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CHAPTER ONE


The base camp stretched out before me. I stood at the top of the nearby cliff, a spot often occupied by several gryphons, but none of them were here right now. Ranoctil was beside me, and we had come up here to get a quiet moment away from the hustle and bustle of the camp.

Once again, I had effectively moved planets, and now, I was living on Moreleon, Ranoctil’s home planet. After the corrupted had come through and killed the guards we’d left here, broken the battle map artifact, and destroyed the one mud-based building we had rebuilt.

It had taken some time, and the camp was still expanding, but there were barracks for the large number of soldiers and dragon warriors on site, complete with a canteen that could feed about half the people here at once. We also had several areas for training, both magic and other forms. Douglas had set up a shooting range, and Sienna had a weapons training section.

I’d been in all of them, teaching and learning in turn. No matter how much I could teach the other fighters, there was always something I could learn from the rest of them. Especially when it came to a gun.

Now, I was learning in a whole new way. Ranoctil had insisted that it was time I learned how to be an opal dragon and taken it as his responsibility to get me working with my fourth color of magic. It wasn’t going very well yet. I didn’t believe I was ready.

My third color had taken me only a few weeks to open up, but using it wasn’t as simple as opening it. It took time to make it stable and compatible with the existing magic generation. I wasn’t stable enough yet, and that made it riskier. And harder.

Still, Ranoctil was determined, and I didn’t want to waste the opportunity to talk to him about every element I could. He was the same kind of opal that I would become.

As I watched the hustle and bustle of the camp, I tried to gain some ground by opening up and drawing in the next color. Blue. It was the last of the four. It wasn’t easy, and in three weeks of trying, I wasn’t sure I could detect even a trickle. Ranoctil thought I was making progress, but I didn’t want to push any harder, and I didn’t feel as if I was any different. It would be a long journey from here to opal.

I exhaled, my frustration building. This wasn’t working.

“Take a break,” Ranoctil said. “You may not feel as if you are making good progress, but you are. It’s not easy or swift.”

“But you managed it.” I looked over at him briefly, expecting pity in his face, but he wasn’t even looking at me. He was staring out at the camp as well.

“I had an advantage. I was already born with two colors to my name. I only had to open up two.”

While he had a point, he’d still had it hard. “The third and fourth are harder no matter where you start.”

“This is true.” He shifted toward me. “And the fifth and on are even harder.”

I nodded. “Do any opals try to go beyond?”

For a few seconds, Ranoctil didn’t reply and just looked back at the camp. “Some do, but few. There aren’t many of us with the time and the ability to spend it training in pairs. You have put together a bigger force than I have seen in my many years of fighting.”

“How long have you been fighting?” I asked, trying to keep him talking now that he was opening up. The last three weeks, he had been doing nothing but pushing me to keep trying. But he was talking now, and I didn’t want to lose that opportunity.

“Longer than you’ve been alive, and then longer. I started the fight before the council decided to close off many of the planets, break their portals, and wipe the memories of as many dragons as possible. Anywhere we had the corrupted under control, or it had never been.”

“To give people the chance to thrive and come up with solutions.”

“Or for our numbers to grow, at least. In peace. I don’t suppose you’ve noticed, but dragons who are called to fight or know there’s a threat that might come through the door don’t have children.”

I didn’t know what to say. While I knew it was the choice they’d made, I hadn’t wanted to think about it too much. The decision was made before I was born. I didn’t entirely understand it. So many had been kept back from the fight, and it sounded as if the rest of the dragons left out there had slowly been losing.

It didn’t make much sense. None of this really did.

“How many of those planets are left?” I asked when neither of us spoke for a while.

Ranoctil shrugged. “I only know what was in my sector for sure. There are multiple similar sectors out there, but each has their own opal dragon. Or they’ve fallen now.”

“And you’ve never been tempted to portal to some of them to ask for help?” I shook my head, not understanding what good it did to break the universe down into sectors and then just leave them to sink or swim.

“How could I? Other than one portal to the hub, the rest were broken. I might be able to make new portals, but it’s far harder between planets than it is from one point to another on the same planet. And the magic it requires.” Ranoctil frowned. “I don’t have the magic to do it.”

It was news that surprised me. Ranoctil pulled in more magic than I did. I was catching up to him, and if I opened a fourth channel and became an opal dragon, I didn’t doubt I would be more powerful. But it was a big if. I wasn’t ready for that. Not by a long way.

“We have talked long enough.” Ranoctil got to his feet. “There is more I can teach you. And it may help. We need to get you familiar with using blue magic.”

Although I wanted to point out that I was very familiar with using all the colors thanks to fighting the enemy with them, I knew better than to talk back at this moment. There was a chance that he had a method that would help. Simply because it was a method that seemed strange to me didn’t mean it wouldn’t have some kind of result.

Ranoctil walked me a little way back from the cliff’s edge and over to a small stream that cut through the ground up here. We’d shored up one side of it to make sure it didn’t swell and come over the edge of the cliff into the camp. We’d given it a better path down so we could use it as a source of water.

My mentor crouched at the side and scooped out a handful. It ran through his hands until he held it there, controlling the water. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to copy him, but he looked up at me as if expecting me to do so. I didn’t crouch but sat, crossed my legs, and then brought the water to me, shifting some out of the stream until it was in my cupped hands.

“Show-off,” he said, but the corner of his mouth twitched up.

“What now?” I asked, hiding the grin I wanted to reply with. I might be showing off, but for a moment, it was fun to let go and be a little silly. I didn’t mind using a little extra magic here and there.

Ranoctil stared at the water he was holding in his hands, and bubbles began to form in the center. I watched as he heated only the water in the middle, boiling it but keeping the water around it calm and cool. It took an enormous amount of control to both hold the water in place and heat up only the small section in the middle while also keeping the heat out of the water around it.

I marveled at his control before he looked up at me.

“Come on. Your turn. I’m sure you have the skill necessary for this.” Ranoctil finally cooled his water and then dropped it back into the stream.

Although I wasn’t sure I did, I focused on the water around me. I didn’t have blue magic as a natural source, so I pulled a little from my armor and used that to do a similar exercise. I wasn’t used to using magic for a task like this, and it was a lot harder than my mentor had made it look.

I did my best anyway, holding the water still more easily than I could keep the outside cool and heat the middle. At first, I was heating up all of it. Eventually, I managed to form a sort of barrier and keep the water on the outside cooler. It took me a lot longer to make the water in the middle boil.

After I managed it, I looked up at my mentor, but there was no smile on his face as I’d hoped there would be. Instead, he frowned.

“You haven’t been taught to use the magics of your kind of opal dragon as well as I expected. You should have learned to wield the four that make up your half so you were more in sync with them.”

“I’ve also had little need for them for a hundred years or so. Just as there are tasks that you struggle with, I have mine as well.” I didn’t appreciate how disappointed he was that I couldn’t do the task as easily as him. This wasn’t necessary to fight, even if it displayed a great deal of control and precision and used multiple energy types at once.

Ranoctil grunted before making me repeat the exercise several times. By the third time I’d attempted it, I could boil the water almost as quickly as Ranoctil had the first time. Most importantly, I kept the outside water cool and controlled the whole situation more easily and efficiently.

“That’s progress, but I want you to practice that and other feats with the same magic.” Ranoctil motioned for me to put my water back in the stream, and I wasn’t about to argue with that. My head hurt after concentrating so hard on a task I didn’t normally do.

“Now, let us return to trying to bring in blue for you. I am sure this will make it easier for you.”

While I didn’t understand how it would help, he was the mentor, and I wasn’t about to argue. I quickly reconnected to the magical energy, feeling it as it came into my body before it was part of my internal store. This was a much harder connection to make and maintain and was the first hurdle most new dragons experienced.

I could do it with ease now, but I’d gained two more of the eight possible energy types. And I wanted this fourth, even if it was far more difficult.

However, no matter how much I wanted it, I knew I had to be cautious. Wanting it didn’t mean I could throw caution to the wind and force it. Douglas had pushed hard to gain an energy type and almost destroyed himself. If I pushed hard, I would run the risk of doing exactly the same.

This needed to be gentle, even if it appeared I wasn’t making any progress at all.

“I think you are being too cautious,” Ranoctil said when I’d spent another few minutes trying to ease open a channel to the blue dragons’ water-based energy. I couldn’t detect even the tiniest amount of energy coming through. No channel, nothing. It was as if my body wouldn’t open up for it at all.

