposed to do, exactly? 
 
    “Amaranth will try to stay to the bitter end. I’m certain we’ll win. I have faith in it. If it seems like we’re going to lose, though, I want you to convince her to run away.” 
 
    “And how do you expect me to do that?” I shook my head, denying her request almost immediately. “I certainly wouldn’t leave either, not without Emily. And I wouldn’t want to leave you behind, either.” 
 
    Mei blinked at that and shook her head. “If the walls are breached, it will be because Emily and I are already dead or close to it. There will be nothing you could do for us then, and to think there is would be foolish.” 
 
    I refused to accept that, and yet I didn’t bother trying to argue. 
 
    I crossed my arms instead. “I don’t know what makes you think I could convince her to do that.” 
 
    She shrugged. “She listens to you. She trusts you as she only trusts Emily and me. If someone else besides us could convince her to do something like this, it would be you.” I blinked at that, not really believing her for a moment. Oh, I had interacted quite a bit with Amaranth, and she seemed happy to talk to me, but to think I had any kind of hold over her? Doubtful. “And if you can’t convince her, you could always try to guilt her into it. Tell her the rest of our people depend on her, and if she dies, we will have all died for nothing.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do that.” I said and shook my head. Mei inhaled deeply, gritted her teeth, and I remembered how scary she was at times. And yet, the more I looked at her, the more I realized that the one afraid here was her. 
 
    Mei was fucking terrified for Amaranth, and my shoulders slumped when I realized it. 
 
    I mean, it was only natural, right? I wasn’t a fool, I knew quite well any of us might end up dying over the days that followed, but I had been feeling pretty confident about our chances. That Mei might not feel as optimistic as she tried to show me before shocked me, though maybe she was just planning for the worst. 
 
    “Look,” I started, shaking my head. “I can’t promise you that I’ll get Amaranth away from here. I can’t even promise I’ll be at her side when the fighting starts in truth, but if I have a chance, I’ll try to convince her to survive to fight another day. Happy?” 
 
    “No, not exactly,” Mei said, crossing her arms under her impressive chest and sighing. “I don’t think I can get any better than that, though.” She made to turn around and leave, then allowed her eyes to come to rest on my figure again. “And make sure you don’t get killed either, or Emily will never get over it.” 
 
    The bunnygirl didn’t wait for an answer, turned around, and continued on her way, and I could only shake my head and watch her go. Then I turned to Daul. “Women, right?” 
 
    He just raised his eyebrows at me, confused, and I shook my head again. 
 
    “Let’s get back to work.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    After that conversation with Mei, I couldn’t help but feel even more tired than before, but it didn’t mean I could just leave my work and go rest. Well, technically, I could, and most wouldn’t even blame me. I had been awake for close to thirty-six, thirty-seven hours already, and really, I must have looked a bit like a zombie. Still, I didn’t want to leave the rest of the building crew working alone, and I knew how important it was for us to get our defenses in order. 
 
    So I kept working until the sun started to set, and only then did I stop. Even then, some of the other guys would keep working, mostly just preparing all the stuff we needed for the following day. 
 
    “I’m going to bow out now, guys.” Most of them just blinked at my words and didn’t really pay attention to them. They had learned I used plenty of expressions from my world and just tried to navigate their meaning and looked confused at one another if they couldn’t figure it out. I had tried to avoid the habit but tired as I was, I didn’t really take that into consideration. “I mean, I’m going to stop to rest. I’m barely holding myself on my feet.” 
 
    They nodded at that, and Daul looked at me. “Want me to escort you to your room?” He asked, and his lips twitched a little. “I imagine Lady Emily won’t be happy if you fall asleep on your way to her bed.” 
 
    I glared at him and gave him the finger, though he only blinked confusedly at the gesture. They all chuckled at me as I moved away, and I promised myself to make them pay for that in time. 
 
    Daul wasn’t entirely wrong, though. The thought of my bed made me close my eyes, and I could almost imagine myself atop of it, slowly sinking into its softness and sleeping with ease. Which told me I was just a bit too exhausted because there was no other reason for me to think of my straw bed as soft. Though, if Emily was there, I would have enough softness to enjoy myself for a while. She didn’t seem to mind me falling asleep with my head against her cleavage. 
 
    I was about to enter the main building when someone called for me. “Lord Eric.” 
 
    I sighed, let my head drop, then slowly turned to face whoever had called for me. I didn’t know him, of that, I was sure. He was an orc, armored like most of Amaranth’s soldiers, and I raised an eyebrow at him. “Yes?” 
 
    “There’s something you need to see, sir.” 
 
    “You don’t need to call me that.” I said as I started walking after him, not really paying attention to where he was taking me, barely stopping myself from rubbing at my eyes. Maybe if I wasn’t so tired, I would have noticed something wrong before, but as it was, I only noticed when he led me behind one of the small shacks we had built to house equipment and then blinked when I saw nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    From the corner of my eyes, I saw a glint of something, and I reached out with one hand and tried to grab it. It didn’t help, and my eyes widened as I saw that knife come closer and closer to me, I stumbled back, and the slice that would have hit my throat ended up sparking off my armor, allowing me to survive. Almost immediately, I tried to call for help, but the orc’s hand against my mouth stopped me, and I had to struggle for my life. 
 
    Panic gave me strength, and that alone allowed me to grab onto the hand holding the knife and keep it away from my flesh, though it wasn’t exactly easy. Orcs were stronger than humans, and he was broader than me at the same time. As close as I was, with one of his hands against my mouth, pulling hard and making me wince in pain, the other trying to stick me with a knife, that I succeeded at putting my hands around his wrist and stopped him already made me feel a bit better about my chances. 
 
    We struggled against one another. His strength and position gave him an advantage that I found difficult to overcome. My armor stopped him from harming me as much as he might have otherwise, and during our struggle, we ended up falling to the ground. A huff escaped him when I fell atop of his chest, and the sound of our armors hitting one another seemed loud enough that I didn’t doubt someone heard it. It gave me hope that someone would come to save me, but I needed to survive until then, and he wasn’t making it easy on me. 
 
    I needed to focus. Activating the runes Mei had engraved on my chest might give me the strength I needed to break free, but even another bit of mana manipulation might be enough to get him away from me. Unfortunately, with his hold on me, it wasn’t exactly a straightforward process. 
 
    His armored hand against my mouth hurt, and so did the steel biting into my skin, making me flinch and making my breathing more difficult. My chest started heaving a little, and I knew that if I didn’t stop him soon, I would lose the strength I needed to keep him from sticking his knife into me. 
 
    I started trying to turn us around, putting one foot against the ground and hoping that would give me enough leverage to rock a little to the side, though his grip was too firm for that. 
 
    In something like desperation, I struggled once more and managed to push my head a bit forward, though his grip still pulled me back. And then I had a sudden bout of inspiration and let him. Hell, I even helped, throwing my head back simultaneously. The pain that filled me when I hit his face with the back of my head made me yelp, though, with his hand against my mouth, the sound didn’t travel far. The sound that did was the crunch his nose made when I hit him. 
 
    The orc didn’t release his grip even then, though a curse escaped him, and his grip slackened just slightly. It was just about enough for me to push my head forward and pull it back again, hitting him again. 
 
    Not that the hits were doing me any good either, but his grip slackened a bit more, and I pulled and pushed and tried to turn, and somehow, I dislodged his hand, opened my mouth, and didn’t hesitate. “Help!” I cried out loudly, managing to focus just a bit of my mana and making fire appear around his knife until it became so hot he had to let it go, and my chances of survival raised just a bit more. 
 
    We struggled again, and I managed to turn around and face him, though the sight of his face gave me a bit of pause. Orcs weren’t beautiful in the least, but the rage molding his features and the blood from his broken nose did make him seem more intimidating than most. 
 
    Somehow, I got atop him, barely holding onto the hands he was trying to reach up to squeeze the life out of me with. It seemed it would only be a matter of time until he overpowered me unless I did something or someone came to help. 
 
    I heard steps moving in our direction, hoped it was someone that would be on my side, and then pulled my head back and headbutted him again, though this time with my forehead against his. 
 
    It wasn’t my best idea, I realized almost immediately when everything in sight became wavy. The orc certainly didn’t enjoy it, if the curses that escaped him were any indication, but then, I was dizzy enough I couldn’t make them all, so maybe I was wrong. I didn’t think so, however. 
 
    There was no denying it had been a bad idea, though. 
 
    Spots appeared in my vision, and everything started swaying around me, though I was probably the one doing the swaying. I tried to get to my feet and then to take a step back, and when I really focused on my surroundings, I was on my back, with no idea how I ended there. And the orc was getting to his feet. 
 
    Right before I lost consciousness, I saw a flash of something white to the side, and then I just closed my eyes and fell into oblivion. 
 
    I woke up again to a comfortable warmth against my side. It was a familiar warmth in some way, and I basked in it, shifted my position, drew closer to it, and that warmth settled a bit more easily against my side. 
 
    Eventually, my mind regained something like focus. When I remembered what had happened to me before I fell unconscious, I opened my eyes in something like panic, though all the tension eased away from me when my eyes fell on the source of that warmth against my side. 
 
    Emily was pressed against me, barely clothed, under the covers of our bed, and for a moment, I tried to realize if the attack by the orc had been a dream or something else. It didn’t take me long to know it had happened. My lips were sore, and so were my forehead and the back of my head, even if they weren’t as sore as I might have expected them to be after hitting a large orc with them. 
 
    I blinked, shook my head a little, and focused on my girlfriend, her beautiful face, and her delicious body. 
 
    The sight of the catgirl always managed to enchant me. I would have accused her of using some kind of spell on me if I didn’t know better, and, well, no one could deny Emily was one of the most gorgeous females around. Without really thinking about it, I reached out and started running a hand over her lavender hair and then her cat ears, and she purred in her sleep at that, shifting her position and moving a bit closer to me, and the warmth of my body, which made me look down at the rest of her. As usual, she slept almost naked, and the sight always made my heart beat a bit quicker. 
 
    Still, there was one thing that gave me pause: the dark circles under her eyes. I had never seen them before, and they worried me. And then I allowed myself to take in the rest of the room, saw the light coming from the windows, realized we must have been close to midday, and blinked. 
 
    Turning to Emily, I hesitated a bit, then decided to wake her and ask what had happened. Something must have. I tried to be soft at first, kept running a hand over her head, hoping that would be enough to wake her, but she just scrunched her face at it, looking so cute it almost gave me a heart attack. “Hey.” I called out, started shaking her a little, and she tried to burrow her face into the pillows at first but eventually opened her eyes. 
 
    The moment her eyes met mine, they widened, and the catgirl suddenly threw herself at me. Unprepared for that, I fell back into the bed with a barely clothed Emily atop me, swallowing a little at the sensation. I was wearing pants, but the rest of me was bare, and the feeling of her mostly naked frame against my chest was quite lovely and made me react in some ways. 
 
    “You’re up.” Emily said, pulling her head back to look at my face, then reaching out with one hand and caressing my cheeks. She didn’t hesitate before leaning in closer and pressing a kiss to my lips, and I kissed her back, kind of surprised at first, then turned on when she made the kiss just a bit harder, her tongue pushing against my lips and demanding entrance, which I granted her without complaint. 
 
    Eventually, she pulled back, pressed her forehead against mine, and I just held her.  
 
    I knew her well enough by now to understand just how upset she had been and how happy she was to hold me like this. And so, I just held her back, felt her frame relax against mine as time passed, and didn’t say anything, not at first. It didn’t take long for her to settle comfortably against me and start purring just a little. 
 
    My lips twitched at that, and I hated interrupting her when she was so obviously relaxed. I kind of needed to. “What happened?” 
 
    She pulled back and looked at my face. “Maybe I should ask you that.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Look, I don’t understand what happened exactly. I was coming back to bed when an orc crossed my path and told me there was something I needed to see. I didn’t even question it, I was so tired I just wanted to close my eyes and sleep, and next thing I know, he’s trying to stick a knife in me.” 
 
    Her grip tightened around me at that, and I saw her tail swish behind her in something like agitation. I put my arms around her, trying to comfort her, and she didn’t hesitate before putting her head atop my shoulder, rubbing against me, much like a cat would. Still, basically naked as she was, and with her warmth against me, I swallowed a little when I started getting hard. She didn’t miss it, pulling back and smirking at me, then leaning in and kissing me again. 
 
    Emily pulled back eventually, though; I knew we wouldn’t have a chance to have a little fun. 
 
    “Arali saved you,” Emily replied eventually. “She heard someone cry for help and reached you in time to kill the orc. We think he might have been a spy that slipped through our fingers.” 
 
    I blinked at that. “And he tried to kill me?” 
 
    Emily just shrugged in reply, then made to get up. I almost tightened my hold around her, trying to make her stay. I sighed instead and watched her get to her feet. The sight was magnificent, and I drank in the view of her, but I liked feeling her against my body. 
 
    “Amaranth wants to see you,” Emily said, moving to the closet and grabbing something to wear. “She told me to take you to her as soon as you woke up.” 
 
    I sighed, got to my feet, and realized I seemed a bit sorer than I expected. The back of my head was incredibly tender. 
 
    Emily saw me rub it and told me to stop. “The fairies used magic to heal you, but it’s better not to probe at the wounds. On any other occasion, they would insist that you remain abed for a few days, but as it is…” 
 
    With the battle ahead, there was no time to waste. 
 
    I followed her lead, got dressed as well, and then we went to see Amaranth. Right before reaching the corridor that would take us into the dragon queen’s quarters, we crossed paths with someone that made both of us still. 
 
    Arali stilled in place as well, looking from me to Emily and back again. 
 
    I hesitated for a moment, I didn’t know her well, but if what my girlfriend had said was true, she had saved my life. “Thanks.” She just blinked at me. “For saving my life, I mean.” I continued, feeling a bit foolish about my words, and the way she was looking at me didn’t exactly help. 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel I was under a microscope, being studied by some kind of scientist, and I didn’t know if it was one of the sane or insane ones. 
 
    Arali eventually shrugged. “Amaranth values you, and I wouldn’t allow a spy to live where they might work against her. You have nothing to thank me for.” 
 
    I blinked at that, then shrugged. I remembered how Mei said Arali was interested in Amaranth, though I hadn’t known all the elf seemed to care about was what was good for the blonde. Better that way, I couldn’t help but think. It meant she would do everything she could to keep the dragon queen safe; we needed that right now. 
 
    The three of us exchanged a glance for a while longer, then the white-haired elf just nodded and walked past us, and we watched her go before focusing our attention on the previous task. 
 
    Soon enough, we were knocking at Amaranth’s door and waiting for her to tell us to enter. 
 
    “Eric, nice to see you on your feet.” The blonde greeted me once I entered the room, and I answered her smile with one of my own. Something about her made people look at her and feel safe and content. Which was ironic because after seeing her in her natural form, I knew how intimidating she could be and how dangerous as well. 
 
    “Well, I’m certainly pleased that I haven’t died,” I said, shrugging. “Though I can’t imagine why a spy would want to kill me.” 
 
    The blonde tilted her head at me. “Can’t you?” 
 
    I just blinked at her, looked at Emily, and found her shaking her head at me as if she couldn’t believe how foolish I was, and it only made me all the more confused. 
 
    Amaranth sighed. “I’ve told you before, you’ve been a great help to me. People take notice of it; by now, the rebels certainly know I summoned you to this world for some reason. It doesn’t surprise me that someone tried to remove you from the board, though maybe I should have anticipated it and ensured you had some protection.” 
 
    “Surely there were more targets they could come after, people with more value than me.” 
 
    Emily narrowed her eyes at me for those words, and I cringed at the look on her face. Amaranth didn’t seem too pleased either if the way she crossed her arms and glared at me said anything. 
 
    “I know you’re saying what you truly think, Eric, and yet, too much modesty stops being a virtue and becomes something phony.” I just gawked at her for that. She shook her head and smiled. “There are some whose death would hinder me much, that is true, yet those would be far more difficult for the orc to take by surprise or even eliminate. Mei and Emily are far more powerful than you, after all. Besides my handmaidens, no other death would hurt as much as yours.” 
 
