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“We need to stop them here, or we’re fucked.”

Most wouldn’t expect Kharis to speak like that; she was a princess, after all, but she had been fighting a war for years, had been in several battles over the last months, and was too exhausted to care about what others thought.

For the last two days, she and the ragtag group with her had been falling back, trying to keep ahead of their enemies, but the truth was staring her right in the face. Sooner or later, they would be caught. It wasn’t strange. They had known it was a possibility.

Their army needed to pull back and gather and try to regain their strength. The fitting against the demonic hordes had taken a toll on them. While they ended up inflicting far more causalities than they had suffered. Eventually, the enemy broke through and pushed them back from their positions.

When she saw that, Kharis knew she didn’t have another choice. She gathered those closer to her and charged, pushing into the demons for a time and forcing them into a stall, allowing the rest of the army to pull back and disengage. After that was done, when she felt like she could pull back without the rest of the troops suffering for it, she retreated with those who had still survived, moving in another direction. That they had managed to make the demons follow them instead of the army only reassured her.

Their position wasn’t a good one, and it wouldn’t surprise her if she ended up losing her life, but she had given the rest of their people the time they needed to prepare to defend against the enemy. And with the causalities they had already inflicted on them...

Demons didn’t think, not really. They didn’t fight like warriors; they fought like beasts, always charging forward without thought, spending themselves to the last of them if that was what gave them the win. So far, it had worked, but before they fled, she had noticed how much the demon ranks had dwindled, and she felt confident that the next great battle would go in their favor. Unfortunately, there was a chance she wouldn’t be there to see it.

“Princess...” One of the soldiers with her started, and she shook her head at him.

“You all know it’s true. We won’t be able to keep ahead of them for much longer. Most of our horses are dying on their feet. If we keep going like this, they’ll reach us in time, and we’ll be too tired to do anything to fight against them.”

“So, a last stand is our only hope?” A melodic voice asked from behind her, and Kharis tensed before turning to the one who spoke. 

She found herself having to crane her head to look up, but then, Nikiope was quite an intimidating figure. A centaur, one that led her own warband and one that had been an enemy of Kharis’s family for as long as she could remember. Once upon a time, they had found each other on opposite sides of a battlefield, but that had been before the demons invaded and old enemies became allies.

It didn’t mean she felt comfortable around the other female, especially not with the centaur’s blue eyes on her.

Frankly, only luck had put them close together during the fighting, and when Kharis saw what needed to be done, the centaur had followed her lead without complaints. The princess was somewhat thankful about that and about the other’s skill as well because she feared that any hesitance in those who followed her lead might have ended in disaster.

Kharis tried to push those thoughts aside as she focused on the female centaur facing her, though Nikiope wasn’t entirely female. She was a futa, a member of her species with both male and female genitals. It didn’t matter in that moment.

“Do you see any other option?”

The centaur looked at her for a time before shaking her head. “No, but I do not think dying is what we should do here, unlike you.”

Kharis chuckled at that, and there was something bitter to the motion. “If you think there is some way for us to survive what’s coming, I’m more than eager to hear it.”

The other female tilted her head. “Make a stand, fight, and inflict as many causalities as we can on their vanguard, but then we flee, scattering ourselves all over the land. Many of us will die. But others might live, and even those who die will do their duty. If we force the demons to scatter to come after us...”

“Then they might pull their army apart and end up becoming easy prey for our allies.” The blonde finished for the other female, biting her lower lip as she thought about the situation. She raised her head and looked towards the distance where the demons would appear sooner or later and hesitated.

Standing their ground would allow them to rest before the demons reached them, which would make them better prepared to face them. It would be a losing battle, there was no doubt about that, but with some rest and enough time to prepare some kind of defense, they might inflict another large number of deaths on their enemy, which in turn would make things easier for the rest of their people. She was sure that none of those who were with her doubted their fate.

And yet, if some could survive...

Nikiope wasn’t wrong in thinking that forcing their enemies to pursue them further, maybe even scattering their numbers as they followed their path, might be even more advantageous than them fighting to the death. The longer it took to deal with them, the longer it would be until the demons moved after the main army unless they eventually gave up on their pursuit. If they did that, though, they could always rejoin the others. Kharis didn’t have many under her command, but every single fighter could help.

Nodding to herself, Kharis made a decision. Perhaps it wasn’t entirely hers to make, but so far, none of the others had bothered to contradict her and followed her orders.

“We should prepare ourselves for a fight but be ready to retreat when it seems we won’t be able to hold our enemies back.” She said, looking at the centaur. “Nikiope is right. The longer we last and stall our enemies, the better. We face them here, prepare the terrain in our favor, but we also prepare our retreat. When the time comes, we scatter, try to put as much distance between ourselves and them as we can, and hope for the best.”

Her words seemed to invigorate her soldiers, and she could understand why.

Their chances hadn’t improved much, and most of them knew they would probably die, but they had a chance now. A hint of hope that everything could go well and they might come to see their loved ones once more. Sometimes, that was enough.

The men and women under her command showed far more vigor in helping prepare the defenses than they had done while on the march. The future for them had been set in stone, after all. They all believed they would perish. Now, there was a chance, no matter how slim it was...

Waiting for battle was the worst thing Kharis had ever done. No matter how many battles she participated in, the hours of wait, knowing the enemy might reach them at any moment, had always unbalanced her and made her dread.

It was so easy for her to get lost in thoughts of how things might be different and how other options might have been taken and changed the outcome. How, if she had been somehow better, a fight might have been avoided at all.

By now, she knew quite well these thoughts didn’t help in the least, that she was only losing her time and her wits by lingering in them, but no matter how much she understood that they always managed to reach her.

And then...

“Princess, there is movement from the woods. Our enemies come.”

Kharis only nodded at the words, barely reacting otherwise. If someone looked a little more closely, they would see the hand she clenched around her sword and might notice the deeper inhalations that followed, but otherwise, she barely reacted.

When the demons came out of the foliage, her people were ready for them.

Once more, she gave thanks to the nature of their enemies. Demons were beasts from the hells without a thought in their head. They rushed at them without slowing down, their numbers sparse. Most of the demons that now moved at them were those quicker, the ones that moved in four or more legs or had some other means of increasing their speed. Unfortunately, the rest of the horde must have been on their heels, but by stretching themselves like that, the demon army wasn’t as intimidating as it could be.

Kharis drew a breath when the first demons reached their pike line. She had less than a hundred soldiers with her, and their pike line wasn’t too impressive, only about twenty-five bodies wide, but it was better than nothing. And the demons showed no fear in how they charged at them.

Many died on those pikes, though theirs weren’t easy deaths. Some didn’t stop pushing even after being impaled, only truly stopping moving forward when too much blood seeped from them, and their life was all but extinguished. A few cannier enemies managed to climb the bodies of their dead and tried to attack from above, but her soldiers held their place, and a few of those behind helped deal with those who broke through the pikes.

It didn’t mean they would hold for long. As she watched, Kharis saw several of the large pikes break, and she saw others become unusable when the weight of the corpses impaled in them became too much. As more and more of their demonic enemies threw themselves on those pikemen, their usefulness became limited until Kharis was forced to call them back and advance with the men and women beside her.

They wielded a different sort of armament. She used a shield
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