“This is dangerous,” I replied, looking up at him to see how insistent he wanted to be.

“Yes. Which is why I am here. You could eventually do this on your own, I have no doubt. I’m sure the gentle pushing would open up a channel eventually, but we need more opal dragons, and you would be a fine example. I am here to make sure this is less dangerous. You should push harder.”

Although I considered telling him I would take as long as I needed because he couldn’t feel the corrupted and keep me safe better than I could myself, I held my tongue and opted to try a little harder than I had been. If I could make him think that I was doing my best and trying to increase the level of effort needed, maybe he would be satisfied and not push me any harder to risk our lives.

While I had a finite supply of magic and wasn’t as powerful overall as Ranoctil, I feared what might happen if I was corrupted. I could do a lot of damage to the operation I had built, and I didn’t want to.

As I concentrated, I pushed slightly harder and tried to force a small opening, but after another few minutes, I relaxed again. This really wasn’t working today.

“All right. We’ll try again tomorrow,” Ranoctil said before I could ask to take a break.

At first, I thought he was being lenient and letting me off easy after insisting I try harder, but Sienna flew in and transformed.

“Are you ready for your lessons?” Sienna asked him. Our lesson was done because one of his own was about to begin. I knew Sienna had offered to teach him how to physically fight better in human form, but I didn’t know they had begun already.

Without more than a nod to either of them, I took dragon form and swooped out and off the cliff, leaving Ranoctil and Sienna to their lesson. While I normally returned to the barracks to help others train, I didn’t this time.

This was the first time Ranoctil had opened up to me about everything that had gone on before I was alive, and the more I heard, the more questions I had. The academy had focused on preparing us for the war, but everyone who enrolled already had an idea of where they would serve and knew they were expected to follow orders. No one asked many questions, and of the few we did dare to ask, even fewer had been answered.

I flew over the base camp and around it, stretching my wings and taking in the feel of the area. Several of us could detect any corrupted nearby, the corrupted creatures causing an uneasy haze in the mind that gave away their location.

I could reach out farther than anyone else here. I couldn’t detect anything as far as our second ring of walls, but I pushed out as far as I could.

There was nothing. For now, we could train and rest.


CHAPTER TWO


After flying around and checking the camp to try to distract myself from what Ranoctil had told me and how eager he had been to push me to open up another magic channel, I noticed that Douglas had come out of the main battle command building and was looking up as if he wanted me.

Matraphiel was on his shoulder, shuffling as if he intended to come toward me.

Is everything okay? I asked, wondering if they had come out to try and get my attention. Of course, Douglas couldn’t reply from where he was. I was too far away for him to shout, but Matraphiel sent me an image of the battle map as it must have been a few minutes ago. It was mostly clear of enemies, even zoomed out, but there were other dots on it that I didn’t doubt were meant for my attention.

Although I didn’t want to land, I knew I was needed, so I changed direction to come into the small clearing in front of the building. I touched down in dragon form and stayed that way for a second longer. Douglas came closer as if he was considering joining me rather than the other way around, but I didn’t want to ignore whatever he wanted.

I took human form, and he smiled, embracing me before he said a word. The hug was everything I needed, and I lingered in his arms. Over the months Douglas had been in my life, he had become a rock. A steady presence and, along with Matraphiel, my favorite companion whenever I flew.

“There’s no need to rush,” Douglas replied when I finally pulled back. “It doesn’t show any enemies we have to worry about. Wildlife. Creatures that don’t appear to be corrupted at all.”

“Safe? Or being chased?”

“As far as we can tell, they’re safe. They’re not even moving around that much.”

I frowned. It was strange news. If they were out there, it would make more sense for them to be fleeing from the corrupted or coming toward us because there was nowhere else to go that wasn’t decayed.

While we had found several small areas of the nearby land that hadn’t been decayed into oblivion and killed or corrupted themselves, they were few and far between and almost too small to support any wildlife. If some creatures showed up now, they were either signs the planet might be recovering on its own or the corrupted was moving somewhere else, and they’d had to escape.

If no corrupted were in pursuit, it suggested the former. That was a victory worth celebrating. I didn’t plan to be too hasty in making a big deal of this if I didn’t know for sure why it was happening. And I would rather focus on this situation than what I had learned from Ranoctil.

Knowing each sector had essentially been cut off from the rest of the Protectorate and portals could be and had been broken off in the past changed how I felt about the Protectorate. I only knew I was going to free this sector, then figure out how to help others.

Clearly, if we didn’t keep expanding and fighting hard for our sector, no one else would be coming to help us. It wasn’t a pleasant thought.

For a few minutes, I studied the map, trying to see if there was some sort of pattern to the creatures’ movements. I couldn’t tell. It appeared as if the animals were moving haphazardly near one edge of the area the battle map could see.

“Is there any way to widen it a little further?” I asked although I knew the answer. It would require Ranoctil, and it wouldn’t be easy. The larger the area the battle map showed, the more magic it drained, but also, the more difficult it was to make it accurate.

Douglas pointed out several areas on the map. “They’ve been moving around this small area. For the last hour or so.”

“And you only now came to get me.”

Douglas shrugged. “They’re not enemies, and I knew you were training with Ranoctil.”

“I wouldn’t have minded the interruption.” I looked up at him to see a smirk on his face.

“I’m sure you wouldn’t, but a certain opal dragon would have, and I had no intention of incurring his wrath.”

“Not even in my defense?” I asked, feigning insult that he wouldn’t.

He came around the large stone table that held the battle map and put his arms around me again. “If I truly thought you needed my defense, I would be there in a heartbeat, but he is trying to help you. He wants you to have power and abilities that, until now, only he’s had in this entire sector. It’s worth the attempt.”

I exhaled as I nodded and looked down. Douglas was right, but that didn’t make the lessons any easier. I wasn’t getting anywhere, and the more I tried, the more I felt like a failure. I didn’t want to waste my time and energy on more lessons if I wasn’t going to make any progress. Being an idiot and not good enough wasn’t a good state to wallow in.

“You are going to figure this out,” Douglas said, lifting my chin back up. “I know you. You always figure it out. No matter how hard our task is and how little we have in the way of resources, you find a way to beat the enemy. Becoming an opal dragon is a huge achievement. If any dragon among us can get to opal status and pummel the bad guy, then you can.”

The speech was encouraging, but it was still on me to fix it, even if he believed I could.

I spent the next few minutes telling him about the lesson while we sat beside the battle map, keeping an eye on the animals that were showing up. I spewed out all my frustrations with the teaching method, but I also told him how Ranoctil had opened up and what I’d discovered.

Douglas held my hand the entire time I talked and didn’t let go of it when I ran out of steam, and my story was done. When I finished, he didn’t say a word, but he gave my hand another squeeze.

“I don’t know if I can do this. We’re cut off, and we have a planet that is fighting back far better than any before.” I shook my head, not sure where to go with any of this.

“If we’re cut off, we’re cut off. I doubt we are entirely, because you can reach people who help, and artifacts come through. They’re not coming from anywhere else in the sector. Are they?”

I shrugged. “Ranoctil implied that we were entirely on our own.”

“But someone came through the portal to bring this battle map.”

Douglas had a good point. And I had seen Ranoctil open the portal to wherever the hub had been. Perhaps there was one portal and one planet where we could go that would connect us to the rest of the universe, but one was very few, and I didn’t know where it was. I also didn’t know if it was where Ranoctil had gone when we needed a battle map.

He could have gone to another planet where he could get a message to an opal dragon, and they’d come back together for all I knew. I’d never asked, and he’d never explained.

I’d been able to open a portal to another planet in the sector and send a message to someone who had also been giving me artifacts. I’d never seen the dragon responding face to face, but artifacts had come through the portal anyway.

While Ranoctil had painted a bleak picture, it didn’t mean it was as bleak as all that. Douglas was right once more, and I was worrying a lot about it.

“All right,” I said as I moved back toward the battle map. “Let’s figure out our next move.”

“That’s more like the Arty I know. Ready to figure out how to hit the corrupted next and make them pay as much as possible.” Douglas grinned and joined me.

I pulled the map around, making sure it was as zoomed out as I could get it without losing accuracy. I could have possibly calibrated it, but I didn’t want to screw up a device I had only recently begun to learn how to use and shouldn’t be able to touch. Ranoctil was precious about it. When he was in the room, he didn’t want anyone else even touching it.