    I almost tried to deny her, then remembered her earlier words and stopped myself before I said anything I shouldn’t. I suppose I could see how my death would hurt her: her people seemed to look up to me, and the knowledge she had summoned me to help with this conflict was widespread. If I died, her army’s morale might be affected. 
 
    She shook her head, almost as if she could guess what I was thinking. “Emily would be destroyed by your death,” The blonde started softly, looking at her handmaiden and even reaching out and putting a hand on Emily’s shoulder, who smiled widely at her queen before focusing on me again. “And the rest of us would be obviously affected. Even I. We might not have interacted as much as you and Emily,” There was an amused smile on the dragon’s lips at that. “But I enjoyed our conversations, and your ideas were more helpful than you think. Your loss would be a heavy burden to bear.” 
 
    I blushed, then looked away, embarrassed. I couldn’t help myself if I was honest. Her words touched me deeply and made me realize maybe I had been a little careless with my words before. How would I feel if Emily died? If Daul or Mei did? Or even if it was Amaranth? I certainly wouldn’t be happy. I didn’t know which shape I would be immediately after. I could imagine it wouldn’t be a good one, and just before a fight, that might prove deadly. 
 
    I looked at her, then at Emily, and I eventually bowed my head at them. “I’ll try to be less of an ass in the future, your majesty.” I let my lips twitch at that, particularly when the two of them giggled in unison. The sound soothed something inside my chest and made me breathe a little easier. And right after that thought came another. “Wait, how long was I unconscious?” 
 
    “A bit over half a day, no more,” Emily answered, moving my way and pressing against my side, her arm around my lower back. “Not enough for anything to have changed overly much.” 
 
    I sighed in relief. “Well, then maybe I should return to my work on the defenses. Wouldn’t want to make it easier on them to try to kill me again or any of you.” 
 
    Amaranth nodded, her face becoming a bit more severe at those words. “Do so, and later I have something to show you. With your help, I might be able to prepare a very big surprise for our uninvited guests.” 
 
    I blinked at that, then nodded, bowed my head again at the queen, and turned to leave. Emily came with me. She had stayed behind to take care of me and ensure there were no further attempts on my life, no matter how convinced they all were that the orc was the last being in the entire fortress working for the rebels. Still, now she would help prepare the defenses again, though her work was different than mine. 
 
    A niggling curiosity about the arrays of runes they were preparing atop the battlements almost made me follow her for a bit. Still, by now, the rest of the building crew must have heard what had happened to me, and I could imagine how worried they were. 
 
    Smiles and cheers greeted me when I reached the rest of the guys and gals, though two noticeable omissions were obvious. Galen was training with his centaurs to better support Mei during the battle, but Lunette should have been there, and that she wasn’t made me curious. 
 
    I asked Daul about it after the half-orc greeted me with a slap on the back that almost threw me down. He shrugged. “The queen needed her for something. Not like we need her help much with what we’re doing. We should be able to have this ready by the end of today.” 
 
    “Good, then let’s ensure that happens.” I joined them in working, and it became easier for me to forget what happened while physically exerting myself. 
 
    Hours passed like that, we took a rest and went to eat something, returned and continued, and soon it reached a point where the work was almost all done, and we still had plenty of daylight in front of us. That was when two of Amaranth’s soldiers came to get me. I became just a bit weary at the view of them, remembering what had happened the previous night, yet these men I knew, even if only from sight. One of them had even participated in the mission to rescue Livia, and I nodded at them in greeting. 
 
    “The queen asked us to take you to her, Lord Eric.” I sighed. I should be getting used to the title by now, even if Amaranth never granted me an official one. Still, everyone called me by it, and I should take it as a sign of respect. 
 
    I gestured for them to lead, gave Daul a slight shake of my head when it seemed he would follow, and he raised an eyebrow at me, as if asking me if I was sure. I was. Amaranth had said she had something to show me. I had kind of been expecting a summons to come. That I knew the ones doing the summoning reassured me this was not another attempt to kill me. 
 
    They led me to one of the shacks near the walls, and I narrowed my eyes, but after knocking at the door, they stepped back. Amaranth peered out of the entrance, smiled at me, and bade me to enter. 
 
    I blinked but did so and felt something strange immediately after crossing the threshold. And more than that. The moment I entered the small building, I sensed something extremely powerful, a bundle of fiery mana that almost made me remember how Amaranth felt to my magical senses, but it wasn’t coming from the dragon queen. Instead, it came from the bulky vat of an orange liquid over which Lunette could be seen frowning with something like consternation. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked without really taking my eyes away from that sight, even stepping closer to it, my curiosity getting the better of me. Oh, I could tell that whatever it was certainly was incredibly dangerous, and it didn’t seem like much of a good idea to get too close to it. At the same time, something drew me in nonetheless. 
 
    “Alchemical fire.” Amaranth said with a smile. 
 
    Lunette frowned at the queen before turning to me. “A hazardous substance, and not one I would bother with, though the queen seems to have some plan for it.” 
 
    “I do.” Amaranth said, and her smile became a bit wider. It was a little intimidating if I dared to admit it. For the most part, her smiles were sincere, happy, and soft. Now I couldn’t help but think there were too many teeth to her smile, and I remembered once more that she was a dragon and, as such, very dangerous and powerful. 
 
    I frowned. “Why couldn’t I feel this from outside? Something like this would be easy to feel from anywhere in the area.” 
 
    “Alchemical fire has to be isolated from large concentrations of natural mana,” Lunette answered. “Or it can randomly combust. There’s a ward at the door stopping the mana in here from interacting with the one outside, and we ensured that the mana in this building is a bit more attuned to fire. I would say that’s not enough to assure there won’t be an ignition but makes it improbable.” 
 
    I looked from one woman to the other, not fully understanding. “So, what? Is this some kind of secret weapon to use against the rebels?” 
 
    “No.” Lunette replied, crossing her arms. 
 
    “Yes.” Amaranth said simultaneously with the white-haired fairy, which only confused me and made me look from one female to the other. 
 
    Lunette frowned at the dragon queen, while the blonde just smiled a bit more, then gestured for Lunette to speak and elaborate. 
 
    “There’s a reason al-fire isn’t used in battle, usually.” Lunette started to explain, shaking her head at the queen and turning to me. “You would need to pour it into an enchanted bottle that could stop it from harmonizing with the mana around it. It can’t be something that breaks too easily, or you risk detonating it before throwing it. It can’t be too tough, or you will never get it to explode whenever you need it. And even then, it won’t be much more powerful than a conventional fireball, not in the quantities you need to use.” She shook her head once again. “The time and mana wasted in all that would be better used to create more defensive arrays or other traps. I suppose we could put a few flasks of these in pitfalls around the battle area, though that won’t help us much.” 
 
    I turned to Amaranth, hoping to see what she had to say to that, but all I found was a grin on her lips that made her seem like the cat that ate the canary. And it frustrated Lunette, I could see. The white-haired fairy narrowed her eyes, knowing she was missing something and wondering what it was. 
 
    “I suppose there’s a limit to how many defensive arrays we can mount.” Lunette continued, pondering on the matter. 
 
    I frowned. “Why is that?” 
 
    “You risk a cascading collapse if you put too many mana arrays one after another,” Amaranth explained, her amusement at Lunette’s frustrations evident. I couldn’t deny the face the fairy was making was somewhat cute, especially on Lunette’s usually stern features. “If it gets damaged during a fight, and they certainly will, you risk them leaking the mana batteries into the surrounding arrays and overwhelming them as well, prompting them to leak in turn, and so forth, until all your defenses can fail as one. There are some precautions we can take to stop that from happening, but none are foolproof. Better to just not risk putting too many arrays close together.” 
 
    “We have enough high-quality mages that we won’t have any problem ensuring the arrays are fully charged by the time the battle starts,” Lunette admitted, narrowing her gaze at the dragon queen. “So perhaps devoting our mana to this is not as wasteful as it might otherwise be, even if, in your case, this is barely a drop in a bucket from what you can gather. Still, what use can this be?” 
 
    Amaranth shrugged. “Maybe there’s another way of delivering enough al-fire to my enemies that I don’t need to worry about enchanted flasks.” 
 
    Lunette frowned. “How?” 
 
    “What about copper pipes?” Amaranth asked, tone almost innocent. 
 
    Lunette raised an eyebrow at the other female. “And are you hoping to ask your enemies to build some pipes directly to their camps, your majesty?” Lunette’s sarcasm was obvious. 
 
    And just as evident was what Amaranth meant, though the fairy was too unbalanced to notice it. 
 
    “You mean the sewers.” I pointed out, voice faint. Lunette looked at me, blinked, then processed the words, and her eyes widened. I didn’t know exactly how dangerous this stuff was. From what Lunette had said, I could imagine it would probably be a bit like gasoline, even if far more potent. 
 
    “That…” Lunette started, then trailed off, her eyes lost in thought. 
 
    “I suppose that if you drew them into the tunnels and ignited this, you could cause quite a few deaths.” A few hundred, at least, I could imagine. “Still, should we risk allowing them into the tunnels?” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Lunette replied; Amaranth smiled again, smug. It was the first time I saw her so satisfied, and the motion made her look good. I couldn’t deny it. “It will do more than that. Even if you only fill a third of those pipes, the explosion will be enough to destroy the tunnels and everything immediately above them. The blast will project most of the earth above the tunnels and destroy the roads, expanding quite a bit further.” 
 
    That… 
 
    Part of me winced at the destruction and what would have to be the reconstruction afterward, but if it functioned as Lunette said… 
 
    It didn’t matter how many men attacked the main gates. With this, we could obliterate them all, and even if they only were a small part of the men the rebels had under their command, it would still be enough to change the conflict. 
 
    If there were more, we could win outright. 
 
    “This is why you didn’t want the tunnels destroyed,” I said, looking at Amaranth with wide eyes. “You were already planning this. Hell, you might want them to know the tunnels are there. The more men they throw at them, the more that will die when you spring the trap.” 
 
    Amaranth just looked back at me with a placid face and a small smile, and I swallowed a little. It shouldn’t surprise me, really. She was a dragon, and I should have learned not to underestimate the women I interacted with on Argent, but I didn’t think she could come up with something this devious. 
 
    I found myself looking back at the orange liquid. “So this will be our secret weapon, then.” 
 
    “Yes,” Amaranth replied, stepping forward just a little, her eyes drifting from me to Lunette and back again. “And I need you to keep quiet about it. No hint of it must reach the rebels, or the plan will fail. You can tell Emily, and I’ll tell Mei about it, but I hope we will not have to tell anyone else until the battle starts.” 
 
    I nodded. “What do you need, then? I doubt you called me here for no reason.” 
 
    “Will this work? Can you see any flaw with the plan?” 
 
    Turning to Lunette, I exchanged a glance with the fairy, then shrugged. “I don’t see why not. We aren’t using the drains so far because we haven’t finished the spells to filter the water, and we still haven’t finished the bit connecting it to the river. Everything else is ready.” 
 
    Amaranth nodded. “Then we just need to ensure they can’t detect the alchemical fire inside the pipes, and when they come, we can ensure they’ll have a very warm welcome.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    I couldn’t deny Amaranth’s plan gave me some hope. Around everyone else, I tried to be as positive as I could, even with Emily. Good morale was imperative, and it might make the difference between winning or dying, but deep down, I had my doubts. Seeing how worried Mei had been about the battle ahead hadn’t helped. The attempt on my life didn’t exactly inspire me with confidence either, though I couldn’t deny I felt a little strange about it. 
 
    It should have scared me. And it did, at the time; now I could almost shrug at the memory of it. Was I perhaps a bit in shock? Maybe. And sincerely, it didn’t matter. 
 
    The fact Amaranth had a plan that seemed like it would allow us to win the battle that would follow reassured me more than words could describe, and I faced the rest of the day in high spirits, managed to even train for half an hour with Daul, and received Emily with a smile when she returned to our room. I kissed her after that, pulled her to bed, made sweet love to her, and fell asleep with her in my arms. 
 
    The following morning, my mood wasn’t as great. I still believed in Amaranth’s plan, and telling Emily about it made the catgirl just a bit happier as well, but I realized an excellent scheme alone would not fix everything. 
 
    We would be fighting a battle, one that would prove deadly. There was a big chance that some of the people I knew ended up dying over the following days, and I needed to be prepared to face that possibility. 
 
    I knew that if Emily was one of those… 
 
    I shook my head. That couldn’t happen, no matter what. I knew I wouldn’t be able to stand at her side on the battlefield, I wasn’t good enough for that, and Amaranth would need me for her plan, but I had to have faith that at least the catgirl would survive. 
 
    I watched my girlfriend dress, got to my feet, pulled her against my front before she could leave, and kissed her. “Promise me you won’t die.” I told her afterward and tried to etch a smile as I did it. She obviously wasn’t reassured by it. 
 
    Still, from her face, I knew she understood. “Only if you promise me the same.” Emily replied in a tone of voice that was far somber than her usual one, then leaned in and pressed a peck to my lips. I closed my eyes and leaned into it. 
 
    I shouldn’t be feeling so glum; we had a chance at victory, and we still had at least a day until the fighting would reach our doorsteps, so it wasn’t as if I wouldn’t see Emily again, and yet I couldn’t help but worry. 
 
    With a sigh, I watched her leave our bedroom, stretched and dressed myself, and followed the same path just a few minutes later. 
 
    There wasn’t much I needed to do. We had finished with most of the defensive work the previous day, and instead of worrying about just trying new things that might just hinder us during the battle, we decided to give the guys a rest. Many of them would be fighting the next day, and being rested would be essential, specifically if the battle prolonged itself for a good while, which it might. 
 
    I went to check the drains. Everything should be in order, and Lunette had assured me she would make sure of it the previous day, but our plan depended on them. I actually found the white-haired fairy doing the same thing I did, though she was also inscribing some tiny runes on the sides of the pipes. 
 
    “Eric.” She greeted me with a smile when she saw me. 
 
    “Lunette,” I answered back in kind, paid attention to her work, and narrowed my eyes slightly. “Are those anchoring the spell that will hide the alchemical fire?” I could feel some effect taking hold around them, making my senses just a bit muddled. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. Not many of them will be needed. Amid the fighting, most wouldn’t notice the potency of the al-fire, especially if it is sufficiently dispersed all along the pipes. Still, this will make it even more difficult to notice there is something dangerous in the area.” She turned to me and then tilted her head. “Have you studied runes yet?” 
 
    “Nope,” I shook my head. “Emily wants me to master at least one element before advancing towards something like that, and I’m still trying to learn internal manipulation from Mei. It might be years before I start to explore something like this.” 
 
    Lunette nodded at that. “It is a long process to become truly familiar with magic. I believe you can do it, should you wish. You’re a smart young man.” 
 
    I blinked at that. “Thanks.” 
 
    I watched her work in silence for a bit longer, then sighed. There was very little I could do to help her, no matter how much I might wish for it. And she didn’t seem worried, which made me think she could take care of what was needed on her own. Then I remembered something and hesitated before asking. “Will you be here when the fighting starts?” I asked her, feeling it might be a bit indiscreet on my part, especially when she froze. 
 
    She turned to me and bit her lower lip. “Arianna would prefer us to be with her in Fairwood, and I’m not much of a fighter.” 
 
    “Good,” I said and smiled when her eyes widened. I almost reached out and poised a hand on her shoulder, realized how small it was, and ended up patting her on the head, which might have pissed her at any other time, but it only made her blink confusedly at me at that moment. “You’re a friend, Lunette, and I prefer you to be safe and sound instead of in the thick of battle.” 
 
    I might have said she almost let a tear escape if I didn't know any better. “I would wish the same for you, yet I know better by now.” She said eventually, shaking her head and giving me a small smile. “Do try to keep yourself as safe as possible, yes?” 
 
    “I’ll try my best.” Unsaid was that it might not be enough, but then, Lunette knew that. 
 
    I said my goodbyes and left her behind, thinking about the other friends I had made over the previous months and how I might just lose them in the coming battle. With that thought followed another. Why not seek them out? Talk to them one last time, at least. It was a bit of a morbid thought in part, but I might just find myself losing my life over the following days, and maybe I wanted to talk to them first. Not to say my goodbyes, no, but perhaps something close to it. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to realize I wasn’t the only one with a similar idea. A little all over the place, I could see the people sworn to Amaranth greeting one another, talking with ease, even laughing a little. Everyone was nervous. How couldn’t they be with the situation as it was? Like me, they understood there was nothing to be done, only wait, and that this was our chance to relax a little before the battle, and they took it. 
 