Douglas and I discussed the possible places we could expand a new wall, but even he pointed out that we didn’t have enough forces for the scale of another push.

“We could do it,” I said when he started to talk about how many more dragons and soldiers we would need than available in the camp. “We could take some out of the castle in the inner ring.”

Douglas frowned and shifted the map to look at only the inner circle for a few seconds. We had two full circles of walls and castles, each one manned well, and several smaller outposts we had built on both sides of the outer wall that helped to hold a good line and stop anything sneaking past us.

It was a good defense, and so far, it was holding no matter what the enemy threw at us. But they hadn’t been testing it lately. I knew they were out there, but I didn’t know what they were planning or where they truly were. And there was the queen handler I’d fought and had to let flee.

My team had needed me at the time, but I was eager to find her again and take her out. While she was out there, I doubted we would get any long-term rest. She wasn’t as powerful as a dragon, but she was clever and learning from us. The longer she was alive, the more difficult she would get to kill.

I ran through the numbers one more time with Douglas, trying to decide which castle could be left empty, but no matter which one I suggested, he made a good argument for why at least some of the team should be left there.

Sienna and Ranoctil appeared while we were still talking about it, their lesson clearly over. I hadn’t noticed, but Douglas and I had been in the war room for almost two hours, and we hadn’t settled on any kind of plan.

Ranoctil immediately wanted to be told what we were thinking of. To my surprise, he sided with Douglas.

“We don’t have the soldiers and dragons to expand.” Ranoctil frowned and took over manipulating the map, as I thought he would. “Which area is the smallest we could expand into?”

I went over every element Douglas and I had discussed again, although, thankfully, more succinctly than we had the first time. Despite disagreeing with me, Douglas helped explain the ideas I had told him and sounded as if he supported them more than he had when the two of us had been talking alone.

Sienna didn’t say anything, taking it all in, but Ranoctil grew more and more dissatisfied until he shook his head and interrupted me.

“This isn’t possible. Not even if we leave some of the castles empty. And making ourselves vulnerable to more attacks is not an option. Not when we have fought so hard to retake the land we have.”

I frowned, but I was ready to argue for what I believed in. “We can’t sit and wait for them to keep attacking us. This planet has wildlife that’s still alive. Possibly even stretches of land out there with inhabitants who need us. And there are many more planets out there.”

“There are. We’re all aware of that. The Protectorate fights every day to try and liberate those planets. Many of them have been hidden away without the corruption finding them or having any idea they are there. We won’t help them by overextending ourselves and letting the corruption overrun this planet, too.” Ranoctil folded his arms.

Although I opened my mouth to argue, Douglas took my arm. “You’re both right. We can’t rush and overextend, but we can’t sit here and do nothing, either. That clearly hasn’t worked in the past. We should at least send out scouts.”

It was a good compromise, and I nodded and relaxed a little. I would take any progress for now. It would give us some way to find more enemies and kill them, if nothing else. And we had more people in training. It might give us a task for them to do when they get here.

Ranoctil looked like he would object, but Sienna had already stepped toward the map and begun shifting it around to find the signs of wildlife we’d been watching over the last few hours.

“If we scout out on this side, we might find some people worth rescuing or a way to help this planet regrow and flourish despite the enemy.” Sienna looked up at all of us, confident.

“All right. I can agree to us sending out scouts to find possible areas or living beings we can aid until we can grow our forces large enough to take and hold a larger area.” Ranoctil stepped toward the map, and finally, we made some progress.

As one, we started to work together, putting together a plan and figuring out who our scouts would be and what teams to send out with them. I would be part of one of them, but Ranoctil also insisted on being one of the people going out. It didn’t take me by surprise, but I was fairly sure he was pushing himself.

Sienna might have been training him, but she still had a long way to go to get him to the level he could handle a fight the way we could. He had raw power but far less sense of how to use it. We at least had him in better armor, and he had a decent sword, but tools alone were not enough.

Still, this was his planet, and I knew how I would feel if I was him. I would want to be out there doing everything I could, even when I still had plenty to learn.


CHAPTER THREE


It took a few hours for us to make a plan, but by then, it was dark and we couldn’t act on it. The frustration had me walking out of the war room with a sour mood and a burning desire to find the enemy.

“Arty?” Douglas called, Matraphiel coming out of the room along with him. I paused, trying not to look as bothered as I felt. It wasn’t his fault or Matraphiel’s.

“I’m sorry,” I replied. “I’m not angry—just wanted to be able to get on with the job.”

Douglas approached me, and Matraphiel stopped by my legs, rubbing up against me to show his affection. I wanted to relax in their company, but I didn’t know how to. Not when I knew that so many people across the galaxy were facing the enemy and we had medicines and technology to make the fight easier.

“Your determination is why I love you,” Douglas said as he came in closer and put an arm around my waist. “And I understand why you want to go out there and kill the enemy at every moment. I want to as well. They threatened my people, killed soldiers I served with, and I can’t forget that. While more of them could threaten our loved ones or anyone else’s loved ones, it is hard to relax.”

I nodded. It was as close to the truth as it could be. “How do you relax?”

Douglas chuckled. “I spend time with you, train, and do what I can in other ways. And I rest. So when the time comes, I have all the energy I need to kill as many of them as possible.”

It was good advice, but easier said than done. I didn’t know how to relax. Not anymore. Not that I had been good at it ever. Even when Matraphiel and I had been in the castle, just the two of us, I had spent a lot of time training and the rest watching the others in the world or trying to distract myself.

We had gotten good at finding something else to do. Here, however, we didn’t have the same luxuries. We couldn’t just put the TV on and watch a good detective show.

I tried to slow my breathing down and think about what I could do, but Douglas still had his arms around me.

“Want to go for a fly?” he asked.

“You mean you want to go for a ride?” I replied, but I smirked.

He had the grace to look slightly ashamed. “It’s a good way to see the stars.”

Matraphiel sent me an image of his bed and trotted toward the barracks, where he and I shared a small room. If I was flying with Douglas, it would just be the two of us.

I wasn’t sure whether it was a good idea. The area wasn’t the safest, but I also knew I was fairly safe with Douglas. We could stay within the limits of the walls and see what there was to see.

“Think of it as doing a patrol if it helps,” Douglas added.

At first, I shook my head, not wanting to think about a romantic time with him looking at the stars as a good excuse to be doing a duty. It wasn’t fair to him.

“Do you want to just go for a walk?” I asked after thinking about it for a few more seconds.

“Sure, if you’d rather do that than fly. I am happy to go with you anywhere you want to go.” Douglas stepped back, but he kept hold of my hand. I knew he was wearing a lot of his armor, the suit modified to protect certain body parts for him. He also had a large shield, just as I did, and we both carried guns and swords.

While we had once wielded two very different weapons and looked nothing alike, over time, we had learned to use each other’s gear and adapt. Neither of us could boast being as good as each other with our favored weapons, but it helped to have some idea how to use them.

We had become a good team, and it was only when Douglas had promised to keep me safe that Kryos relented in being my bodyguard so much of the time. However, he tried to have himself or at least one of my other honor guards nearby at all times.

Ranoctil had insisted that Kryos wasn’t allowed to be with me for our training sessions, or he would have been all afternoon. Jace and Kelliessa often spent time with me in the camp, too, but I hadn’t seen any of them since my lesson.

Before I could consider letting one of them know where I was going and how, Douglas tugged my hand, leading me toward one edge of the camp. I hesitated, but Douglas was eager, and I had to admit that the idea of some time away from everyone and alone with him appealed to me.

We hadn’t had much time alone since my birthday, and he was right. I was always pushing hard to take on the enemy, bolster defenses, or sort out supplies. I rarely thought about what I might want for myself.

Being alone for decade after decade had driven me hard to make the time since count for so much more. I couldn’t focus on fighting enemies every minute of every day.

Douglas found a small path that cut through trees and bushes out of the camp and into the wilderness beyond. We were going away from the cliffs and the war room but not directly toward the ruins that housed the portal. I’d started to have those rebuilt, and guards were stationed there around the clock.

We were going to the right-hand side, where there were more trees and bushes, with the small stream to the left of our camp on our other side. I didn’t go this way often, the wilderness allowed to grow unchecked.

It was a beautiful sort of wild, very similar to the area outside of the castle I had lived in for a long time. I had shared that space with Matraphiel, and many times, I wondered if the war would ever shift in our favor enough that another dragon would be sent to me. It had never occurred to me that I might eventually choose a human as my companion.

All the years James had shown interest in me and talked to me every time I went to get groceries, I hadn’t developed anything like the feelings I had now for Douglas.

We reached a small clearing among the trees where moss, soft grasses, and wildflowers grew. It was the kind of place where we’d have seen bees buzzing and little birds flitting around on Earth, but there were fewer insects on this planet and almost no birds.

The conservation of wildlife was a big concern for us. It had led to Dr. Alice Hargreaves, our resident scientific expert on the corruption, contacting humans on Earth skilled in reintroducing wildlife to make sure these plants didn’t die out from a lack of pollinators.

It helped that, as dragons, we had the magic to aid the plants around us, but none of us could create insects and wildlife from nothing.

“Do you think this planet will ever recover?” I asked, looking around and appreciating the natural area, even in the gloom.

“We have to hope it can. But I believe we can figure it out if it needs some help, especially when you include the magic we possess.”

“It would be a steep learning curve,” I replied. “If we had to somehow save the entire planet’s ecosystem.”

Douglas nodded and squeezed my hand. “Thankfully, we’re a long way off worrying about it. For now, there is greenery, and it’s surviving. If there isn’t enough, we’ll encourage more, and the insects and wildlife will be able to spread. It’s already growing back between the two walls.”

His words were true. We’d helped the area along, but we’d also released some of the wildlife we’d healed and taken back from the corruption into the wilderness between our two perimeter walls. Although we were keeping an eye on them to ensure they were doing okay, they appeared to be surviving.

We’d had to introduce some other animals further down the food chain as well, but there had been plenty of those inside the inner walls already, and it felt as if we had achieved a bit more of a balance of creatures.

Both of us sat on the moss and looked up at the stars. The sky was beautiful, and I never failed to appreciate its vastness.

“Seeing the stars from four different planets Is a pretty big achievement for a guy who never intended to be an astronaut.”

“I’ve seen them from five,” I replied, grinning.

“Your home planet, too?” he asked.

“Yes, although I barely remember it now. I don’t even know how to get back there for sure, even if I wanted to. I sent my parents messages regularly. Until they died anyway.”

“What was it like?”

I considered the question for a little while, not sure I could answer the question easily. It had been a long time ago, and I’d never been back. Not even for the funeral. Ranoctil had told me that he couldn’t get anyone to hold my position and protect Earth, forcing me not to go. I didn’t want to focus on that.

As it was, the conversations today felt as if they had been depressing enough.

“It was safe. No threats. Everyone grew up in peace, and because of that, it was thriving. No humans. Just dragons. And a great big academy on the mainland where as many dragons as possible were persuaded to send their children.”

Douglas squeezed my hand. Neither of us needed to mention that I had been one of those children. I didn’t talk about my childhood much. This was one of the first times I had told him about my home planet.

The life I’d been sold at the academy wasn’t this. Not that I minded what it had become in the last few years, but I had learned more and more that the Protectorate was willing to lie, change memories, and more just to get the warriors and hide planets well enough to not lose this war.

All of it made me wonder if this war was worth winning anymore. How did I keep fighting for an organization that would do all this? But how did I stop fighting? The corruption didn’t care whom I served and why. All they cared about was consuming the world.

“Do you miss it?” Douglas asked, bringing me back to the present moment.

“Sometimes. I miss my parents more than any particular place. I wasn’t going to stay there. Once I’d been in the academy for a short while, I wanted to fight, and I’ve been brought up to do that very well. I’m not good at anything else. Isn’t that obvious?”

Douglas shifted until he was looking at me instead of the night sky. He pulled my face around until I looked into his eyes. “You are so much more than a warrior. You are a beautiful person with a strong sense of right and wrong who takes care of those around you. You are a leader who nurtures and brings out the best in people. And to me, you’re absolutely everything.”

I glanced down, unable to handle the intensity of his words. When I looked back at him, his gaze was still locked on my face.

“Thank you. Are you up to taking that flight after all?” I asked. I wanted to fly around the area and make sure it was okay one last time before I slept.

“Always. Whenever you want.”

Douglas got to his feet and backed up far enough to take dragon form. I still took a moment longer than I usually would to change, but eventually, I was in the middle of the clearing as a dragon. It was smaller now, or at least seemed that way, my wings almost touching trees on either side of me.

Douglas climbed up, not getting the harness out. I appreciated him not bothering with it, but it made me worried for his safety.

Are you okay to fly like this? I asked.

“Yes. I actually prefer this. No somersaults, though. I think I could hold on, but let’s not test it.” Douglas gripped onto the spikes along the ridge in the center of my back and shifted himself into the perfect place.

While I worried about him, I didn’t like the harness as much as I liked flying without one, and this way, I could feel him on my back. I knew exactly where he was and how strong his grip on me was. It was all I needed.

Taking my time, I launched into the air and climbed upward until I was over the trees and heading toward the first wall. The night was no longer young, but I could feel the magic of many resting dragons. We still pumped magic into the walls regularly, and I could feel the thrum of energy in both layers of defense.

On top of that, we had begun putting some in the air and on the ground around the whole area. While it wasn’t the most foolproof method to protect everyone and used a lot of magical energy, it would slow down any attacking group if they got past the walls and our many castles.

I could see the nearest castles, the lights on and the usual dragons on the walls that kept watch at this time of night. It was safe, and we weren’t under attack. As I did many nights, I flew farther out, not getting too close to any one castle in case they wondered if I was coming in to land.

While I wanted to check the perimeter myself, I didn’t want to alarm anyone or make them think I had a message or needed to see anyone. Most of the dragons I would liaise with were asleep or resting, and I didn’t want to pull them away from that.

“This is almost as beautiful as being in that clearing with you, looking up at the stars,” Douglas said once we were near the second wall, and I was starting to turn to fly along with the line.

That’s because you can see the stars and the wildlife from there, too. I could do the same, but it wasn’t my focus. I reached out with my mind, wanting to know where the enemy was and if the queen was out there. Although she hadn’t shown her face since I’d fought her and she’d run.

Somewhere, she was out there, and I wanted to find her. One day soon, I would. And then I would end her.

Because no matter what I thought of the Protectorate, I knew one thing about myself. I was a warrior, and I would do everything I could to defeat the enemy.


CHAPTER FOUR


Despite the sun shining into my window and the sound of people moving outside the room and in the rest of the barracks, I didn’t want to get out of bed.

Matraphiel jumped up and landed on my stomach, making me wince. At the same time, he sent an image of several dragons gathering in the area in front of the barracks and war room.

It was almost time to head out on our scouting missions this morning, and here I was, still in bed. After gently knocking my sphynx off my stomach, I rolled over to realize that Douglas was already up and gone. I’d slept through him getting up.

Groaning at the lack of time I had to get ready to leave, I reached for the nearest set of clothes. I’d at least had the presence of mind to put some nearby for the morning, and I thanked the me who had thought of it before climbing into bed with Douglas.

I dressed as quickly as possible and was pulling on my armor as Douglas returned. He had a bagel in one hand with everything I loved inside it.

“Figured you could use the sleep until the last possible moment, so I grabbed you some food.” He gave me his usual happy grin before he handed the bagel over.

“You are the perfect man. Has anyone ever told you that before?” I asked as I bit into it and grabbed my sword belt to sling around my waist.

While I tried to put it on one-handed, Douglas picked up the rest of his gear, then his large, door-sized shield. I wolfed down the bagel. My pack was always ready to go, so I whistled to Matraphiel. The sphynx was ready as well, his life far simpler than mine, but he trotted over to me anyway and sniffed at my food.

“Don’t worry. I got some breakfast for you as well.” Douglas pulled a packet from his pocket. It contained several dog biscuits and a small pot of meat paste. While it wasn’t Matraphiel’s favorite, it was better for him than some of the food I let him indulge in.

Another few minutes saw the three of us ready to head out. We made our way to the front of the campground where the other dragons were gathering.

Thankfully, we weren’t last, but I was later than usual. There were a few raised eyebrows, especially from Kryos.

“I normally have to chase after you to keep up and actually be a bodyguard. You all right?” Kryos asked, not wasting time to check on me.