    I drifted towards the training area, intending to greet Galen, who had been training hard since he discovered he would be on Mei’s team. And I got lucky because when I reached there, I saw Daul watching the centaurs practicing. I didn’t hesitate before moving his way. He turned to me when he heard the noise of my steps and took hold of my arm when I extended it to him. We didn’t say anything; that interaction was enough for him to know what I was there for. 
 
    Deep down, Daul could be quite stoic. I was pretty sure we would have stayed there in silence and watched the centaurs train if Galen hadn’t noticed our presence and moved towards us with a huge smile on his lips. “Friends, welcome.” The centaur seemed really happy, and I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate before reaching our side and patting us on the back, though what was a pat for Galen almost sent the two of us crashing down. Daul sent the other man a glare for that, then shook his head. I didn’t bother being surprised. Galen was like that, loud and happy and joyous, and it seemed the thought of the battle ahead hadn’t robbed him of that. 
 
    “Have you come to train?” He asked then, looking from me to Daul and back again. 
 
    “No, just walking around, talking to people. You know, just in case.” 
 
    Galen nodded his head quickly enough. “I understand. I might do the same later and greet the rest of the crew. It has been a few days since I’ve talked much with them; too busy with my training. Perhaps it is time for me to rest. Tomorrow, we should have our battle.” 
 
    “That’s confirmed?” I asked. It was what we had expected, about three days for them to reach us, though something could have changed. 
 
    “One of the scouts told me so. I’m pretty sure the queen will make an announcement later today. Tomorrow morning our enemies should be within sight of the fortress.” 
 
    I sighed. “And we will battle them.” 
 
    Galen smiled. There was perhaps a tint of sadness to that smile. “It is what it is. They rebelled against our queen and now attack our hold. We shall defend ourselves and defeat them in one glorious battle. No, one glorious victory, that is what it shall be.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you’re right.” I told him with a smile, even if I certainly didn’t feel as confident as he did. Though, maybe his confidence was just bravado. 
 
    Daul crossed his arms, and I couldn’t help but think he looked morose. “At least you’ll be beside Lady Mei, right in the middle of the action.” 
 
    Galen blinked at the half-orc, then patted him on the back again, which Daul withstood far more easily this time. “Glory can be found even in the simplest of tasks, my friend. Opportunity will appear for you to show your mettle; you can be sure of it.” 
 
    Daul gave the other man a nod. He didn’t say anything, and as stoic as he usually was, it wasn’t exactly easy to read him, though he seemed touched by the centaur’s words. It didn’t surprise me, really. Most gave Daul plenty of shit and thought him less than he was simply because he was half-orc. Orcs didn’t seem to be very liked by the other races, and they didn’t want him near them because they could tell he was different, even if he looked just like them to my eyes. 
 
    Galen didn’t care about that, neither did I. And if any of the rest of the building crew did, they kept it close to the chest. It meant we were some of the only genuine friends Daul had gotten to experience, and that made the half-orc a bit emotional at times. Well, emotional for him, which meant he might just shift in place a little or look away for a few moments and seem focused on something else. Not more than that. 
 
    The three of us talked for a while, but eventually, I left them. There were other people I wanted to speak with and greet. I sought out some of the other members of the building crew, talked and joked with them, eventually leaving them behind as well. 
 
    Everyone seemed nervous, yet spirits remained primarily high. In a way, the thought of getting over to the fighting might make people a little less tense. Oh, we would be fighting for our lives the following day, and perhaps days, if the battle stretched for that long. Still, the wait was almost over. 
 
    I was about to turn back to return to the central building when I caught sight of someone else, and I hesitated before going to him. Adamar blinked at me when he caught sight of me, realized I was moving his way, and waited. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hello.” He said and blinked at me. I hesitated; I barely knew the man, and we hadn’t really fought beside one another; by the time he reached us when we rescued Livia, the fighting was almost over. Still, he was Emily’s childhood friend, and he helped us. The least I could do was try to be courteous. 
 
    I hesitated once again, then extended my arm. “Be careful tomorrow. Emily would hate it if anything happened to you.” 
 
    He took hold of my arm and nodded. “I could say the same to you.” 
 
    I nodded at that. “Yes, but I won’t be part of Mei’s team. You will. It’s a far more dangerous job.” 
 
    The elf sighed at that and ran a hand over his white hair. “Yes, well, she needed more people, and I can admit her plan does have some merit. And I’m strongest in close range, even if I’m quite a good archer. Hopefully, we won’t need to sally out many times, and if we do, at least I’ll know I’ll be contributing to keeping my sister safe.” 
 
    “She’ll be on the wall?” 
 
    “She will, though she wanted to go with me,” Adamar said and smiled a little at the thought of his sister. “Still, unlike me, she’s strongest with range and will be far more useful atop the walls.” 
 
    “Well, then, let’s ensure the women we care about make it through this.” I said, reaching out with my hand once again, and he didn’t hesitate before clasping it. 
 
    Seeing as I barely knew him, I couldn’t help but think the talk hadn’t been that bad. 
 
    One glance at the sky showed me it won’t take long until the sun would start to set, and I started making my way to my room. The sooner I lay down, the more I could rest before the battle tomorrow, and, well, if Emily was there, I wouldn’t mind spending some time with my lovely catgirl before bed. I refused to truly consider it might be the last time I was with her, but I couldn’t wholly delude myself either. 
 
    When I reached the floor where my room was, I crossed paths with someone I wasn’t expecting. Well, three someones, though the one in front was the one that gave me pause. When she saw me, Attia stilled as well. Once upon a time, I had felt drawn to her, and it didn’t help that it seemed like she had been drawn to me as well. 
 
    We even kissed, and I started to feel something for her. Not nearly as much as I felt for Emily, even then, though I couldn’t deny there was a mutual interest between us. That was before she tried to kill me. Before I discovered she was Emily’s aunt. 
 
    It didn’t change the fact that Attia was incredibly gorgeous, but then all catgirls seemed to be. And she had tried to kill me because she thought it would help her rescue her daughters, which I believed had been a bit of a harebrained scheme, though from what Emily told me, Attia wasn’t very rational when it came to those she loved. She was the type of person who was willing to burn the world down if it meant the people she loved were safe. 
 
    Now… 
 
    Our eyes met, and she stilled. She was gorgeous, and I couldn’t deny that a part of me appreciated her beauty very much. The sight of her hurt as well. It was confusing, and I kind of hated it. And yet… 
 
    She had helped me once, and I could understand why she had done what she did, even if I still thought it a foolish idea. “Attia.” I said, greeting her with a nod. I didn’t believe I could do more than that while remaining courteous. Still, I could try to let it transpire that I didn’t want her to die; after all, that was true. My feelings for her were complicated, but I didn’t want her to die, especially knowing what it would do to Emily. 
 
    Alba and Livia came behind their mother, and the pink-haired catgirl smiled when she saw me. “Eric.” She walked past her mother, stopped right in front of me, reached out and hugged me quickly, and then pulled back. “Nice to see you. We just came from your room; we talked with Emily for a while, preparing the last plans for the battle. The three of us will be atop the walls with her.” 
 
    “It’s nice to see you too, Livia. Alba.” I said, nodding at the white-haired catgirl that had stopped beside her mother, and Alba nodded back at me. I didn’t know her as well as I did Livia, but then, I hadn’t met her long. Not that it had been long since I met Livia. We had fought side by side though, and I had helped save her life. That made it seem longer. I turned and focused on Livia once again. “Be careful out there, you hear? I don’t want anything to happen to you. To any of you.” I said, looking at Alba and then at Attia. 
 
    The blonde’s eyes seemed to brighten just a bit more at that, and she gave me a small smile that resembled the familiar smirks she always used to have on her lips and that had vanished after what happened between us. At least they had disappeared when I was with her. 
 
    They nodded at me, waved their goodbyes, and left, and I watched them do it, shook my head, and started making the way back to my room. If what they were saying was true, Emily was already there, and I couldn’t wait to hold her in my arms. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Emily was in our room, face down on the bed, her tail swishing in the air behind her, and I couldn’t stop from appreciating the sight of her when I opened the door. Her head swiveled enough for her eyes to come to rest on me, and a slight smirk took hold of her lips. 
 
    I entered the room, closed the door behind me, and locked it without hesitation. I recognized the familiar fire in her eyes and knew what was coming. I wanted it as well, no matter what. 
 
    Her metallic grey eyes seemed to shine with her arousal, and she didn’t hesitate before getting to her feet and starting to discard her clothes, making me marvel at the beauty of her female body. For the most part, catgirls looked like human women, though with cat ears, a tail, and claws that could be pretty sharp when Emily wished them to. And yet, no one would ever confuse her for a human. There was a kind of otherworldly beauty to catgirls, something one would have to be blind to miss. 
 
    My mouth got dry when her breasts bounced free, and I allowed my eyes to follow their motion, marveling at the sight. Those breasts were enormous, far bigger than any I had seen on any human woman. I enjoyed the view of them, and that was nothing compared to what I felt when I held them in my hands. 
 
    And the breasts weren’t the only thing Emily put on display. She bared herself completely, then stretched to her full height, allowing me to drink in on the sight of her. I wanted her. 
 
    I wanted her as I had never wanted anyone before, and I wanted her even more with each day that passed. The thought that this might be the last night we were together only made me desire her even more, but then I shook my head and pushed that thought aside. I couldn’t allow it to take hold of me. Emily would be safe, Amaranth’s plan would work, and we would get to enjoy ourselves another day. 
 
    It didn’t mean we couldn’t enjoy ourselves now. 
 
    Without hesitation, I started undoing the buttons of my shirt, though I stopped when Emily began moving my way, her hips strutting from side to side. “Allow me.” She said, smirking at the obvious desire she could see in my face, then leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to my lips. That was just the start. 
 
    Soon enough, my shirt was open, and she pressed against me, making me groan at the sensation of her bare breasts against my chest, making me want her. I almost grabbed her and pulled her closer, but I knew her well enough to say she wanted to play a little and allowed her to do as she wished. 
 
    Her lips pressed another kiss to my mouth, then she started kissing my throat, slowly moving down. She lingered for a long time on my chest, shifting positions and kissing my stomach, collarbone, or pectorals. After, her tongue started trailing against me, her eyes turning to look up, both of us knowing it was only a matter of time until she dared to move lower, kneeled in front of me, and used her mouth to please another part of my anatomy. 
 
    Still, it seemed she wanted to tease and make as many groans and moans escape from me as she could before becoming more daring. It reached a point I couldn’t take it anymore and grabbed hold of her frame, pulled her tighter against me, and kissed her, turning the tables on her and allowing my hands to move over her frame, making her moan and groan in turn. I led us to the bed, made her sit on the edge, and then kneeled in front of her, reaching forward and kissing one of her breasts, then the other, before focusing my attention on one of those nipples and suckling until I had her panting with need. 
 
    “Please.” She arched as she begged me, and I smirked a little as I continued suckling on her nipple, ignoring how she pushed at my head, trying to make me go lower. She had teased me before; now, it was time for her to know how it felt. 
 
    Still, eventually, I had pity on her and started moving down, leaving behind her breasts and starting to kiss her stomach, her belly, and ultimately reaching what both of us wanted. 
 
    Her moans increased in volume when I focused my attention on her core, and I thanked the fact that she had warded our room against sound because, otherwise, everyone close to our position would know what was happening. I did my best to make her enjoy herself; by now, I knew her well enough to know my way around her body. With my lips tight against her pleasure button and my fingers giving some help, I made her come quickly enough. 
 
    I loved the sight of Emily during orgasm. Her face scrunched up in a curious way, and the little gasps that escaped her as she enjoyed made her sound so lewd. When the rush passed, her eyes turned to me, and she seemed even more hungry than before. 
 
    I yelped in surprise when she grabbed me and pulled me into the bed and again when she kissed me. There was a hunger there that was undeniable, and I could only let her do as she wished, kiss her back, and try to prepare myself for what would follow. 
 
    She moved down my body afterward, and it didn’t take her long to pull off my pants, then bare my rod. I threw my head back at the sensation of her lips against me, and moans flowed out of me when her head started bobbing, taking me deeper into her. 
 
    I ran my hand over her head as she did that, marveling at the softness of her cat ears and hair color. Then she started moving faster, and I lost myself in the pleasure her motions gave me. She didn’t stop until I reached my peak, and I slumped down into the bed after that. 
 
    The softness of her body against mine made me focus once more, and I turned to her, pulled her close, and pressed a kiss to one of her breasts, then the other. I kissed her neck, collarbone, and even the top of her head, slowly putting her on her back simultaneously. I wanted her, I wanted her completely, and she wanted me just as much. 
 
    Her legs easily parted when I tried to position myself between them, and I leaned down to press a kiss against one of her breasts before looking at her face. She was the one that reached between our bodies and took hold of my length, directing me against her core. When I felt her flesh against mine, I thrust and buried several inches into her. 
 
    Emily moaned at that, she put her arms around my frame and pulled me tighter against her, and I replied by starting to move faster, wanting her to feel as much joy as I did. Our eyes met, and she threw her head back when the pleasure became too great, especially once I let one of my hands down and started playing with her breasts, then went even lower and pressed against her pleasure button. 
 
    It was only a matter of time until my girlfriend enjoyed again, and I didn’t stop, started moving even faster, and felt my own pleasure threaten to come as well. I managed to last long enough to make us enjoy as one, and I held her as the pleasure washed over us. 
 
    We lay against one another after that, and I felt safe, warm, and content, and I even managed to forget about what could be our impending doom for a few long moments. 
 
    “I wished we could stay like this forever.” I muttered, not really thinking about the words, just happy with having her at my side. 
 
    Emily raised her head from the bed and looked at me. “Do you mean it?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “Is there any doubt?” I reached out, took hold of her face between my hands, and pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “I would spend every moment of my life at your side if I could. Hell, I would marry you now, today, if you wished me to.” 
 
    Her smile was unmistakable. “That sounds nice.” She hesitated then. “What about children? Would you want to have a child with me?” 
 
    I blinked. “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Most males aren’t comfortable with catgirls for daughters. We tend to be a little wild when we’re younger.” 
 
    Knowing what I did about her and taking into account the other catgirls that I knew, the thought of having a catgirl for a daughter became a little more daunting. For Emily? For me as well? I grabbed hold of her face a little tighter and smiled. “I want to have children with you one day. I want to be happy at your side. I want you.” 
 
    She saw the truth of my words in my eyes, kissed me hard, then climbed into my lap. From that to her riding me, it was only a matter of time before we enjoyed each other again. It wasn’t the last time we did that during that night, and we only really stopped when we were too exhausted for more, which might not be the best idea, taking into account what was coming, but we couldn’t stop ourselves. 
 
    And then we slept, holding each other as we did it, her naked frame against mine. 
 
    I couldn’t lose her, I thought as I eyed her before closing my eyes. 
 
    I wouldn’t lose her. 
 
    The following day, the war reached our walls. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    The rebels arrived a few hours past dawn, and seeing them in the distance gave me pause. I couldn’t help it, really. And yet, it surprised me how little nervous I was. Maybe it would change later. 
 
    I was fucking nervous, though a part of me had feared I would panic at the sight of them, and while my hands and legs shook a little at the beginning, eventually, I got over it. It might have helped that it would still take them hours to close the distance toward us. 
 
    I asked Emily about it. 
 
    “They need to prepare their own defenses.” The catgirl explained. “Without a steady surface like our walls, they’re limited in what they can do in terms of runic magic. Arrays like the ones we put on the walls are too complex to move around. They need to get by with simpler magics.” 
 
    Still, slowly, very slowly, they closed the distance towards us, though they stopped about three-quarter miles away from us, well out of range from most magic. 
 
    After we spent some time on the walls, Amaranth joined Emily and me though the catgirl’s glance indicated perfectly well she would have preferred it if the dragon queen wasn’t in sight of their enemies. The blonde ignored the glance. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she studied her enemies. “They’re going to concentrate the attack on the northern wall.” 
 