“Yeah, I just slept a little later than normal. I’ve been tired, not sleeping as well.” It was partially true. Thankfully, Kryos didn’t pry any further in front of the others, and the rest of the dragons quickly joined us.

The front dragon for each scouting group had already been told which area they would be responsible for exploring. We had eight groups, each heading out to a castle on the second wall before we would go any farther. I was taking a direction I thought the handler might be in.

Not that I’d told anyone that, but I wanted to find her. If this gave me the chance to kill her, I would take it.

Inside my pack were six magical cylinders, each full of magic and ready to help me in battle. Douglas had another four, and we both carried ammo, food, water, and whatever other trinkets we wanted to keep on us. I had a few precious items I never parted from, as did Douglas.

Now and then, I switched out a few items in my pack, but it was always ready for me to grab and go at a moment’s notice.

After another ten minutes, the scout teams had formed, two dragons and a soldier for each of them. Sienna agreed to go out with Ranoctil and keep an eye on him, carrying Pat on her back. Jace and Kelliessa were inseparable as always, and they had Matt.

Cios took another team of our usual dragons, I had Kryos and Douglas with me to make another, and Tim and Harriet formed another pair. The other three scout groups were made up of dragons from this planet, volunteering to carry a soldier from Earth each. Douglas had assigned them three men used to keeping their seats no matter who they rode, but it had been a bit more of a struggle to get the harnesses on the dragons.

Finally, the groups were ready to leave, and I got into the air to clear some space. Douglas was already settled on my back, Matraphiel the addition that set our group apart.

The gryphons could have come with us. Most of them could fly fast and carry humans and other creatures as well as we could, if not better. As such, they had begun to slot into the process of protecting this planet by flying messages and helping carry other provisions and supplies back and forth. It was almost as if they had become a willing workhorse of the skies. It was all necessary work, and I didn’t doubt it had played a big part in strengthening our current position.

We made our way toward Greta and her castle, then flew even farther from her new fortress and home. She had quickly become one of my favorite commanders, and we’d moved her several times to whip a squad into shape and get a castle organized. Finally, we had put her in charge of the largest and most important of the outer castles.

More of the corrupted appeared to come from the areas in this direction. At the same time, it was one of our weaker defenses. The ground was more desert-like here, and it was harder to run the castle without support. At the same time, it was more necessary than ever that it held.

Ben had been studying the planet’s history and identified that it had fallen sooner than the others around it, and not necessarily because it had been attacked more or lacked the dragons to defend it. It had been harder to hold and weakened more easily when cut off.

As such, we had put extra effort into making sure Greta wasn’t cut off. Not this time.

Our builders had begun working on a possible tunnel network as well, although we hadn’t started building yet. I wasn’t sure how I felt about tunnels because of our previous experience with corrupted bugs infesting the ones on Havilah, and Sienna was wary, too.

They had been used for defensive purposes on Earth, which was why Cios, Reijo, and Kryos were all in favor of the idea. Yet thoughts of getting trapped in them if they collapsed or the enemy tried to decay them filled me with dread.

Still, it was a possibility we would consider, especially as we grew. If it allowed more humans to help us run goods between settlements and gave us a way to relieve the pressure and spread out farther, retaking more of the planet, I was willing to consider almost any idea.

For now, it was simply a growing plan. And we had to make do with what we had.

We made our way toward Greta’s castle, crossing the first boundary wall about half an hour after we left. It thrummed with power now, and I could still mentally feel the whole thing as I crossed one edge, even if it was faint on the other side.

The second wall was less well-powered, but that was changing with time. It was far, far longer, and it had taken time to infuse enough energy to protect the full length, but we had been constantly growing the amount since it was safe. Now and then, the corrupted drained it, but not for long.

What’s got you struggling with sleep? Kryos asked, the question coming out of the blue only a few seconds after we crossed the wall, and I could put it behind me.

I didn’t answer right away, not sure how much I wanted to tell him. I knew they thought I was obsessed with the queen handler who kept getting away, and I didn’t want to prove their point. However, my concerns were related, and I possibly was far too focused on her when I shouldn’t have been.

The corrupted, I replied eventually. I knew I would have to go into greater detail. To just say the name of the enemy we had been fighting my whole life didn’t explain any more than if I had said custard. Or being awake.

More than usual? he pressed, and I didn’t blame him. But it had bought me a little time to think about it, though.

I am trying to feel out farther and farther. To help protect us. It’s all well and good that they can appear on the battle map, but that’s just an artifact stuck in the center of the area. I can detect the enemy out farther than the map if I fly along the second wall.

Kryos glanced at me despite us talking telepathically. And this is changing your sleep pattern?

Yes. I can feel the corrupted that are closer even more clearly. The uneasy feeling never goes away anymore. It was as much of the truth as I wanted to tell. I didn’t want him to understand I was only truly doing this to try and find the queen handler. I knew she was out there somewhere.

Despite my trying to deflect and say it was about the battle map not being enough, Kryos showed he could anticipate my desires and reasons. Have you felt her at all?

I snorted, almost jetting a small flame out of my nostrils. I’d tried to seem indignant, but it only made Douglas, who hadn’t been part of the conversation, shift in his harness and pat my back.

I’m all right, just talking to Kryos about the corrupted and how being able to feel them is making it harder to sleep, I told Douglas, wishing we’d included him in the conversation from the beginning. I hadn’t wanted the pair of them to put all the information they had together, though. Not that I could necessarily stop them.

Sometimes, the pair conspired against me, and all in my best interests.

“And your reluctance to relax and stop is making it harder to relax and stop.” Douglas sounded smug as he pointed out another truth. I didn’t want to sleep and waste time or anything like that. I wanted to be out on the field, killing corruption, teaching and training, or putting my energy into a wall that protected everyone.

You two sound like you’re going to gang up on me and tell me to relax, I said, knowing that Douglas had already said he wouldn’t the previous day, but now there were two of them questioning my choices. I also knew I had skirted the question about the queen handler. I hadn’t felt her presence for sure, and I didn’t want to talk about her.

Thankfully, Kryos and Douglas both let go of the conversation there, and we focused our effort on getting to the castle and the second wall. Greta waved to us from the roof, and we circled a few times to let her know we were just passing through, Douglas checking in with her on the radio in case she needed something we could supply her with later, and then we carried on, out into the far more broken land.

On this side of the wall, the land was still decayed and destroyed. We couldn’t see a single plant or any wildlife for miles ahead of us, but that was what we’d expected. We’d needed to heal all the land and help it regrow when we had taken the strip between the walls.

It was thriving now, but the same couldn’t be said for the outer side. I flew outward with a sinking heart, the corruption I could sense in my mind multiplying. There was a lot of it out there, and it weighed on my mind. Very little was coming close to us, but I could sense a bigger army than we’d already defeated.

The bulk of it was almost certainly small creatures native to the planet, flocks of birds, and shadow snappers. I was less worried about these. Our dragons could take out hundreds each. But I could feel shadow catchers as well, and other handlers.

None of them were coming at us in large numbers, however. They were either biding their time or were up to something else.

As far as I could tell, they weren’t aware of us or close enough to feel the magic in the second line of walls. That allowed us to move undetected. But that could easily change. The enemy sent forces our way now and then, almost as if they wanted to learn what they could and test our defenses here and there.

It was yet another reason that I wanted to kill the queen handler. She was learning far too much.

We followed a scouting pattern, checking out the area in front of the castle, a chunk of land at a time, flying back and forth as we got farther away from the city. It was a pattern we had used many times, but especially on Havilah, where we had turned up with few resources and needed to map the countryside ourselves at first.

We grew more silent and grim as we continued to find nothing, and exploring the land farther out only revealed more of the same and let us know the corrupted were uninterested in attacking us at the moment. I could feel them better as I grew closer, but it still told me very little. They were almost wandering aimlessly out there, as the catchers had done near the portal on Ashaire.

Not far off the furthest reach to the east of Greta’s castle, a different color caught my eye on the horizon.

Do you see that? I asked my three companions, hoping Matraphiel would confirm the growing green smudge ahead of us and farther out from the second wall.

See what? Kryos asked, but Matraphiel sent me the same sections of view, almost highlighting the horizon and the smudge of green. I hadn’t imagined it.

Douglas pulled out some binoculars and got a closer look. “There’s some trees and bushes. And I think that might be a bird.”

I blinked a few times, shifting my body to fly toward it. I couldn’t feel any corrupted in that direction.