    I blinked at her, then looked toward the enemy in the distance, and realized she was right. If they had meant to attack the main gate, they should already be stretching their soldiers toward that area. It didn’t seem they would do that from the start. I almost cursed. 
 
    Our plan hinged on them trying to attack from the front as well, that was where the al-fire would be poured into the pipes, and we would hopefully blow them up. If they focused their entire force on the northern wall… 
 
    Emily looked at our surroundings, then leaned in to whisper close to Amaranth’s ear. “Surely, they don’t know about our trap?” 
 
    “I doubt it. They must feel confident they’ll be able to break through here. We’ll need to prove them wrong first.” The dragon queen said confidently, and I could only hope she was right. 
 
    “Our defenses are strong,” Emily said, nodding as she turned to look at the rebels. “And if they only attack in this direction, we can focus most of our force in this area.” 
 
    Amaranth nodded, then looked at the central tower and tilted her head to the side. “I wonder if we can build some small arrays around some of the windows and put a few more mages there. They won’t be able to provide any accurate firepower, but to suppress the enemies…” 
 
    “It could work. I’ll send Alba with you.” 
 
    The blonde blinked at the other female. “I do know how to trace runic arrays, you know?” 
 
    “Yes, you do. With Alba there, you’ll do it faster and without tiring yourself as much.” 
 
    No matter how much Amaranth wanted to complain about that, she only sighed and nodded, then left with the white-haired catgirl after Emily called for her. Daul, who had been following after the blonde, keeping watch on her, looked from me to the queen and back again, then nodded at me, something almost like a plea to be careful in his eyes. Or at least, that was what I wanted to believe he was telling me. Maybe he wouldn’t put it in such words. 
 
    Midday came, and the enemy had barely closed any of the distance that remained, and we took the chance to eat something, and then, about half an hour after that, the first attack came. 
 
    It wasn’t much of one, but from what I understood, it wasn’t supposed to be. Small teams of six or seven soldiers moved forward, trying to use the terrain to approach as close as they could to our lines, using earth magic to smooth the path the main army would have to take later and raising barriers made of earth that would hinder our attempts to return fire. Not that we let them do so without blowback. We didn’t use the runic arrays mounted atop of the walls yet. It would be a waste of energy against these small groups, which seemed to indicate that was precisely why they moved like this. 
 
    Our fire on them focused on arrows and fireballs, with a mix of some other spells here and there. They were far enough away that most missed. We couldn’t allow them to do as they wished, either. The defenses they were building weren’t exactly good, but they would hinder us nonetheless. 
 
    Still, we had known the rebels were going to do that. Part of our efforts preparing the defenses had been focused on hindering their movements, on ensuring there was nothing that could function as a natural barrier to protect their advances. Obviously, the enemy needed to do what they could to ensure they would have as little difficulty approaching the fortress as they wished. 
 
    And we had prepared for that. I watched as one of the groups raising a mound of earth stumbled into one of the hidden runes Emily’s people had put out there, one that would only activate in the presence of earth mana being manipulated around it, and it exploded, killing at least three members of the group, injuring the others. 
 
    These were the first causalities. Most of our attempts to hit them were sparse. They were still too far away, but the closer they came to our walls, the more some of the mages took potshots at them and even some of the archers as well. 
 
    At first, I thought archers would be useless in a war like this. Why not focus on more magic? Sure, some couldn’t use it, but would archers really be that valuable? The answer was yes, though not directly. 
 
    They were quite capable of killing some of the enemy soldiers despite requiring quite a significant number of arrows. Between their armor, shields, and magic, our opponents were a hardy bunch. That was where things got interesting: to protect against the arrows, our enemies would need to use magic and waste some of their energy. Most mages couldn’t sustain a continuous shield, which meant that after a short burst of magic, they would be somewhat vulnerable, and our mages might be able to take them out. 
 
    When Emily explained to me during one of the previous days as I tried to understand a bit of how the battle would be fought, I didn’t quite get it, but eventually, I understood. In conflicts like these, those with a talent for mana manipulation were usually relegated to specific duties and rarely deviated from them. 
 
    Some, like most of the ones making part of the first wave of attack, had specialties in earth manipulation, and their duty was to prepare the defenses they would use against us and make their path forward as smooth as possible. With them, there came at least three soldiers carrying shields, which were only there to protect them against any arrows that came their way. The last member of each team was someone capable of creating shields, though from what I could see, they could do it in different manners.  
 
    Some of them seemed to make the air harden around their charges, protecting them that way. Others used light to make an energy barrier of some kind, much like the ones Emily used, even if not as smooth looking. And one even seemed to be using some type of shadow for a similar effect. 
 
    When the group containing that mage got a little closer, Emily gestured with her head for the archers near her to attack them, and quickly enough, arrows were moving their way. The mage raised a hand and covered them, but just as he lowered it, a slim lightning bolt hit him right in the chest, punching a hole through his body and making him gasp before he dropped down. 
 
    Emily put her hand down, and I swallowed. He had been around two, three hundred yards away from us, but that hadn’t saved him from my girlfriend. That was the advantage the walls would give us. Oh, they weren’t the tallest walls in the world, and really, if our enemies got to us with their ladders, they could easily climb them, but the advantage point they gave us was quite obvious, and it would make it far more difficult for our enemies to attack us. 
 
    What followed, I could only call a grind. The closer the enemy teams came to us, the more accurate our attacks became, and the more of them started dropping dead. Emily rarely attacked, knowing the thick of the fighting would come later, but she didn’t waste the chance to kill the enemy manipulators whenever she got a shot. And her bolts were accurate and effective enough that she rarely failed in taking their shielders out, and once that happened, the other mages atop the wall usually ended up putting an end to the group in short order. Without magical shielding, a single fireball was most often than not enough to put an end to the remaining group. 
 
    A few stragglers managed to retreat to the main lines of their army here and there. It was still a massacre; there was no other word for it. Not that it stopped the rebels from sending more and more teams to do the same, and I started to realize that, in a way, there wasn’t much difference between this battle and what a battle back on earth might be like. 
 
    In the end, most often than not, it was a matter of logistics. In this battle, it was no different. These armies didn’t rely on fuel, and ammunition wasn’t as necessary as it was back on earth, but the amount of mana they threw at one another also counted. We killed many of theirs as they tried to undo some of the obstacles we set up out there, but we spent quite a bit of mana to do it, much more than it would have been required if their positions weren’t that sparse in numbers. And eventually, they succeeded at their objective, and the remaining groups pulled back. 
 
    They left perhaps two hundred and fifty of their dead behind, but they smoothed most of their approach, raised many barriers to protect them from our heavier attacks, and made us waste more energy. Still, most of our mages wouldn’t take long to recover their full strength. It was only a matter of time. Time they knew not to give us. They waited for just a few minutes once their men retreated, probably wondering if they should attempt anything else. Eventually they decided to move in truth, their army slowly approaching. 
 
    They dispersed as they did it, not wishing to give a massive target for our siege spells to hit, and I couldn’t deny it was kind of impressive to watch them come. Terrifying as well but impressive. It made me remember being on the beach and watching a wave come, crash against the sand, and spread to the sides. That was what happened with them now. 
 
    I watched as Emily drew a breath, then the catgirl turned to me. “I love you.” 
 
    If it wasn’t for the sight in front of us, I would pull her closer and kiss her, but we needed to focus on the enemy. I still looked at her. “I love you too.” 
 
    That made her grin, and she turned to the enemy once more. 
 
    A pounding sound came from the rebels, and I wondered if they had some kind of drums with them, then realized they were using magic to project that sound, to coordinate their troops with it. Readily apparent became that this was not a single army in front of us, and my eyes sharpened as I noticed it. They moved more or less as one, but the different colors and the larger grouping of the lesser groups were obvious. 
 
    Once again, I was reminded that these rebels didn’t trust one another. They had an enemy in common, Amaranth, but that didn’t mean they liked one another either. And it was obvious that even now, they were playing some games against one another. Some of the troops stayed a bit further back, less eager for the glory and all too willing to preserve their lives. The ones in front seemed not to care about that, probably thinking they could overwhelm us by themselves, or the rebels that commanded them simply didn’t care about the lives of the common soldiers under their command. 
 
    I kind of regretted not having asked Emily a bit more about the nobles controlling the rebels. I knew about House Caelleris, but I had interacted with their people before. The others? I had no clue about them. I mean, it didn’t change anything, not really. It wasn’t as if I would be playing politics with them, and during a fight knowing who each soldier was beholden to didn’t exactly matter. Still, it would have been easier if I could put a name to them. 
 
    Slowly, their lines approached, and eventually, they got close enough that Emily gave the go-ahead for the runic arrays to be used. They didn’t fire them all at once. It was better to keep a semi-permanent staccato of attacks than a big blast and then a long period of time without anything. It ensured our enemies moved more slowly, giving the rest of us a chance to push our attacks. 
 
    Not all runic arrays were the same. The first ones to be used, I could only think of them as big fuck off lasers. As in, whatever they hit would definitively be fucking off to another place. At least, that had been what I was expecting to happen. And it did, to the first group hit by them. Even then, I saw the light manipulation lose coherence when it reached closer to the target, but it was not enough to save the lives of the fifty men it crashed into, blasting them away from existence without seemingly any effort. 
 
    The second group was far luckier. Their attempts at dispersing the light mana functioned much better, and the laser lost coherence. Still, it splintered into smaller discharges of light and killed men as well. The second and third arrays sent almost invisible blasts, and their attack was far more widespread. The mana used in those was that of air, and it wasn’t an attack meant to kill, not directly, at least. It was harder to disperse, and the effects were quite noticeable as it hit before the enemy lines. It almost seemed as if titanic gusts hit the land in front of the enemy army, sending large amounts of dust and small stones their way. It furrowed into the soil, undoing part of the work they had lost those initial men for and coating most of the forward lines in grime. 
 
    It wasn’t an attack to kill, but it would affect them nonetheless. Dust would find its way into their eyes and lungs; it would fill their armor and make it uncomfortable to move. With some luck, some of the little stones that had followed the dust would cut them up and cause bruises. 
 
    It wasn’t much, not really, and it wasn’t meant to. It was a kind of attack they could do very little to stop. Some of the mana shields they cast helped a bit, but the dust cloud from the attack spread wide, and their protections didn’t cover the entirety of their army. 
 
    And that they cast them to dull the effect of the dust on the troops only ensured they had far more difficulty stopping the following attack. 
 
    The last four big runic arrays were all the same. There were smaller runic arrays spread over the walls, though these were meant either for shielding or for attacks on smaller groups. The big ones were eight in total. And the last four were fiery, so to say. They didn’t fire out in a large burst; instead, once activated, each runic array created what must have been close to a hundred fireballs, about the same size I could make, and these immediately rushed to the army in front of us. 
 
    The fireballs weren’t aimed, not really. There were too many of them for that, you just pointed the runes in the directions you wanted the attack to go, and it would cover the area, more or less. 
 
    And now, about four hundred fireballs that exploded with about the same strength as a small grenade rushed towards the enemy lines. It was a massacre. Between the dust still covering their visibility and the energy they spent on the shields to protect them from that dust, most of the fireballs hit against unshielded targets, and the results could only be called bloody. Plenty of fireballs also failed their mark, but even those made more furrows into the earth and created even more dust, so it wasn’t a waste. 
 
    By the time the dirt started to clear, it was easy to see the disorganized front lines of the rebel army and the many bodies on the ground. 
 
    And soon enough, the first runic arrays were prepared to fire again. 
 
    Yet, despite all that, the rebels gathered themselves and pushed a bit closer to our position, unwilling to let the blood that was spilled be in vain, and it obviously reached a point where they could start lobbing magic and arrows back at us, which they did. 
 
    I just blinked when I felt a fireball splash against the walls close to our position, shook my head, and regained some of my senses, dropping down behind cover, most of the men and women around me doing the same. Watching the carnage the runic arrays had provoked had been almost hypnotic, but now the fighting started for real. Both sides would be shooting at one another, and death was very much on the table for all of us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    As the enemy got closer to our walls, the runic arrays lost some of their effectiveness. They were big weapons, meant to be used against large concentrations of troops. As the rebels spread a little all over the northern flank of the fortress, the number of targets worthy of those weapons diminished quite a bit. 
 
    The wind blasters once again proved useful, but the drawback was that they started hindering our line of sight as well. The fireballs were still very dangerous, but now that they were prepared for them, the rebels had more than enough beings capable of manipulating fire mana that most of them were safely turned away. They still claimed lives, and the effort their mana manipulators had to use to turn them away was an effort they didn’t get to use to attack us, but it didn’t have the same effect as before. 
 
    And it wasn’t as if they didn’t turn their attention to those arrays, targeting them with prejudice. 
 
    Fire was the weapon of choice on a battlefield, it seemed. It was one of the more accessible elements to use, and it became obvious when I cast my glance around and watched as balls of fire were thrown all over the place. I joined in. I should have retreated already, Amaranth would require me if the trap she prepared needed to be sprung, but I couldn’t stay still while Emily was fighting. Not that the catgirl had made any discernable move, not yet. She had helped kill those mages initially, then while the enemy approached, she just took cover and let them come. 
 
    I shook my head, focused on myself, took a few glances over the cracks in the battlements, and when I thought I had a good target, I threw a fireball. I didn’t see the results, immediately putting myself behind cover, unwilling to risk any attack coming back to me. I hoped I had helped somehow. 
 
    Then more attacks came our way, and there was something different about these. Some were more focused, some used elements other than fire, and all of these were targeted at one of the arrays closer to my position. Emily made her move then, and I realized what she had been waiting for. She got out from behind cover, gestured with her hands, and two lightning bolts hit their target, another two following after the first ones, though those I wasn’t so sure reached their objective. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to understand. Ultimately, the actual result of the battle would be defined by whoever had their champions standing. 
 
    This world, and this battle, while similar to Earth and battles there, had a key difference. Mages were literal superhumans. Oh, every race around here seemed to have some kind of advantage over humans, though they had disadvantages as well, but in our world, no one would have been able to stand alone against forty or fifty other guys and beat them up. Here, that was perfectly possible. I had seen it with Mei and, to a certain extent, with Emily herself. I had watched her stop the attacks of dozens of harpies, and sure, she would have lost eventually. It hadn’t been something that she could have done forever, though she managed it for quite a while. 
 
    In a way, the rest of the soldiers around here were just dressing for the real battle, which would be between the best mages on both sides. 
 
    Well, perhaps that was a bit of an exaggeration. It didn’t change the fact that the more of their experienced mages we killed, the better our chances would be. And that was why Emily had hidden and waited for the right moment to attack, and hopefully, she had taken down some of their more dangerous members with her attacks. 
 
    She wasn’t the only one that knew that, however. With her showing herself again, attacks fell on her position, and Emily didn’t hesitate before moving, shifting further along the wall, away from me. I almost said something, called her back. Then I almost considered following her, ended up closing my eyes and forced myself to stay in place. 
 
    Amaranth might need my help, and she needed to know where I was to find me. And I would only hinder Emily. Maybe one day, I promised myself again. Today I would only be a hindrance to her, someone she might have to protect during the fight, which might just distract her enough to make her lose her life. 
 
    I shook my head once again, closed my eyes for a moment, then opened them. Determination filled me. I might not be good enough to stand at Emily’s side, but I could make things easier on her nonetheless. There were plenty of targets for me to release my frustration on, and I did so liberally. Oh, I needed to be careful, yet I threw fireball after fireball at the men and women below and hoped they were making a difference. 
 
    Things started happening far too quickly for me to account for them all. 
 
    At some point, our enemies managed to take out some of our runic arrays, and the only reason their attacks weren’t doing more damage was because of the mana shields we had prepared all over the walls. These arrays had their own batteries, so to say. Amaranth’s soldiers could also feed them mana directly should any of them stop working. 
 
    Even with those defenses, however, bodies started piling out on our side. 
 
    It wasn’t a nice sight. Burned bodies, some mangled, some just basically carbonized. In a way, the ones that went out like that were the lucky ones. Many of ours were just wounded, though wounded didn’t seem a good enough word to describe it. I saw a face of a soldier just a few yards away from me basically melt when a burst of fire washed over his side, and though he survived, his cries would probably haunt me until I died. 
 
    And he wasn’t the only one that suffered such an ugly fate. 
 
    Part of me hoped magic could do something to heal them, but that would be something for later. And for that, we needed to survive, needed to win. 
 
    I kept trying my best, and so did the rest of the defenders. Despite our position and our defenses being better, the rebels had an obvious advantage in numbers, and they had to get lucky somewhere. 
 
    They did when one of the fire runic arrays blew up. I didn’t know if it was something they did or if the energy gathered there got overwhelmed somehow. The whole thing just blew up in a fiery explosion, throwing some of our people off the walls and killing others. 
 
    The sight made my heart beat faster. I had watched Emily pass by that array before I lost her from view, and for all I knew, she could have been in the area when it exploded. 
 
    Shaking my head, I tried to gather my focus. I could try to move closer, see if there was someone that needed my help, but the truth was that we needed everyone on the walls to resist the onslaught of the rebels’ attack, and moving around was more dangerous than just bunkering behind cover and throwing a few fireballs when it was needed. 
 
    I still tried to see if it was possible. A quick glance over the wall at the enemies below showed me another thing I needed to worry about. Groups of men carrying ladders were approaching the section of the wall where the runic array had exploded. For each ladder, about twenty men came, and with those common soldiers, there were two obviously higher up in the ranks. Their armors were far more ornamented than the others, and the magic they wielded with ease was pretty obvious. 
 
    If no one stopped them, they would get atop our walls, which could mark the beginning of the end for us. 
 
    I looked around, trying to see if I saw any of the strongest mages on our side, but between the dust, smoke, and all the fire being thrown around, I didn’t see anyone that could help. Not Emily, not Mei, not even Attia or her daughters. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, I gestured for some of the soldiers around me. “Focus on the men carrying those ladders.” I screamed, pointing at the sight in the distance. Few of them knew any magic. There were enough archers that we managed to start hitting some of the soldiers carrying the ladder closer to us, and my fireballs helped a little. Still, we might have killed several of those soldiers, but the two officials with them eventually shielded them, and our further attacks became fruitless. 
 
    Panic filled me, and then a sense of despair as I watched those men press the ladders against the wall and start to climb. What could we do? 
 
    And it was when the first men in those ladders started to reach the top of the wall that I saw Mei in action for the first time in the battle. She appeared suddenly beside the first soldier, punched him so hard he flew away and would probably crash against the ground thirty or forty yards away from the fortress, and then she dropped down from the walls. She put a foot against the exterior wall and pushed from it, moving far faster than sheer gravity would allow her to, which quickly made her reach the two officials on the ladder's base. 
 
    I imagined their eyes widened when they saw the bunnygirl come their way, and they tried to react to her presence. There was very little they could do about her. She was one of the strongest fighters on the battlefield, and these two mages perished under her onslaught, dead before I could blink twice. The ordinary soldiers around them lasted a few precious moments more, and with a kick, Mei broke the ladder and made the ones atop it fall down easily enough. 
 
    Her presence on the field changed things, and the rebels knew how important it was that they defeated her. Oh, certainly, every man standing in and near the ladders around her was terrified. They would be idiots if they weren’t, but that didn’t stop them from turning their attempt at climbing the wall into charging at the bunnygirl, and I felt something like hesitation take hold of me. 
 
    Could Mei withstand their attacks? 
 
    They only needed a lucky shot to make her stumble or something, and then she could end up at their mercy. And surely, some of the more dangerous rebels must have seen her and would use their chance to try to take potshots at her. It might have worked if she was alone. Even then, she might just have been able to jump up the walls and escape them that way. Still, they charged her, intending to defeat her. This was why Adamar, Galen, and the rest of Mei’s team surprised them when they sallied out. 
 
    Mei’s team wasn’t that big. There were ten of them in total, eleven with the bunnygirl. Besides Adamar and Galen, there were four centaurs and four orcs, some of the more impressive specimens in Amaranth’s army. The centaurs rushed first, using their natural speed and their proficiency with the earth to destabilize the footing under the rebels’ feet, making most of them fall down before treading over them with their large bulks, stomping many to death. Their spears, axes, and even one mace ensured that the ones who remained upright couldn’t do anything about them. The orcs, coated with some of the biggest plate armor that could be found amidst Amaranth’s troops, ensured that the ones that had fallen down didn’t get up again and then provided some protection from the other attacks that came their way. 
 
    Adamar kept a watch on them all and filled in the blanks, directing them and ensuring they didn’t move too far away from the walls, which was for the best because once they realized several of Amaranth’s troops were within reach, the rebels moved to attack them. 
 
    I saw Emily and her cousins as they gathered some of the other mages with them, obviously having laid in wait for a chance like this. They provided the team below with cover fire, which proved quite deadly, seeing as the rebels had just gotten a bit distracted with their new target. 
 
    It was a chance we couldn’t waste. As the fight intensified on the other end of the wall, some of the rebels in our direction shifted to that position, hoping to explore the breach or slay one of our champions. “Focus your attention on them.” I pointed out at a small group of maybe twenty-five, thirty men who had shifted from one of the barriers more or less in front of us to move towards the small breach, turning their backs on us at the same time. 
 
    The arrows my companions hit them with made them stop their advance and retreat behind cover once again, though only after they left six or seven of their number behind. A quick glance at the distance proved there were plenty of rebels still attacking in Emily’s direction, and I quickly conjured two fireballs, focused, and just threw them. 
 
    The fighting must have been really intense in that area because none of them reacted to my attack. My aim wasn’t great either, but both fireballs impacted close enough to certainly bother the rebels, and it might have killed a few, though then I had to duck behind cover to protect myself when some of the enemies closer to my position took offense at my attack. 
 
    I feared that no matter what, we might not be able to hold that breach. Maybe there was some kind of trap we could spring on them even if they got in. I couldn’t risk looking and seeing what was going on outside the walls, didn’t know if Mei’s team had retreated or if they were still fighting. 
 
    We had plenty of soldiers in the courtyard and others inside the buildings, where stray magic couldn’t easily hit them. They would come in case the rebels got past the walls, but it wouldn’t be easy to win if that happened. 
 
    That was when another of Amaranth’s ideas bore fruit. I didn’t know what she and Alba had prepared; I even thought it had failed when it seemed they hadn’t shown up anything until now. And so, I couldn’t help but cheer a bit when runic arrays in three fortress windows lit up and bombarded the rebels close to Emily’s position with lasers. These weren’t as impressive as the ones atop the wall had been, but they fired far more quickly, and it became apparent they had an effect. I saw the rebels retreat from that area, could risk raising my head and turning my attention towards that part of the wall, and saw as Emily and the other mages surrounding her took the chance to light up the enemies below them with every kind of spell in existence. 
 
    I wouldn’t say the rebel lines broke. Oh, they had to pull back after that and reorganize their men, and it obviously wasn’t easy, especially because we didn’t stop attacking them, but I was sure they would come after us again and soon. 
 
    And they did, again and again, but their attacks were more cautious than before. The causalities on their side were mounting as well, and well, just sheer exhaustion also played a part. Hell, I had spent my entire time atop the wall, basically in the same position, just taking a few chances to lobby fireballs their way, and I was fucking exhausted. Obviously, they were even more and realizing that something had to change, they tried to innovate. The troops in the rearguard started marching, walking around the fortress, intending to move towards the main gate, knowing they wouldn’t be able to break through the contingent of mages around Emily, not as it was. 
 
    The smile that took hold of my lips at that must have been devious. I couldn’t help it, really, because they were finally taking the bait we needed them to, and we would make them pay for it with fire. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    I hated to leave the thick of the fighting behind me, but if Amaranth’s trap was to be sprung, she would need help. I still sent a glance to where I could see Emily and felt my heart skipping a beat as I watched one of her lightning bolts fly into the distance, hoping it managed to kill someone. 
 
    It was a bit of a morbid thought, I would admit, yet if she hit what she was aiming for, one less enemy might come after her. 
 
    I shook my head, buried that thought deep down, and moved back toward the main gate. Some of the soldiers on the wall hesitated before following on my heels, and I blinked at the sight. Would they be needed at the north wall? Maybe, or they could be of better help at the main gate. In doubt, I decided to just rush, and hopefully, I wasn’t making a mistake. 
 
    I almost immediately found Amaranth. Daul and Arali were with the dragon queen. I felt a sense of relief invade me that the blonde was coordinating the defenses in the area. For a moment, I had felt panic plague me at the thought I might need to take command if none of the soldiers there was up to the task. Very few knew about the trap we were hoping to spring, after all. 
 
    “Eric.” Amaranth smiled at me for a moment before gesturing at the guards with me to climb the walls and join the ones there. “Good to see you.” 
 
    I smiled back at her and eyed Daul and Arali. “Do they know about the plan?” 
 
    “I informed them as soon as I saw the enemy troops moving towards the area. And I had soldiers position the al-fire close to the pipes. We need to be careful, especially when pouring it, but it shouldn’t take long to have the trap ready. I want you and Arali to take charge of that.” 
 
    I looked at the elf and found her looking back at me. Her armor's grimy color made me think she had been at the northern wall for a time but was called back eventually. “I can do that.” I told Amaranth, turning to look at her once again. With a nod towards her and Daul, I turned and moved towards the tunnel where the pipes started. 
 
    I found a few armored soldiers there, their nervousness evident. Something like relief invaded them at the sight of me, and I only realized why when one of them asked me what they were there to do. Amaranth had really kept things close to the chest if she hadn’t even told them what the plan was. “We need to pour what is inside that.” I pointed towards a large box. Inside would be the cauldron with which Amaranth and Lunette had brewed the al-fire. “Into that.” I pointed at the pipes. 
 
    They just blinked at me, probably confused, started to do as I commanded nonetheless. I needed to warn them to be careful with the box. From what I had gleaned from my conversations with Lunette and Amaranth, the al-fire wouldn’t blow up while it remained in the cauldron, the spells woven into it prevented that, and those on the pipes would stabilize it until we light it up, but better safe than sorry. 
 
    It wasn’t a quick process, not once the men realized what they had in their hands. Their nervousness was apparent, and we faced some difficulty when we realized the problem would be maneuvering the cauldron to allow its contents to be poured into the pipe. In the end, the only thing that allowed us to do it was the ingenuity of one of the men, who grabbed his triangular shield and used it almost as a funnel, both supporting the cauldron and allowing the liquid that spilled from it to end on the pipes nonetheless. 
 
    Even then, it was slow, especially at first, when we needed to be more careful. 
 
    The sounds of battle outside certainly didn’t help us any. They were always there in the background, sometimes louder, sometimes quieter, but it didn’t exactly help us focus. Fortunately for us, nothing happened before we could end the task, and I breathed a sigh of relief afterward. Not that we were out of it just yet. 
 
    This was part one of the trap, and now it had been set. The rebels still needed to advance enough for it to be worthy for us to blow up the land under their feet. And maybe in front of their feet as well if they tried to use the tunnels. 
 
    That possibility had disappeared from my mind with the worry of everything else. With that thought in mind, I ordered the men to return to Amaranth. She would activate the trap when the time came, if it did. 
 
    Fortunately, all she did when I asked her about it was raise an eyebrow at my worry. “They haven’t attempted to use the tunnels, not yet. I have spells monitoring the area and watchers on the walls to pay attention to the entrances. Either they think we collapsed the tunnels, or they are not even bothering to try to use them…” 
 
    “Or they don’t know they are there.” I finished for her, narrowing my eyes. 
 
    It was possible, I suppose. I trusted that most of the building crew was loyal, and I didn’t know how many spies had been amidst Amaranth’s ranks or what information they might have considered important enough to send back. Surely, the tunnels were important, though most would think we would block them before a battle, and so never truly considered them a weakness. 
 
    Or they might just have been incompetent. Understating an enemy was never a good thing, but overestimating them could also lead to problems. At least, I imagined so. 
 
    “They’re starting to advance.” One of the women atop the wall called out, and I didn’t hesitate before following Amaranth as the dragon queen climbed the steps toward the area above the main gate. 
 
    The sight in front of me wasn’t much different from the one at the start of the battle on the north side. Small groups of men were approaching, though this time, they focused only on raising barricades to use against us, and I frowned at the sight. “This will take too long.” 
 
    Amaranth raised an eyebrow at me. “How so?” 
 
    I glanced back towards the northern wall and looked at her. “I don’t know how long our people can hold to the north. Maybe forever. Maybe the rebels will be able to push through. It might be too late to win the battle if we take too long to spring the trap and get rid of these guys.” 
 
    And really, the longer we took, the bigger the chance that some of the people I cared about might be hurt. 
 
    “They might be less cautious if they didn’t face such stern defenses.” I pointed out. Even now, some soldiers were putting themselves on the runic arrays built along the main wall, and I didn’t doubt that they would willingly unleash their potency against the enemy in due time. 
 
    “We can’t let them just stroll in either.” Amaranth pointed out. “If we do, they’ll suspect a trap of some kind and might back off completely. There isn’t much we can do now but wait.” I saw her hands tightening into fists at her side, and I sighed. 
 
    Just like me, she worried about her people; just like me, some were more special to her heart than others. In this case, some of those people were the same for both of us. If Amaranth could put an end to the battle just like that, without putting her people at risk, she would do so. Unfortunately, her wounds were limiting her when it came to the fight. 
 
    I sighed again, turned my attention to the rebels, and tried to come up with something. 
 
    Since I had come to Argent, I had always been able to save the day somehow, and now I hoped I could do it again. I tried to think of some plan that would allow us to draw them closer. Nothing came to mind. 
 
    The runic arrays came up online and started firing, unleashing a carnage of destruction amidst the rebels, but it wasn’t enough to collapse their efforts or make them back down. Amaranth’s trap would, if activated when they were right against the main gates. Even now, most of the rebels approached through the main streets, right above the pipes filled with the al-fire, but plenty of them were further back, where we feared the effect of the explosion would be quite minor. Oh, even if we detonated it now, it would have a significant impact. It might just not win the battle for us, not like exterminating most of the force arrayed against the main gate would have. 
 
    How to do it? Was waiting the only option we honestly had? 
 
    No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t come up with anything, which frustrated me. I watched as Arali advanced toward the walls and started throwing spells at the enemy, and I regretted that I couldn’t do as she did. Maybe if I was more powerful, I could at least help during the fighting. There was very little I could do about that at the moment. 
 
    Looking at Amaranth, I realized I wasn’t the only one feeling the kind of frustration I did. Our eyes met for a moment, and I saw her anger. Hell, anger might not be enough to describe the emotions making her eyes almost glow. Rage, fury, those fit better but then seemed lacking. 
 
    Then, slowly, those emotions changed into something else, and I saw Amaranth’s lips part. She turned to the main wall and climbed the stairs, risking her life by putting herself on display, but she did it nonetheless. If the sight of her was meant to prompt the rebels to attack a little faster, it helped, though perhaps not as much as she might have wished. Oh, at first, they hesitated, but once they saw she wasn’t about to attack them, it seemed to reassure them, and they started approaching in more significant numbers. 
 
    Still not enough, I couldn’t help but think. 
 
    “We need them to attack faster.” Amaranth told me, turning to me and biting her lower lip. It was a display of hesitance that I didn’t expect from her, making me blink. “They won’t unless they think there will be some advantage to it.” 
 
    I blinked again. “And how do we make them think that?” 
 
    “We make them think that by rushing to our walls, they’re distracting us from another of their attacks. We make them think they need to be close to our gate to use an opportunity they believe will appear soon enough.” 
 
    It took me a while to understand. “You want them to discover the tunnels and use them, want them to think they’ll get us by surprise and take us from behind.” 
 
    She nodded at that and didn’t look away from me. 
 
    I released a sigh. I knew why she was looking at me like that, and I understood, really. For her plan to work, someone would have to draw them into the tunnels, make them realize there was another way into the fortress and that they could use it against us. 
 
    The number of people she trusted to lead such efforts was meager indeed, and most of them were on the northern wall. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Eric…” She started, and I saw that she hated the thought of putting me at risk, but I was one of the few who understood the trap. I also knew those tunnels reasonably well. I had helped build them. If any on our side could lead men through them to draw the enemy in and return safe and sound, I could. 
 