If Douglas was right and there was wildlife there, we might have found an area worth saving or fighting toward.


CHAPTER FIVE


As we flew closer to the living area in the wilderness alone, I slowed, wanting to take in what was happening before we got too close. We were still a few miles away when I noticed the corrupted were coming this way, too.

I landed, forcing Kryos to follow me and do the same. If the enemy were incoming, there wasn’t much we could do. While I had geared us up as best we could, we were only two dragons, a sphynx, and a human. I might be able to kill a lot of corrupted, Kryos did an amazing job of keeping up, and Douglas was growing toward our capacity fast. Yet if as many corrupted as were currently flowing this way continued for much longer, we would be annihilated.

“What’s the problem?” Douglas asked as Kryos touched down as well.

Corrupted. Coming toward the same area.

“Do you think they are going to wipe it out?” Douglas didn’t climb down, but he shifted in his seat to try and get a better look. He still had the binoculars and was checking out the area where I could feel the enemy without me needing to tell him where they were.

The corrupted were still too far out to see with the naked eye, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before my companions could feel them as well. Eventually, the stream of enemies came to a halt, but there were a lot of them. Two handlers at least, possibly three, though none of them the queen.

My mind was also hit with the unease of at least a hundred shadow catchers and more. There was a small army coming this way. If I had a good unit of dragons, I’d have taken them on, especially if it had included the likes of Cios and Sienna. As it was, I knew it would be a tall order.

What do you think they are coming here to do? Kryos asked when I hadn’t answered Douglas.

Destroy it, maybe. Possibly take the wildlife. I shifted, the very thought making me restless. I didn’t know if I could stand by and watch the corrupted take all these creatures. There was life here, and if we saved the area and the creatures in it, it would give us back the planet and life we thought was entirely lost. With any luck, they’d fight with us in future battles.

There was so little life left to save on this planet.

I took a few steps forward again. Kryos came with me, and I carried my two other companions, but Matraphiel sent me an image of the army we would face if I got into the fight. It was larger than anything I had ever faced alone, possibly four or five times as big. It would be suicide.

Still, I wasn’t sure I could simply watch. Could I?

“If we stay here, are we far enough away to simply watch them and see what they do?” Douglas said, getting to the same thought at the same time as me.

We’re far enough out of range that they shouldn’t be able to sense us. They might see us, however. I considered how we might hide ourselves, but I didn’t want to hide. We could flee faster than any of them could catch up to us. If they did notice us, we could head back to the wall fast enough to simply leave them behind.

I think we should see why they’re here. They might be heading past this and toward the wall. If so, we should go back and warn Greta. It would be her castle they hit. Kryos shifted, hunkering his body so he was less visible. I did the same, and Douglas shifted so he was flatter on my back. Matraphiel simply made us all invisible.

I chuckled as I realized Matraphiel had thought of what we hadn’t. We had been so wrapped up in what the enemy might be doing that we had briefly forgotten what we were capable of. With the sphynx able to create illusions, it might be possible to divide the enemy and conquer them.

Taking them one by one wouldn’t be easy, however. Even if we used illusions, they never fooled a mass of corrupted for long. They were too easily discovered, and the corrupted were connected enough to pass the information on to the rest of their forces. It would help us hide and watch far more than it would aid us in fighting.

With the illusions to protect us in place, we moved closer. At the same time, I swished my tail behind me to obscure any tracks I might be leaving behind. Kryos copied me, and Douglas continued to get a good view with his binoculars.

It quickly became obvious that the corrupted were heading for this patch of wild but healthy land. It was around a mile long, though far narrower, but there were plenty of trees. While I couldn’t see much of the wildlife inside, I could sense it. Uncorrupted creatures teemed within the small area.

On Havilah, we had once seen what appeared to be the corrupted bringing Havians into a cave and turning them into shadow bugs. Although we had watched and observed them before fleeing and trying to figure out what to do to stop the culling of our allies, we hadn’t seen how they’d taken the creatures in the first place.

This was an entirely different part of the process, and I wanted to get more of an understanding of our enemy.

We didn’t need to wait long. As soon as the front of the column of corrupted reached the edge of the wilderness area, they paused, parted, and the two handlers that came with them came trotting through the gap on the back of other corrupted mounts. I shifted even closer, wanting to get a good look at them. While they weren’t the queen, they were the morphing kind of handler, and it appeared the handler was bred for this purpose.

They had never been seen on Earth, a planet that hadn’t been overrun with corrupted in the first place. But everywhere they had begun taking over the population and making it their own or culling it in a strange manner, we’d found the morphlings.

I knew what they were likely to do, but I continued to walk toward them, inching bit by bit to hide the noise I made as I drew closer. I needed to be sure about what was happening.

We waited another five minutes as the handlers slipped out of sight, the trees and bushes getting in the way. I could still sense the corrupted, but the free wildlife was harder to feel with this many enemies close to them. Despite that, I was sure the handlers had singled out snappers and somehow subdued them.

The corrupted feeling flowed into the two previously free creatures, then the handlers let them go.

Are they doing what I think they’re doing? Kryos asked me, the disgust clear in his voice.

They’re making more of an army. I clenched my jaw, wanting to roar in anger. This wasn’t okay. These creatures were innocent and going about their lives on this small patch of land.

I didn’t doubt the land had been left deliberately. The handlers weren’t corrupting everything from this small wilderness patch. They were selecting them carefully and making sure they were the strongest, those not pregnant or caring for young.

It was taking the best to make a new army. And it was letting the rest go free to make them even more for another day.

The whole situation made me sick. This wasn’t just culling a population. It was farming. They were farming for wildlife as if it were cattle, not simply destroying it all.

The big question now was, what were we going to do about it?

I spent the next few minutes explaining everything I could feel to my companions, making sure they understood what was going on here.

“I think it’s time we saved a bunch of these and killed the corrupted we can’t save,” Douglas said, putting his binoculars away and pulling out his gun.

While I was all for killing as many corrupted as possible, I knew we were still outnumbered. This wouldn’t be an easy fight to manage. We might be able to kill some of the corrupted and save some of the creatures here, but we would be hard-pressed to keep them from fleeing.

We could fight them, and we’d certainly kill some, but we couldn’t win against them all, even with the magic I had.

Can we herd them toward the wildlife in the forest area? Kryos asked. See if the wildlife will help us? Some of them are attacking on one side.

I had been so focused on the handlers that had strode into the trees, I had taken my attention off the rest. Kryos was right. The wildlife, especially the snappers, were trying to fight back. If we could use them as allies, we might be able to do a lot better in this fight, but they didn’t have magic directly.

While they were aggressive in defending themselves, they couldn’t actually hurt anything that had been corrupted for more than a few days. The corrupted could only be harmed by enough magical energies to overwhelm the corruption within them. I would need to pump magic into the creatures and let them do some of the fighting for us.

It was still risky, but I was more willing to try that than to walk away from the situation. We had a chance to kill a lot more and save all the wildlife if they sided with us.

Okay, we’re going to need some illusions. We need to drive the enemy into the forest and magically charge the creatures who can fight back. We’re all going to work together.

I shifted forward, hoping Douglas was ready, but he was also already pulling out his tranquilizer gun and clipping it to his belt. It would allow him to switch between the two weapons much faster.

As soon as Matraphiel had begun working on the illusions, we launched ourselves at the enemy. We kept ourselves hidden, but Matraphiel made many dragons appear in the sky on the far side of the green area and the army of corrupted.

At the same time, I used magic to make them feel real to the enemy, pushing it out and at the backs of the ranks of creatures. While I did that, Kryos pumped magic into the forest and its creatures. It wouldn’t help much, but it was a start. Immediately, the snappers were able to damage shadow catchers that had gotten too close, and the rest of the army reacted to the dragons coming seemingly out of nowhere.

Only a few seconds after that, once we had closed the distance between us and the corrupted, Matraphiel dropped the illusion, and we dove down onto the enemy.

I exhaled fire directly away from the greenery and into the decayed, corrupted area. It ignited several shadow catchers, but more importantly, many of the winged creatures they’d brought with them, helping to ensure Douglas wasn’t attacked too much from the air.

As soon as there was a clear area by the forest, pulses of magic helping to kill the enemy, I landed. Douglas slid off me with surprising speed, and Matraphiel lifted into the air, seeking a tree to perch in where the enemy wouldn’t be able to get him. He disappeared from view, hiding himself so he would be even safer.

Once I was free of all my riders, I took human form. Douglas soon came in closer, and I pulsed out another wave of magic. It held the enemy back long enough for Kryos to land and take human form.

The three of us came together to form a line, Douglas in the middle this time. Kryos didn’t like having me on one end, but Douglas was better with ranged weapons. This way, we could keep him safer between us while he shot out in different directions.

With only us, it was the best we could do. I pulled on the magic in my bag, using it to keep most of the shadow catchers back from us a little longer. It would be most important to get the handlers. While the wildlife could help us with the minions, they could not do much damage to the handlers.

We would have to face the morphlings while we drove the shadow catchers toward the only allies we had, and Douglas and Matraphiel did the rest. I wanted to make sure as many shadow catchers and handlers died today as I could manage and that we saved the wildlife.

The three of us hurried toward the forest, my mind able to sense the handlers even if I couldn’t see them yet. I was using magic to push them toward us, but they were still trying to bring the snappers they had begun to corrupt with them. I used magic to make us faster while Douglas shot at any enemy that got too close to us.

I pushed forward, trying to juggle all the different elements of the fight. It wasn’t easy, but I was fresh and more rested than I had been in weeks. As we moved, the handlers finally spotted the three of us. They came at us, changing into something akin to a snapper that could rush across the ground.

After pumping even more magic into the three of us, we split apart, each taking a large shield from the wall we’d created and rushing toward the enemy. I took the handler on my side, and Kryos rushed the one on the other. Douglas planted his shield and pulled his tranquilizer gun out.

While I smacked into my morphling with my shield, bracing against the clash, Douglas shot the first corrupted snapper with a dart of serum. Kryos took half a second longer to engage with his enemy, stopping so he could brace himself and hold fast. He pulsed magic outward, taking some of the rush away.

As soon as I saw that he had survived the initial attack, I focused solely on the enemy in front of me. I needed to kill this morphling fast. I pushed magic at it as it recovered from the charge and turned its limbs into spikes. It wasn’t as adept at fighting as some of the handlers I had faced on Havilah, probably less experienced, but it was still swift.

I used magic to keep my body moving fast and hacked and slashed at its body. With the pulsing magic I wrapped it in and the cuts I inflicted, I whittled away at its ability to morph and heal. The battle took far less time than my first against its kind, the magic I pumped it with helping to kill it as much as my attacks.

By the time I had turned it into purple smoke, the shadow catchers had reached us, and Douglas was forced to defend himself with his sword. I was grateful he was in armor as I rushed to his side to deflect the swipe of a shadow catcher’s tail.

“Thanks,” he called as he fought off the beak peck of one on the other side. “I’m sure glad you’ve killed that handler, but I think it controlled the back part of the group.”

He was right. My handler must have been controlling enemies farther away from us, no shadow catchers near us grinding to a halt. I glanced toward Kryos, seeing him still locked in combat with the other handler.

I didn’t doubt that he would win while we protected his back, but we still had a long way to go to beat this force.

This fight had only just begun.


CHAPTER SIX


After a few more seconds of fighting, more wildlife joined in, free and uncorrupted snappers rushing up beside Douglas and me to attack shadow catchers.

While Kryos fought the final handler, I took over his job of fueling the creatures with magic and made each one stronger and faster, as I would any other allies I fought beside. It allowed Kryos to focus entirely on the single fight to finish off the morphling.

I considered leaving Douglas to hold the shadow catchers back so I could help my own honor guard, but I also knew that Kryos had been handling this type of enemy for almost as long as I had. He could finish it off.

Matraphiel was also helping with illusions where he could, keeping shadow catchers from wandering off and distracting the handler Kryos was fighting.

Not wanting any of the shadow catchers at the back to drift off now they weren’t getting orders from a handler and probably couldn’t see or sense us this far from them, I used magic to try and herd them toward us.

While it wouldn’t be enough to do much damage, it would allow us to fight and kill as many as we had the strength for.

After a few more minutes, Kryos managed to wear down the handler enough that it couldn’t heal itself anymore. He stood back and hit it with yet another wave of magic, pumping plenty into it.

Within a few more seconds, the creature was another puff of smoke. This time, we did notice it with the enemies in front of us. The shadow catchers faltered, and between us and the snappers, we tore them to pieces, working back to the edge of the wild area and into the decayed land.

To go any farther, we had to heal the land to walk on. Our allies stopped at the edge, clever enough to know they wouldn’t be safe on the land the corrupted had already destroyed. Although I began to use green magic to heal it and make the ground safe for us all to walk on, Kryos and Douglas both paused.

“You don’t think we should continue?” I asked.

“Maybe not. Do we have the magic for all of this? I want to kill them, but they have no handler at all.” Douglas frowned.

“I think we should do what we can to help all the creatures here first.” Kryos motioned to the snappers that were out cold, having been corrupted, then knocked out by our serum.

Douglas looked around. A lot of snappers had stopped near us, and now that they couldn’t get to the enemy, they were looking at us warily. “I don’t have the serum to protect all of them.”

I shook my head at his suggestion. “They don’t know we’re friendly yet. Let’s not shoot them with the serum and make them think we’re attacking.”

Despite not having anywhere to go and shadow catchers coming toward us, I paused and thought. To make sure we weren’t attacked, I continued to send pulses of magic at the enemy and keep them from getting to us or getting away.

“There’s no point leaving them alive if we can help it.” I didn’t want to walk away from what was now an easy kill.

Kryos lifted his shield. “How about we kill any that come to us and let the rest wander for now?”

It was a decent start to a plan. I stopped pushing the enemy back with magic, letting them flow more freely, but I kept a little to herd them in from the sides and keep any from flanking us.

We slowly killed more of the enemy, trying not to worry about the enemies behind us and whether the snappers would attack us or understand that we were helping them.

Douglas kept an eye on them, and I could sense the corruption fighting our serum in many of the bodies the handlers had tried to attack. Other snappers were checking on them, but it only took a few away from watching us.

After we had killed another dozen or so shadow catchers, it was clear the majority of the rest were far less interested in us and more interested in going back the way they had come or in spreading almost aimlessly.

I stopped pumping magic, and we paused again to wait and watch. This was a strange battle, but we had at least survived it and kept the two handlers from taking more wildlife for their army.

The mass of shadow catchers was still large but no longer a direct threat. Matraphiel flew down from his safe perch and landed on my shoulder. It was a relief to know he was alive, but he was getting good at staying out of the way and hiding if needed.

“I don’t know if I want to see so many of the enemy going back to be used in another battle,” Kryos said, echoing my thoughts. I still wanted to go after them.

“This is a scouting mission. We should focus on more rescue.” Douglas motioned to the snappers still out cold and battling for their lives. They definitely needed our help if they were going to defeat the corrupted.

All three of us moved closer to them but not so close that it upset the rest of the wildlife. We used magic to help fight the corrupted, cleansing it out of the bodies of each creature and then healing the small amount of damage it had already done to them despite it being fairly superficial so far.

It didn’t take us long to make a difference. As soon as the first snapper got back up and returned to its pack of creatures, the whole group appeared to relax as if they understood that we must be helping and returning their pack to them.

We continued to work from a distance until they were all healed. By then, we must have been in this small wilderness and fighting the corrupted for about an hour, and we had used up a few of the magic cylinders we carried. Although we had used green to heal the land, all of us generated it.

“We need to decide if we’re going after the enemy or back to the wall,” Kryos added, looking toward me.

Although I wanted to go after the shadow catchers, I also knew these creatures were still vulnerable.

“I can’t leave them all here, but we can’t carry them back to the wall.” I motioned to the snappers and birds in the area ahead of us.

“And we don’t really want the enemy escaping.” Douglas shrugged. We didn’t, but we were still only the three of us and couldn’t go in two directions at once.

I suspected we would be able to kill most of the shadow catchers, but they were spreading out, and it had taken a lot of magic to keep them contained. No matter what we did, I was sure we would run out of magic before we managed to end them all.

“We should do what we can for the creatures here. Find a way to get them to safety or head to the nearest castle to get help bringing them to safety.” I stepped closer to the snappers and waited to see how they would react. They backed up a little, but only as much as I had approached.

“What do you think the handlers will do when they learn that we’ve stopped them from taking all these creatures?” Kryos asked, shifting closer to me.