    “I’ll need backup.” I looked at Daul at that, and the half-orc, who had been Amaranth’s shadow until then, nodded and moved my way. Arali, who had moved somewhat closer to our position when she saw Amaranth moving up the walls, took a step towards me as well, nodding at Amaranth as she did it. The dragon queen pursed her lips and nodded at us, even if her hands tightened into fists at her side. 
 
    She knew this needed to be done, and the longer we tarried, the more of her people died. “Take as many men as you need.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I tried to etch a smile, hoping to reassure her, but I doubted it had helped much. And then I just turned around and started moving towards the closest entrance to the tunnels, hoping that I wouldn’t make a mess of things, hoping this worked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    It didn’t take long to gather some soldiers to come with us and get into the tunnels. Only then did I realize I might have paid closer attention to where the rebels had positioned themselves to know which exits might be near their position. 
 
    We needed to do this right. Stumbling into a large group of rebels might ensure that the tunnels were discovered, but it would probably cost us our lives, and I wasn’t willing to let that happen. We needed to get into a position that would allow us to sneak up on them, inflict some causalities, and retreat without immediately being followed, knowing they would eventually come after us. 
 
    Fortunately, the more I thought about it, the more I was confident I knew the right place. Maybe it would be safer to exit near the area where the center of the city would be if everything went according to plan, but that would take too long. Still, there was already a small exit near some of the first homes we had built, which were far closer to the rebel lines, without being exactly in the thick of the fighting. 
 
    We moved fast and hard. I couldn’t help but worry we were taking too long nonetheless. Under the earth, we had no idea of what was going on above. For all we knew, the rebels might have managed to get past the northern wall in the meanwhile. 
 
    For a moment, I remembered how Mei had almost begged me to ensure that Amaranth escaped with her life if it seemed we were going to lose, and then I shook my head. I hadn’t done that, but I was pretty sure the bunnygirl would forgive me if we won. 
 
    Looking at the pipes lying a little all over our path made me a little nervous. 
 
    I trusted that Lunette and Amaranth had prepared everything as well as they could, but I was still walking beside what seemed to be some liquid explosive. More than that, if we weren’t careful, we would find ourselves fighting with the rebels here, and if a stray spell ended up hitting one of those pipes… 
 
    Better not to think about that. 
 
    There were many things it was better not to think about. “We’re about to come to our destination,” I said when I saw some of the marks we had laid while building the tunnels. I turned to look over my shoulder at the people following me. Daul and Arali were in front, following on my heels, and about twenty of Amaranth’s soldiers followed them. “Now, let’s make one thing perfectly clear. I don’t want any heroics; we came here for one reason and one reason only. We want to draw the rebels into the tunnels without it being apparent that is what we’re doing, understood? If we make them commit to their push, we’ll be winning this in no time, but they can’t suspect that’s what we’re hoping they do.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and I turned my back on them, drew in a breath, and started moving again. It didn’t take me long to find the exit to the tunnel. In the future, we hoped for something a little more dignified, like a metro entrance. For now, the exits weren’t more than holes. Oh, we covered them well, though not too well, hoping the rebels would feel drawn to the tunnels on their own, but that hadn’t happened. Which meant we needed to ensure it happened now. 
 
    I hesitated, then moved on, pushed the covers away, and pushed my head out of the hole, hoping no one was nearby. We were in luck.  Most of the rebels had already moved past the area, and we should be able to get them by surprise and hit them from behind. A part of me wondered if it wouldn’t have been easier to attack with a large force behind them and take them that way. With surprise on our side, it could work. Still, it was too late for something like that. 
 
    I got out. Daul followed me after a few moments, and Arali and the rest as well. It didn’t take long to identify a group of rebels close to our position, not too big for us to face, especially with surprise on our side and when some of them already seemed wounded. With all the fighting going around and their attention on the main gate, we should be able to dispose of them quickly enough. 
 
    For a moment, I looked towards the distance and felt something loosen up inside of me when I realized the fighting around the fortress was still going strong. Our defenses hadn’t faltered yet, and that made me happier than words could describe. Then I shook my head and tried to focus. 
 
    I looked back at the half-orc and the elf, gestured for the group I had seen, and they nodded at me. We started moving closer and got as close as we dared. “How do you want to do this?” I asked the two, and Daul didn’t hesitate. 
 
    “The two of you wait until the rest of us are in position, attack with magic, and we pick up the stragglers.” 
 
    It seemed a good plan, and from the way Arali shrugged her shoulders, she didn’t seem to mind it either. My nervousness mounted as I watched our people get close to the enemy positions, wondering if any of them would get caught. When Daul was happy with their placement, he turned to us and nodded, and Arali didn’t hesitate before getting to her feet, a ball of light starting to glow between her hands. I followed her lead, though I did so with fire. When she launched her first attack, I waited just a bit, watched the resulting carnage, and only then threw the two fireballs I was holding. 
 
    With a nudge of my will, and my focus, the balls changed midair and hit the larger groupings of soldiers, and the results were obvious. I tried not to look at them for too long. There were only so many mangled and burned bodies one could look at without it starting to become a familiar sight. 
 
    Daul and the men with him didn’t hesitate, advanced, and took the shocked soldiers by surprise, which ensured there wasn’t much they could do to survive the attack. They still tried, but between our attack and the support we could give the soldiers with us, there was little they could do to survive. 
 
    Soon enough, no enemy of that group remained, and I felt something ease inside me. I mean, I wasn’t exactly pleased about having to kill people, no matter what, even if it almost felt like I was starting to get numb to it, but better for them to die than any of ours, and the less of them there were, the bigger chance the people I loved could survive this. 
 
    Our plan worked. Oh, it was easy to miss a scuffle with all the fighting going around, but eventually, some of the rebels did glance our way and warned the others, and soon a pretty sizeable group was moving our way. We fell back. We didn’t rush exactly. Some of the rebels were close enough that they reached us before we could enter the tunnels once again, but we took care of them quickly enough. And then we entered the tunnels, waited to ensure they found the entrance, and killed the first ones to get in, and then we hauled ass back to the fortress. 
 
    It had to work, I found myself thinking as we ran the way we came. 
 
    The rebels had to take a stab at victory and use the tunnels, charging at the main gate simultaneously, hoping to wear us down. It had to work. 
 
    I feared it wouldn’t. 
 
    Despite how fast we ran, a rebel caught up to us. With all the fighting going around, my mana senses had been so overwhelmed I couldn’t truly feel anything. In the tunnels, it was a little easier to notice something changing. If I focused, I could still feel the mana being manipulated above ground though it was a mess. There was no other word for it. Down here, it was a bit different, which ended up helping me keep my life. 
 
    A slimy sensation of something putrid came from behind, and I didn’t hesitate before throwing myself to the ground, warning the others at the same time. “Down!” I caught a glimpse of the attack that moved our way, a small cloud almost in the form of a green and yellow snake with a putrid smell. 
 
    Most of ours dropped to the ground and avoided its effect. The two soldiers in front of the group weren’t as lucky, and I got to see them basically dissolve when that attack hit them. 
 
    It wasn’t pretty. They didn’t scream much, which made me think at least they died quickly, but seeing their flesh bubbling up as their frames just slowly dissolved… 
 
    I didn’t hurl, though it was a close thing, and only the threat of death kept me from screaming in panic at the sight. The sound of something slithering behind our backs made me look behind, and I was prepared to be terrified at whatever I would find. Then I blinked. 
 
    I mean, the sight wasn’t that bad. A lamia moved towards us, moving far faster than we could on the tunnels, and only the fact that she probably meant to kill us stopped me from appreciating her frame. Oh, not from the waist down. I preferred to forget the part of her that was snake, but from the middle up, she had quite a nice frame. The bikini armor she was wearing didn’t really hide it. The look of anger on her face didn’t help much, though. 
 
    I could feel her gathering more mana, and I prepared to warn the others about another impending attack. I shouldn’t have bothered. Arali stepped in front of our group and sent a blast of light her way, hitting the lamia in the chest and forcing her frame back a bit, maybe even burning her slightly, though it seemed the lamia was quite resistant to magic. 
 
    The snake woman moved forward in a burst of speed that I could feel was unnatural as wind seemed to gather around her. When I realized she intended to crash into us and throw us around like ragdolls, I could only throw myself to the side, avoiding her attack by inches. Most of our group wasn’t as lucky. Daul and Arali avoided it as I did, and I saw the elf get to her feet in an excellent display of agility and throw another bolt of light at the lamia, but most of our soldiers weren’t as lucky. 
 
    Fortunately, the attack wasn’t as deadly as the first one the lamia used. Unfortunately, she now stood between us and the path we needed to take, and it wasn’t hard to guess it would only be a matter of time until other rebels reached us. 
 
    I saw something like fury take hold of Arali’s face when she kept attacking the lamia, and this time, her attacks seemed far more harmful than before. The lamia withstood them reasonably well, but I realized that they were harming her nonetheless and pushing her back just a little. The lamia tried to shield herself, using mana to thicken the air in front of her to the degree that made it almost solid, yet most of the light from Arali’s attack still got through. 
 
    “Any ideas?” I asked Daul as I slowly got to my feet, and the half-orc shrugged. 
 
    “Only one.” And then he charged. I blinked at first, then followed on his heels, both of us moving around the sides of Arali’s attacks. 
 
    He wasn’t wrong, exactly. The lamia seemed to be withstanding Arali’s attacks somewhat, but she wasn’t in a position where she could do so and resist other people attacking her simultaneously. I focused as we closed the distance towards her, used light, and molded myself a spear. I had trained quite a bit over the last week on this particular trick, and while I still hadn’t managed to make the light as sharp as I wished to, on a large enough spear and with enough strength, it would be enough to stick it into people. And the runes on my chest were enough to give me just the bit of extra power and speed I needed to help with this. Daul was the first to reach the lamia, and he forced her to stop defending against Arali’s attacks and focus on him. She displayed some of her earlier speed, fending him off without too much effort, though the bolts of light from Arali made her pay for it. 
 
    She screamed when they scorched her side and tried to raise a hand to send some magic at the elf. I didn’t allow her to, trying to skewer her with my spear of light, forcing her to focus on defending against physical attacks. 
 
    It was only a matter of time, I knew. The lamia was visibly flagging under our combined attacks. It only worsened when some of the other soldiers recovered their footing and moved forward, eager to take vengeance for those we lost against her. Eventually, one managed to slice part of her tail, and the pain opened her up to further attacks. 
 
    I looked away from her death and gestured for the rest of the group to follow me, knowing it was only a matter of time before the rebels reached us. Even now, in the distance, I could hear others following and knew we needed to rush. 
 
    Luck was on our side the rest of the way, and we reached the exit without having to fight anyone else. “Get out of the tunnels, but watch the entrance.” I told the soldiers, even as Arali, Daul, and I moved toward where Amaranth had been when we saw her last. 
 
    Hopefully, the rebels had taken our bait. We knew some of them were in the tunnels, we heard them follow us before they must have lost themselves in them and lost our tracks, and hopefully, they had rushed forward, using an attack on the main gate as a distraction to travel through the tunnels, and we would get them by surprise. 
 
    “Amaranth,” I called out once I got sight of the dragon queen, and she blinked at me. The view of rebels climbing atop the main wall, using ladders, and her people having to fight back to retreat from that position showed the rebels were well underway into their attack. “Do it.” 
 
    Something like relief appeared on the blonde’s face, and then she focused. I felt a sense of her will, her mana, directing itself towards a hidden rune somewhere in the tunnels beneath us. I hadn’t known she could project her power that far, but maybe I shouldn’t be surprised. 
 
    I had seen how powerful she was before, even if that was when she assumed her natural form. Her ability to channel mana shouldn’t be that different in a woman-like form, or at least, I wanted to think it wasn’t. 
 
    The effects were almost immediate. 
 
    The land shook as a blast ripped through the area in front of the main gates, sending debris flying up, and the loudness of it made everyone pause for a few moments. Cracks appeared on the walls beside the gates, and I feared for a moment that the whole thing would collapse. It didn’t. And after the loudness of that sound, everything stopped for a moment. Then those on our side cheered, realizing that this would change things and give us the victory we were searching for. The few rebels that had climbed into the main gate looked back at where they came from in something like despair, and the smart ones threw their weapons down and surrendered immediately. Others didn’t and paid for it with their lives. 
 
    Amaranth watched it happen, then inhaled deeply. “With me.” She said, and the three of us didn’t hesitate to follow after her, not quite knowing what she meant to do. 
 
    I watched her move towards the northern wall and hesitated but followed nonetheless, sending a few glances toward where Emily had been. The defenders at this wall had held on tight, but then they were some of our best troops, so it didn’t surprise me. Even then, the many cracks that could be seen on the wall indicated they might not have been able to hold for longer. 
 
    Amaranth showed no hesitation before climbing atop the walls. I couldn’t help but feel it was dangerous, especially when she started gathering a massive amount of mana between her hands, so much I was sure everyone on the battlefield could feel it. That would put a big target in her hands, even if the fighting seemed to have lulled somewhat after the trap we activated. 
 
    Showing not a hint of fear, the dragon queen put herself on display in front of her enemies, raised her hands high, and allowed that mana to coalesce into fire, until she was holding a massive ball of plasma high above her. “Surrender or burn.” Her words seemed to echo through the entire battlefield, obviously assisted by magic. 
 
    I stepped forward and put myself at her right side, there simply to stop any attack coming her way or try to block it if it did. Daul and Arali also stepped forward, and we kept a watch on the dragon queen as some of the soldiers below started throwing their weapons away, prompting others to do the same. 
 
    And why shouldn’t they? Most of them didn’t know how we had blown up their friends. They just knew one of their flanks had exploded into so much rubble. For all they understood, the dragon queen had done that, attacking directly with her magic. Seeing how much mana she was holding in her hands, it was certainly believable. They didn’t see what I saw when I looked at her, her legs and arms shaking from the strain, and how blood stained her dress on the side. Fortunately, it was red, which hid most of that blood, especially at a distance. 
 
    As more and more rebels started giving up, their morale plummeted, and soon the ones at the back began fleeing away, routing despite the attempts of their leaders and officials to stop them. Soon after, even some of those started running as well, leaving behind their wounded and those who surrendered without a fight. 
 
    Few were those that tried to fight to the death, and these paid for it dearly. Most died in pain after our men sallied and attacked them. Others, especially those with higher ranks, were taken in alive, though I doubted they would remain that way for long. Amaranth would have to make a statement after this, she couldn’t allow people to turn against her without consequences, and I was sure she knew it. 
 
    Still, with that display, Amaranth won us the day. 
 
    I didn’t feel anything about it. I was tired more than anything else; my emotions all dulled. Only when I caught sight of Emily was there a spark of something else, and I didn’t hesitate to close the distance between us, rushing towards the catgirl and taking her into my arms when I could, holding her tight. I closed my eyes and put my head against her shoulder, inhaling that hint of lavender that I so loved about her. The aromas of the battle tainted her scent a bit, but there was a familiar hint of smell that was just hers, which seemed good enough for me. I held her tight, focused on the feeling of her body against mine, and tried to forget about everything else for a moment. 
 
    It couldn’t last, especially not with everything going on around us, but just for a bit, all that mattered was her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    That most of the rebel army surrendered didn’t mean we got to rest, not immediately, at least. There were many things we needed to do. For one, we needed to ensure the remaining rebels wouldn’t try to turn against us, which meant we needed to keep a watch on most of the ordinary soldiers and take their weapons away. Most of the officials and leaders that were captured had to be imprisoned in the dungeon, forcing us to devote a large number of men to keep watch. And forced our mages to reinforce the spells that would make it more difficult to mold mana. Not impossible, that was supposedly impossible in itself, but it would weaken them enough that they couldn’t escape without the guards calling for help and putting an end to them. 
 
    Making sure to contain the rebels was just one step. 
 
    Then we had to take care of the wounded, ours and theirs. Oh, our soldiers had the priority, obviously, and we reserved the best care for them, but most of the rebel wounded were common soldiers sworn to their houses. They were Amaranth’s subjects, had been at least, and she wasn’t willing to let them die just like that. I understood how limited the choices had been for them, so I didn’t exactly blame her for the decision to take care of them, even if there might be others that would. 
 
    As the sun slowly dwindled, I realized that was not something we could do in a day. Perhaps we could safeguard the more gravely wounded, but someone would have to take care of them during the night, be there to try to help them. 
 
    Magic might allow us to save some that would have died otherwise, but everyone was too exhausted to be able to use much of that as well, especially when we had to keep a watch on the rebels at the same time. 
 
    With all that, I barely got to interact with Emily, Amaranth, or any of the people I knew well. Things improved after the fairies came to us. There had been few of them during the battle. I hadn’t even seen any directly, though I later learned they had helped prepare the runic arrays on the central tower and stayed inside afterward at Amaranth’s prompting. 
 
    If they wanted to fight, they could, though only as a last recourse, when there was no other choice. Fortunately, their help hadn’t been needed. And with Arianna and the rest of the fairies coming to us, we could more easily care for the wounded. It allowed me to get a few hours of sleep, though I wasn’t lucky enough to have Emily with me then. She was too busy reinforcing the spells that would stop the rebel leaders from escaping. 
 
    Sleep didn’t come easily, and it certainly wasn’t a good sleep. I couldn’t say what I dreamed about exactly, but I found myself turning and twisting on the bed, waking up several times during the process, and barely falling asleep before the same happened again. 
 
    When I eventually woke with the sun in the sky, I didn’t hesitate to get up. I had barely rested, and the dark circles under my eyes were proof of it, but what else was I supposed to do? Try to sleep further? It would only be an exercise in frustration, and frustration was something I already felt enough of. 
 
    I paused for a few moments in the mess hall and realized there wasn’t much option in what to eat, not that I had any appetite either. Well, I was hungry, though the thought of eating didn’t exactly please me, so I just grabbed a bit of bread and started eating that as I moved outside. 
 
    No matter how much I glanced around, I couldn’t find any hint of Emily, Mei, Amaranth, or any other people I would say I knew well. If they were smart, they were probably enjoying a bit more rest, especially after the previous day, but deep down, I doubted it. Maybe one or two of them were resting, but it was more probable that they were still fulfilling their duties, maybe had slept a few minutes here and there, no more than that. Emily would have come to me if she could. 
 
    With nothing else to do and feeling the need to be occupied, I moved towards one of the tents that had been set up late the previous night. If nothing else, I could try to help with the wounded. Not healing them, no, but helping where I could, even if it was just carrying stuff around for the healers. That was mostly what I ended up doing, that and sometimes holding a patient down when the doctors had to prod at their wounds. Still, at least it made me feel as if I was doing something constructive, and it was certainly better than going around thinking about what had happened the day before. 
 
    Sometimes, my new life made me think I was playing a computer game. It was easy to think so, what with being pulled to Argent, arguably a world of fantasy, full of monsters of all kinds, and monster girls, each one more gorgeous than the next. I got to learn magic and go on adventures, and everything was great, right? 
 
    I shook my head and breathed deeply, looked around, and saw that there was very little else for me to do with the healers, and then got out. The fight had taken something out of me. I couldn’t deny it. Hopefully, it was just a matter of rest, some time for myself, maybe some time with Emily as well, and I would return to normal. 
 
    The sun was a bit brighter when I stepped outside, and I couldn’t deny I enjoyed myself a bit by just closing my eyes and letting its light shine down on my figure, losing myself in that sensation for a while. 
 
    “Lord Eric?” A voice came from my right, and I opened my eyes and looked toward it and felt my lips twitch into a small smile when I saw two members of the building crew standing there, looking back at me. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate, stepped forward, and pulled them into a hug, and though startled at first, they eventually answered it easily enough. I spent the following minutes talking with them, asking them how the fighting had gone for them and what they knew about what had happened to the rest of the members of our group. 
 
    Once I had my answers, I sighed. It seemed we had lost some of the people that had been with us since the start, but most had survived. Still, I should seek more information about it later, though I was dreading the prospect if I was honest. 
 
    “I would think you would be with Lady Emily, lord.” 
 
    “I’ve searched for her, couldn’t find her, figured Amaranth must have had her doing something.” 
 
    They exchanged a glance. “We saw her entering the main building just a few minutes ago.” 
 
    A smile took hold of my lips. That meant she might have gone to our room, and I would find her there. I thanked them for the information, said my goodbyes, and turned on my feet, intending to find my lover and hold her for a bit. 
 
    I even started skipping a bit. The thought of Emily was the first thing that made me feel something positive since the battle, and I only wanted to pull her into my arms and hold her tight, show her how much I loved her, how much I missed her, and hear her say something like I love you. 
 
    I almost hesitated after opening the door and seeing her lying on the bed, fast asleep. The sight of her enchanted me, made my heart beat more quickly, and made me want her, and not just for sex. I wanted to spend the rest of my life at her side. I wanted to get old and have children with her. I wanted everything, and I desired to give her everything in turn. 
 
    My temptation to reach out and touch her was too great, and I found myself drifting closer to the bed. I wouldn’t bother her, I told myself. I just wanted to see her better, let my eyes move over the lines of her face, and let my feelings for her make me forget about everything else. Then I saw her shudder a little in her sleep and hesitated. It wasn’t hard to guess she was having a nightmare of some kind, and I wondered if it was better to let her be or wake her up. 
 
    It wasn’t my choice to make. Before I could decide what to do, she jerked awake, and her hands reached for me, her claws intending to rip my face apart. She stilled almost immediately, noticing it was me, but I still gulped at the sight of those sharp claws so close to my face. 
 
    “Eric.” Emily said with a gasp, then reached down and grabbed hold of my shirt, used that grip to pull me towards her, kissing me hard. 
 
    I kissed her back, let her hold me, held her in turn, loving the sensation of her body against mine, losing myself in it. Still, she pulled back eventually, and I saw the tears in her eyes and realized something was wrong. “What’s going on?” I asked her as I pulled her even closer and held onto her. 
 
    She shook a little and started sobbing, holding me back even harder in return. 
 
    Was this because of the battle? It had been harrowing, but I had seen Emily involved in other fights before, even if less deadly ones, and she hadn’t broken down like this, which made me fear there was another reason for it. 
 
    I held her for a while longer, caressed her face, pulled her chin up, and looked into her eyes. Her shoulders dropped. “Adamar is dead.” 
 
    I blinked at the words. “What?” 
 
    “During one of the last occasions they sallied out, one of the rebel leaders was waiting for them, and he managed to wound him. Mei killed the bastard, but Adamar didn’t make it. By the time the healers got to him, it was too late. I didn’t even know at first, only after the battle.” Another sob escaped her, and I held her tighter, trying to soothe her. 
 
    I barely knew the guy and wouldn’t say I liked him exactly. We hadn’t interacted well enough to feel much for him, but I didn’t dislike him either. He helped us when we needed him, fought for us, and died for us. That was worthy of respect, and I felt sad about his death, I could admit. It would be far worse for Emily, though. They had been childhood friends, and she cared very much for him. I just held her tight and rubbed my hand over her back. 
 
    I hesitated, then I had to ask her another thing. “Did anyone else we know die? Mei, Galen?” I had to know. Amaranth and Daul were safe, as well as Lunette, as she hadn’t been involved in the fighting. Galen and Mei had been fighting beside the elf. 
 
    “They’re fine,” Emily eventually said, clutching tighter at me. “Galen was injured. His clanmates got him out. Mei is exhausted and blames herself for failing to save Adamar, but she’s healthy.” 
 
    “Good.” I said and just held her tighter. 
 
    Eventually, we just laid down like that, and from that to both of us starting to sleep was just a matter of time. We woke up a few hours later, a bit more rested, and stayed there for a while, safe and content in the other’s warmth. 
 
    When I looked at Emily’s face, I couldn’t help but feel my heart skip a beat. I loved her, loved her as I had never imagined I could come to love anyone, and I couldn’t wait to spend the rest of my life at her side. 
 
    Unfortunately, we had to eventually get up, and part, and what followed was no better. Most of the wounded were already cared for, but others needed the same: the dead. 
 
    Obviously, our attentions had turned at first to those we could help, but once everyone still alive was being treated or on the path to recovery, we had to take care of the dead that had been left all around the fortress. People in Argent rarely bothered to bury their dead. Cemeteries occupied too much space within the walls of the towns and cities, and there seemed to be some monsters attracted to dead bodies, even if they were buried. Because of that, they burned their dead. 
 
    The need for wood allowed me to avoid the corpse-gathering job. Instead, I grabbed some soldiers and a few of the building crew members I could find, and we gathered enough timber to burn the dead. That wasn’t all we needed to do, we had to build the pyres afterward, but it was a simple job. Oh, repetitive, exhausting, physical, but simple, and it allowed me to forget about everything else and focus on my muscles burning as I pushed them. It made me feel a bit at ease, and being with people I had gotten to know over the previous months helped. 
 
    For a few hours, I could almost forget about what happened. It was doubtful I would ever be able to forget this battle, not when even the scent of smoke could take me back to it, but hopefully, the memories would dull a bit over time. Still, it was easier while working and even joking a bit with men and women I knew, though not that well. 
 
    It allowed me to get away from it all for a time, but sooner or later, we had to get back into it. 
 
    Building the pyres was more psychologically demanding than physically, especially because we needed to do it just outside the fortress, where there were still plenty of bodies strewn around. As soon as the first ones were built, other members of Amaranth’s armies started dragging in the rebel bodies and burning them. 
 
    There would be no ceremony for the rebel dead. Amaranth might have taken the rest of the insurgents in, and the common soldiers would probably not suffer much once everything was over. They followed the orders of the nobles they were sworn to, but that didn’t mean their dead deserved anything. Even with them, I was certain it was practicality that was stopping the dragon queen from just executing them all. Well, that and Amaranth’s goodwill, and I couldn’t deny that played a big part. 
 
    The blonde really cared for her people, and she knew the commoners who had faced her didn’t have much of a choice. She would come to forgive them in time if she hadn’t already. It wouldn’t surprise me if they didn’t face many repercussions. 
 
    I looked away from the burning pyres, for the most part, focused on building the next, and tried to ignore the scents that reached my nose. 
 
    It took most of the day to build the pyres we needed for the rebel bodies, and that was with the help of the other soldiers who eventually joined us. Even the fairies joined in eventually, and I felt my lips twitch a little when I saw Emily join in. The catgirl didn’t hesitate before coming to me and started working beside me, which made me happier. Mei also came, but she stuck to the outside of the groups that had formed, doing the work of five other beings, her prodigious strength once again on display. 
 
    And then Amaranth came, and the murmurings when the dragon queen joined us were quite loud. It was easy to understand. She was a queen. No one would be expecting her to do something like this, to get her hands dirty to build the pyres to burn the dead, but she came nonetheless, and as I looked around, I saw that her people loved her all the more for it. Even some of the rebel soldiers, those that were healthy enough to join us and did so under watch, marveled at it, and I knew that whatever fear they felt for her gave way to something else. 
 
    I didn’t doubt that Amaranth could make them fear if needed, but I was pretty sure it wouldn’t need to come to that. Not again. She wasn’t foolish enough to make the same mistake twice and would ensure her nobles couldn’t rebel against her again. 
 
    The sun was starting to set by the time we finished with the rebel bodies, and then we moved to the pyres we had built for our dead. Those were handled with more care, and a few tears appeared here and there. I was sure it would be worse once the burning started, but everyone managed to contain themselves for now. 
 
    Once all the bodies were ready, Amaranth turned to face us. “These are the bodies of heroes.” The dragon’s voice seemed to echo between us, and Emily pressed harder against my side. “These people gave their lives for our cause and their loyalty to me, and I’ll never forget them or allow anyone else to forget their and your sacrifices.” 
 
    Tears started falling down her eyes, and the blonde drew a breath before turning to the pyres. With an effort of will, she made fire appear above her frame and directed it forward. I watched the flames burn for a time, clutched Emily when she started crying and felt my eyes tear up a little. Some friends of mine were burning in those flames, and even some I had hoped would become my friends in time. Adamar was only one of them. 
 
    I watched as Amaranth moved around and consoled some of her subjects, though she soon reached Arali’s side and pulled the elf into an embrace. At first, the female elf remained mostly stoic, as she had been watching the fire. Then she broke down and clutched Amaranth’s body, crying in the queen’s arms. 
 
    Mei watched it all happen, her own eyes glistening a little. Her eyes met mine, and she nodded at me and then at Emily, then turned around and moved back to the fortress. I watched her go for a moment, wondered if there was anything I could do to help her, then sighed, focused my attention on my girlfriend, held her, and tried to make her feel better. 
 
    There was a small ceremony in the central courtyard after that. Well, it was mostly a celebration to commemorate the dead, with plenty of drink and tales about some of those who died. We laughed and cried, and some of us got a bit too drunk. Not me. I didn’t drink that much, knowing I needed to be there for Emily, especially with how much alcohol she was inhaling. 
 
    Eventually, she started swaying on her feet, and I didn’t hesitate, pulled her closer, and smiled at her. “Better to get you to bed, don’t you think?” She groaned a little and didn’t answer me, just poised her head on my shoulder, and I found myself having to carry her back to our room. I laid her out on our bed and caressed her face, then found myself pacing a bit afterward, not really feeling the need to sleep. 
 
    A quick glance out of the window showed the full moon outside, and I looked at it for a bit, then decided to take a walk. 
 
    Nothing really prompted me to do it. I just found that I was in no mood to sleep and started walking around. For a few moments, I even thought about returning to the celebration and commemorating the dead but hesitated. Before I could make a choice about that, I saw someone leaning against one of the tower’s windows, looking at the ceremony outside with a certain pensiveness in her face. 
 
    Mei’s face shifted to meet mine for a few moments. 
 
    “Hey!” I said, moving closer to her, stopping for a moment at her side before leaning over the window as she was. If she wanted to say something, I would be there for her. It was the least I could do. I doubted there had been many who did as much as she did to keep us safe, and maybe she didn’t deserve to be out here alone. 
 
    Emily had said Mei blamed herself for Adamar’s death, and I could see it, looking at her face. Now that we had won and the rebellion seemed to be at an end, I could imagine she must have been thinking about more than just the elf’s death. Because of this entire mess, she had also lost the woman she loved, which certainly still weighed on her mind. 
 
    We stayed silent for a long time until she realized I wouldn’t just leave like that and sighed. “Don’t you have a lover to take care of?” 
 
    “Emily is safe and sound in our bed, sleeping like a cat, especially after how much she drank. She won’t miss me.” 
 
    The bunnygirl scoffed at that. “She could never hold her liquor. What about you?” She asked me, raising an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “I never risk drinking much. A few cups are one thing, but I don’t like getting drunk.” Not that I was far from it. I had drunk more than usual during the ceremony, but I think it was understandable. And looking at Mei made me realize she might also be a little tipsy. 
 
    She didn’t say anything in response to that, just kept watching out of the window. 
 
    “What do you think is going to happen now?” 
 
    There were still many things to take care of and the future was uncertain. Well, uncertain for me. Since I got to Argent, I knew there was one thing hovering over everyone’s heads, something I needed to train and prepare for. Now, unless I was very much mistaken or something suddenly changed, the rebellion seemed at an end, and I had no idea what would happen afterward. 
 
    “Amaranth will spend the following days sorting out the rebels, ensuring our soldiers are hale and healthy, and probably start making plans for reconstructing this fortress and what got destroyed during the fighting.” She answered with a shrug, then groaned. “After that, though, she will have to make plans to return to Harmony.” 
 
    I blinked. “Didn’t you guys live on Harmony before the rebellion? I thought you would be pleased to go back.” 
 
    It took a while for the bunnygirl to answer. “Too many memories there.” 
 
    At that, I understood her point a little better. I found my eyes drifting outside the fortress, lingering over the land in front of the northern wall. I suppose I could understand a bit of what she was going through. In the months I had been in this world, this fortress had been my home, but I imagined it wouldn’t be easy for me to continue living here with all the memories of the fighting. 
 
    “Maybe we should drink just a bit more to forget about all the shit we went through.” I joked. 
 
    Mei snorted. “Yes, that’s one way to do it.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “Is there another?” 
 
    She looked at me, head tilted to the side, and I just blinked at her, confused. Then she smirked, straightened, and started walking away, her hips swaying from side to side. I blinked again. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked her, and she just looked at me over her shoulder, gestured for me to follow her, and I did, somewhat confused. 
 
    Things only became clear to me when she opened the door to an empty room that seemed to have been used to store items inside, and then pulled me in, pushed me against the door, and kissed me hard. I supposed sex was one way to forget everything else for a while. 
 
    I kissed her back, suddenly hungry for more, put my hands on her back and slowly glided them down, only stopping when I could grab her ass. Our kiss became hungrier and needier, and I found myself pushing her forward until her back hit against a wall, and her legs ended up around my waist. 
 
    I hesitated then, just for a moment, regretting not having Emily with us. We would have much more fun that way. 
 
    Mei didn’t miss it and smirked at me. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of what Emily will think?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. Emily had made it quite clear I was free to bed Mei whenever I wished, though she didn’t fool me. She liked having the bunnygirl on her bed, and if Mei and I got along well, it would happen far more commonly than otherwise. To show her my hesitation had nothing to do with any fear of how my girlfriend would take it, I kissed her again, harder, and started suckling at her neck afterward, which made her arch and push her generous chest against my front. 
 
    There was no hesitation on my part as I started baring her body, and she certainly enjoyed pulling my shirt open and running her hands over my chest. 
 
    Neither of us hesitated when it was time to take things further, and I swiftly pushed my pants down, freed my length, and then sought her entrance. Mei was more than wet enough that I slid into her without effort, and almost immediately, I started thrusting, hard, fucking her against that wall, her legs around my waist ensuring I couldn’t escape her unless she wished for it. 
 
    There was nothing soft about it. It was sex, pure and simple, and it wasn’t really for pleasure either. More than anything else, both of us wanted to forget what happened, drown ourselves in something that took over us completely, and just needed to focus on anything else. 
 
    That was what we did. My thrusts became faster, harder. Her hands roved over my back and head, caressing me, and her moans and groans certainly didn’t help me slow down. And soon after that, I felt her getting tighter around me and knew it was only a matter of time until she came. 
 
    I managed to last long enough for that to happen, and only then did I allow myself to explode inside of her. 
 
    We held each other as we enjoyed our pleasure, and stayed like that for a time until we got a second wind and went at it again. After that, I pulled back, straightened my clothes, and enjoyed the sight of the bunnygirl slowly dressing herself. 
 
    There was a certain languidness to the pink-haired female that seemed to indicate she had relaxed quite a bit with the sex. “You should return to Emily now,” Mei said eventually, stretching her back until something popped. “Something tells me we are all going to need our strength tomorrow.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Mei wasn’t wrong. Before Emily or I could get up on our own, someone knocked at our door and told us Amaranth had called for an audience with everyone. 
 
    I groaned at that, especially when Emily brushed against my side, her frame mostly bare. I had meant to wake her up with a few kisses, then make sweet love to her to compensate her for what she had missed with Mei and me the night before, but it seemed we wouldn’t be that lucky. 
 
    She brushed against me again, smiled slightly, leaned in, and kissed my lips. “I see you had some fun with Mei last night.” She said, and I only blinked at her, wondering how she knew. She pointed at her own nose. “I can smell her on you.” 
 
    That was good to know. 
 
    I kissed her again and moaned a little when she pushed her naked breasts against my chest, but after that, we had to get to our feet and dress. 
 
    Amaranth smiled when we entered the main hall, and I followed after Emily, positioned myself to her left as she put herself at Amaranth’s left, facing the hall's entrance. And soon after that, rebels started entering the room. Not the leaders, as I almost expected it to happen, but ordinary soldiers, those who were healthy, some of which had joined us the day before to help burn the bodies of the dead. 
 
    One by one, they approached the dragon queen, kneeled in front of her, and swore vows to her. 
 
    I didn’t think it was customary for ordinary soldiers to swear themselves directly to the monarch, but then, I didn’t exactly know how they did things in Argent either. Still, maybe this was Amaranth taking a stance, ensuring these men wouldn’t turn against her again or couldn’t do so without consequence. 
 
    As more and more common soldiers entered the room after the first ones made their oaths and left, I realized this would take a long time, even days. Oh, we only paused for meals and stopped for the day when the sun started to set. Even then, it took two days to swear in every ordinary soldier. 
 
    I quickly realized Amaranth took her time on purpose, letting the officials and leaders of the rebel army stew in the dungeons, a minor punishment for what they deserved, but it was a punishment nonetheless. 
 
    Once she had finished with the regular soldiers, the officials started being called in, and these weren’t as lucky. They were openly questioned about their role during the battle and even during the rebellion. While some were allowed to go free as long as they swore to Amaranth, others were publicly known to have committed crimes, did more than follow orders, or simply displayed too much cruelty. Half of the officials lost their heads, and some of the others remained imprisoned for a time until some of the allegations against them were investigated. 
 
    The soldiers that had been under their command didn’t seem to care much about the fate of those that died and even cheered at some of their executions. 
 
    Finally, it was time for the rebellion's leaders to face their fate. They would all die. Oh, some more painfully than others; some had also condemned their families to death for what they had done. Some managed to lay the entire fault of what happened at their feet and convinced Amaranth to spare their families. 
 
    I was pretty sure there would be more consequences for those. The blonde wouldn’t allow families that proved to be her enemies with the power they yet wielded, but that seemed to be a matter that she would consider further in the future. 
 
    With all that, the immediate matters that needed to be taken care of seemed over. Or so I assumed. 
 
    I spent the following afternoon in a council meeting with Amaranth and the others, trying to plan for the reconstruction that needed to occur in Haven. Amaranth had her capital back, or she would, once she marched there with her army. She still wanted to build Haven, and I saw the benefits of it. Plenty of work was already done, enough people were living in the area to make a settlement viable, and the city could be a symbol of her victory over the rebels. And a source of support for the future. 
 
    It would be foolish of her to give it up. 
 
    Fortunately, things calmed down over the days that followed. 
 
    It would only be a matter of time until everything changed again, and I went with Amaranth’s group to Harmony. We would have a few days of rest before that. I hoped nothing world-shattering would happen in the meanwhile. I think I deserved some rest. 
 
    It seemed Amaranth had other plans. And worst of all, Emily seemed to be in on them, not that the catgirl gave me a hint. “You need to dress your best for this.” Emily insisted, exploring my closet and trying to find something that tickled her fancy, and I just blinked at her. She had never seemed to care about what I wore before. 
 
    “And why is that, exactly?” I said, a bit annoyed, crossing my arms and glaring at her. 
 
    Emily just smiled at me. “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    I sighed. “You’ve said that already.” 
 
    “And I meant that you must wait for it, nothing else.” 
 
    I gave up and just waited until she was satisfied with something she found for me to wear, then dressed up in it and allowed her to escort me to our destination. I started feeling a bit nervous when we reached the main hall, wondering what was going on. 
 
    At first, Emily pulled me towards Amaranth, positioned us at the dragon queen’s side, and I realized there would be some ceremony. A few moments later, Arali entered the room, head high, and she only stopped when she kneeled in front of the blonde and requested to become her handmaiden. 
 
    “After what happened with her brother,” Emily said to me as Amaranth got to her feet and moved toward the white-haired female. “Mara couldn’t refuse her anymore. Arali had asked to become Amaranth’s handmaiden before, but Mara wasn’t sure about it.” 
 
    Now, with Adamar’s death and Arali risking her life fighting for the dragon queen, there was no way for the other female to refuse her, not really. I didn’t think Amaranth had anything against Arali exactly, I had gotten to know her reasonably well, and the smile on her lips as she gave the other female the position she asked for and then helped her to her feet didn’t seem to be fake. 
 
    Then the white-haired female stepped back, put herself beside Mei on the other side of Amaranth, and the blonde turned to me. I froze, started dreading a little when Amaranth smirked, then felt Emily push me forward. 
 
    I shot her a narrow gaze, and she only smirked at me. Kneel. She mouthed at me, and I barely hesitated before stepping in front of Amaranth and kneeling to her, wondering what they were planning exactly. The smirk I saw on Mei’s lips indicated she had been aware of what was going on, and I could imagine almost everyone was, even Daul. I would make them pay for it later, I was sure. 
 
    “Since the moment I summoned you to this world,” Amaranth started, smiling down at me. “You’ve been the champion I have needed. Perhaps not the strongest or fastest, but certainly the most helpful. And as such, I mean to offer you a reward for the services you’ve provided me. A title, and lands according to that title, should you wish to swear yourself to me.” 
 
    At first, I gaped at her, then thought about what she offered me. Was there really a choice? I cared for her, I loved Emily, and my feelings for Mei were complicated. All my friends and the people I knew in this world were part of Amaranth’s kingdom. Turning down the chance to become one of her nobles was foolish, especially if it gave me an opportunity to get my own home and a chance to marry Emily in the future. 
 
    I swore myself to her. 
 
    Anyone would, I think. Once I finished saying my oath, the cheers almost made me wish I was deaf for a moment, and I couldn’t help but let a smile take hold of my lips when Emily pulled me up and embraced me. Mei gave me a nod from where she stood beside Amaranth, and soon others stepped forward and congratulated me. 
 
    I had to struggle not to blush a little in embarrassment, really. 
 
    I spent most of the following hour talking with the people that came to congratulate me, most of which I didn’t know, not really, others that I recognized from sight but had only talked to a few. 
 
    Galen got to me, and we spent quite a while talking to one another. It was the first time since the fighting that I got a chance to speak to him, and I didn’t waste it. Then I crossed paths with Lunette and a few more members of the building crew. 
 
    I moved aside for a bit, trying to get some breathing room. That was when Daul came to me. The half-orc smiled at my exhaustion, and I just groaned at him. “Congratulations!” Short and direct to the point, that was Daul alright. 
 
    “Yeah, it would have been better if someone warned me about it, but I can’t complain much.” I shrugged and looked at him a little better. “Don’t know quite what this will mean for me. I’m sure Emily will tell me all about it on our way to Harmony.” 
 
    He nodded at that, then hesitated. “I won’t be going with you.” 
 
    I just blinked at him. 
 
    He shrugged. “Amaranth needs people to stay behind and help guard the place. Most of the building crew will stay behind, and I’ll stay back with Lunette and help them coordinate.” His face seemed to redden a little then. “Lena will stay as well.” 
 
    A slight smirk molded my lips at that. “I see.” 
 
    Daul glared at me. “Nothing happened between lady Lena and me.” 
 
    “But you want it to, right?” 
 
    He kept his outrage in his face for a while, then his shoulders slumped. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Then I’m sure something will happen in time.” There wasn’t any advice I could give him. After all, I barely knew the catgirl, despite her being Emily’s friend. Maybe my girlfriend could give him some help with that. It was something I should talk to her about. 
 
    We spoke for a while, then I drifted off again. I caught sight of Amaranth near the entrance, slipping outside, and I found myself following after her. 
 
    She turned to face me when I got close and smiled at me. “Lord Eric.” 
 
    I stilled at the title and shook my head. “You could have warned me, my queen.” I said with a smile, paying her back in kind for the title, and watched as she rolled her eyes at me. 
 
    “Emily figured it would be funnier if you didn’t know what was going on, and she was right.” Amaranth didn’t giggle exactly, but her amusement lit up her face and made her seem so gorgeous that I found my heart skipping a beat. I shook my head and pushed those thoughts aside, walking beside her, enjoying the sun shining down on us for a while. 
 
    “What will this mean for me?” Now that I thought about it, I didn’t know what this would change for my future, and it was only natural for me to worry about it. 
 
    “Many things, too many for you to worry about now.” She said and shrugged when I looked at her. “We won’t leave you on your own, Eric. My handmaidens and I will be beside you to help you understand your duties. Emily will be a great help to you; she’s certainly the more diplomatic of my handmaidens.” She paused then. “Well, maybe not now. Arali does know quite a bit about politics, but once you get to know her better, you’ll realize diplomatic isn’t something she is.” 
 
    I took her word for that. I barely knew the elf, after all. 
 
    A sigh escaped me, and I continued to accompany the dragon queen for a while longer. 
 
    Eventually, we caught sight of Emily outside, looking around, obviously searching for us. Amaranth smiled at that. “You should go to her.” The blonde said, turned, and smirked at me. “I have it on good authority she means to celebrate your new title with you.” 
 
    I blushed a little at her knowing gaze but didn’t hesitate before moving towards Emily, especially once she noticed me and smiled widely. The catgirl didn’t pause before moving forward and pressing against me, and her kiss was quite a harsh one. It certainly wasn’t the kind of kiss one usually shared outside of a bedroom, but I didn’t mind it at all. I certainly didn’t mind her grabbing my hand and pulling me along, even if the cheers and whistles of the people we crossed on our way out showed they knew perfectly well what the two of us would be doing in our room. 
 
    Emily didn’t mind that at all, and her hips even gained a bit more sway. Once we got into our room, she didn’t hesitate before kissing me again, somehow even harder than before. Her moans when I grabbed onto her rear echoed around the room, making me want and need her even more. Which seemed almost impossible to me, if I was honest. I always felt like I couldn’t live without her. To want her even more seemed like an impossible goal. 
 
    I turned us around and pushed her against the door eventually, then started kissing down her body, first her throat and collarbone, then slowly baring her with her help, and turning my attention to other zones of her body. It wasn’t easy to resist the temptation to play with her breasts, but I did it somehow, even when she whined in disappointment. The same happened when I kneeled and ignored her core, kissing her upper legs and thighs, and whimpers escaped her lips. “Please.” She begged me, and at that, I couldn’t resist any longer. 
 
    Soon enough, I buried my mouth against her center, used my tongue, and made her enjoy as much as I could. The loud groans that escaped from her indicated I was managing to do what I wanted, and I didn’t hesitate and pushed my tongue even deeper into her. 
 
    It didn’t take much more than that for her to enjoy herself, and she held me tight to her figure as she came, which I made sure to prolong for as long as possible. 
 
    I slowly climbed her body afterward, my lips trailing over her belly, her stomach, and this time I did stop on her breasts, started playing with them, and even suckling at one of her nipples. Bit by bit, I made her moan just a little more until she couldn’t wait anymore and reached down, took hold of my head, pulled me up, and pressed a kiss to my lips. 
 
    She didn’t hesitate before pushing us to the bed after that, and I let her, all too willing to let her enjoy my body and enjoy hers in turn. I helped her take my clothes off, then it was her turn to torture me, her lips softly pressing against several parts of my body, though never where I wished them to be. Soon she proved how needy she was, climbed atop of me, then reached down and took hold of my length. 
 
    We eyed one another then, she smiled and leaned in, pressed a kiss to my lips, then allowed herself to drop. 
 
    I found refuge inside her, moaning, and how she started riding me afterward made me want her even more. We held each other as our hips met again and again, and it was only a matter of time until we both enjoyed as one. 
 
    Not that we stopped after that. 
 
    I wanted her too much, and she seemed to need me just as much. We spent the following hours pleasing one another, then resting for a bit before starting all over again until we just laid side by side, too content in holding one another. There was a smile on my lips, and it only became wider when she turned and leaned up, pressing a peck to my cheek. 
 
    “I love you.” I said when I turned to her. 
 
    “I love you too.” She replied, and something eased inside my chest at her words, and a smile grew on my lips. I didn’t know what the future held in store for me, but with her at my side, I was sure I was ready to face it, no matter what. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel my heart clench as I eyed the fortress and what would become Haven in the distance, knowing it would be a long time until I returned to these lands. Even with all the blood spilled during the battle, I still looked at that fortress and saw the only home I had on Argent. 
 
    Though maybe I was being too literal about it. 
 
    A quick glance at Emily allowed the pressure inside my chest to ease just a little, and it only lessened further when I looked at Mei and Amaranth afterward. Maybe home was the people you had close to you, the ones who became your family. Some of those would be left back in Haven nonetheless, but I knew they would be safe. The rebels were defeated. There might be a few of the leaders out there, out in the wild, but it was only a matter of time until they were dealt with. Even if they weren’t, there was only so much they could do about what happened. Without an army, they could do nothing against Amaranth, especially now that her cursed wounds were basically healed. The effects might take a bit longer to disappear completely, but she improved daily. 
 
    And who knew? Maybe I would come to enjoy Harmony. 
 
    Certainly, if Emily was with me, I believed I could be happy there, and maybe, just maybe, we could take what we had to another level. 
 
    The end 
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