I shook my head. There was no way to know, and I wasn’t sure of the best course of action. How did we protect these creatures and get help? Although there were three of us, I couldn’t split our group further.

This scouting mission had gone from simple information-gathering to a quandary. We had to protect these creatures, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the enemy came and wiped out the entire area if they found that we had vaccinated them all. We had to get them to safety.

“What if we healed the land between here and the wall and Greta’s castle?” I asked my companions. Matraphiel let out a yip as if he thought it was a good idea.

“The creatures seem smart enough that they should be able to make their way along it.” Kryos nodded, making it clear he agreed.

Douglas considered the question a little longer before giving it his approval. “If we do that, I might actually get a chance to be useful with my magic rather than just feed it into something else. It’s the most sensible choice in that regard.”

It helped make my mind up. We all agreed. It gave the creatures a safe passage along with us to flee if they needed it, and it only used magic that the three of us were capable of generating, anyway.

Although the swiftest route back to the castle and line of defense was through the wild area, we opted to come back out and walk along the edge. It gave the wildlife space not to be frightened, and it also allowed us to get a better idea of what we could see.

Decayed land stretched out from here, showing it was definitely an oasis of life in an otherwise barren area. It gave us an idea of how large it was. The tree line carried along for some distance, thinner than it was long. And it was teeming with life.

“I’m glad we didn’t opt to try and carry all this back to the castle,” Kryos said as we finally reached the opposite edge. We were still off to one side, but it was close enough to the castle that Douglas could use his little radar device to help guide us back to Greta’s castle along the best route.

“How far out are we?” I asked as we began healing the land and growing some small plants while encouraging bushes and trees to take route and start the process of becoming strong, healthy plants. Just as we couldn’t fully heal a body unless it had everything it needed, the growth of plants was hampered by their ability to pull in nutrients, water, and sunlight to help them grow.

It would be enough for us to create a carpet of grass and small plants, flowers, and bushes, with a sapling here and there. As soon as we’d made a path a little wider than the three of us, we set out toward the wall and safety.

Now and then, one of us glanced behind to see if any wildlife was following. I didn’t need to, but it confirmed what I could feel. The creatures were following, exploring the addition we were making to their habitat. It made me hopeful that we could protect them, even if it wasn’t directly. If the enemy came at them, they could flee toward us.

Not that the snappers appeared to want to run at all, but it was still better than leaving them to their fate. We had no idea how long it would take for the enemy to get to them and try to corrupt them again. At least some of them were now protected, however. It would be much, much harder to corrupt again if it was even possible.

We didn’t feel any more corrupted, although I tried to sense them. The mass at the back of my mind remained as far away as before, and the shadow catchers we hadn’t taken out were all dispersing in a similarly haphazard fashion. I also had the comfort of knowing we had left almost all the snappers charged with magic.

They wouldn’t be able to defend themselves for a long time, but if any of the wandering corrupted came close enough to decide to attack, a group would be able to kill one together. If nothing else, it kept the tide turning in our favor.

“Do you think there are more of these?” Kryos asked when we had gone almost halfway back in silence. We could see the wall now, even if it was still only a thin line on the horizon.

“I hope so,” I replied. If there were more, we had a way we could push forward and a reason for me to convince the others that a third wall was worth our effort. The more ground we took away from the corruption and the more we took away their ability to regenerate their army, the more reason there was to push forward.

And if nothing else, it gave us a place to begin focusing while we built up our forces to hold a larger boundary line. If there was a cluster of them, I could make the argument to turn our circle into an oval. We didn’t have to push out an entire distance from the wall, either.

All we needed were more trained fighters to hold farther out. Bit by bit, we would take this planet back.

I was also beginning to consider returning to Earth for some kind of recruitment, sort of like a Protectorate propaganda drive. My heart was in that far less after everything I had learned from Ranoctil about the Protectorate and what it had done to the different versions of Earth dotted around the galaxy.

However, no matter how I felt, I had to find a way forward. I was beginning to wonder if my team was the universe’s only real hope, but I didn’t know for sure. There were clearly some powerful opal dragons out there, but I didn’t know how many or if they were succeeding where Ranoctil was failing.

My scouting mission had given me hope again if nothing else. There were still creatures to rescue on this planet, and if this was an indicator of how the corrupted acted when they took over a planet, there was hope for whole planets that had been taken. There was hope for the entire universe.

What we learned today on our scouting mission was invaluable information. Now, we only needed to get an idea of how common this was and how many lives might be rescued by us fighting to take back every inch of ground this vile hive mind had taken.


CHAPTER SEVEN


By the time Greta’s castle came into view, we could no longer see the original bit of land behind us, and the creatures had lagged behind. We had tried to create yet more of the habitat, giving it the best chance to grow more of the same, but I feared that it would need constant tending along the route. There was no water source nearby, only a small pond in the original area, but no stream that appeared to flow toward it.

It had been in a small basin, and we were forced to climb back up over undulating terrain toward the castle.

I didn’t doubt that once upon a time, this area had thrived. It was nothing but decay and dirt now. Still, this was a temporary solution to a larger problem, and for now, it was done by only using about a day’s worth of green magic between the three of us. We hadn’t needed to pull any energy from the batteries we carried to do this, and that made me happy.

If we could make this much difference with this little energy, I was even more confident in my argument that we were almost ready to spread out and should start making plans. The walls were growing in protection level, and our dragons were still training hard, including the natives.

With Ashaire and Earth having good populations, I hoped we could grow the population here as well, especially as both planets were full of dragons and humans who wanted to spread out and make new lives for themselves. There was no shortage of civilians willing to help once we made a planet safer.

Earth had plenty of technology that was already helping on Ashaire, and Scarlet was already helping humans on Earth negotiate with humans on Ashaire for resources.

The system was strictly a barter service, humans in the dragon Protectorate having no use for currency. Reijo was helping with that element, making sure the value of whatever they were giving to Earth matched the value of what they were trading back to a close enough degree.

I knew it would all benefit us eventually, but I wasn’t the most patient.

Thankfully, Greta noticed our return and flew down to us before we reached the wall in front of her castle.

“You look like you’re up to something more than scouting,” she said as soon as she’d taken human form.

Over the next few minutes, she walked with us, lending her magic to the task as we healed more land. It was not that she had green of her own, but she pulled a little from the batteries she carried despite us still not needing a lot. I was grateful for her help, and I explained what we had found. We’d killed another few handlers but had to let go of the forces they had with them, setting the minions loose.

“Sounds like it was a victory of sorts. Fewer of them and more to help in our fight.” Greta fist-pumped the air, far more enthusiastic than I’d have expected. “I take it you’ve made this path to help the wildlife get closer to us, grow in numbers, and spread out again?”

“Pretty much. If they can breed, spread out, and thrive, more of this planet can fight back. It also means they can run to us for safety if they’re attacked again.”

Greta nodded, looking thoughtful before looking behind us and squinting. “I’ll get some of my third unit to scout out here and keep an eye on them when they’re not in training. It will tire them out, but they could use the flying time to get used to it again. If we’re going to be responsible for more land, we need to learn to monitor more of it. It will be good practice for all of us.”

“Thank you. With any luck, we’ll find more of these patches of wildlife on healthy land. It will give us an indication of how best to hit the enemy and continue our momentum.”

“Oh, I know you’ll manage that. I get the feeling even when you lose a battle, you find a way to help yourself win the war on each planet. You’re a force of nature.”

“I could never have done it without all the people who back me up, but either way, I don’t want to lose any battle if I can help it.”

Greta nodded, but she pursed her lips. “Go carefully in that regard. You’ll never be able to win every single battle in a war this large. At some point, you’ll have to retreat and run so you can fight another day. Remember that there’s no shame in that when the time comes. It is better to save as many as you can.”

I nodded, but I hoped never to experience that day. However, Greta had more to say.

“We slowly lost here for many, many years, winning enough times that we could defend and hold our ground for the most part. But there is a reason there are plenty of ruins out there. We had to fall back, one fortress at a time. We lost a battle now and then. We held on until now, and taking those losses and finding a way to continue as long as possible paid off. We held on long enough for you to get here. We might have lost a lot of battles over the last century, but we can still win this war.”

This time, I understood what she was trying to say. I had been her cavalry when she needed it most, and I knew there were plenty of dragons and humans on Earth training to help us. Scarlet had even implied that she hoped to do more than defend Earth and hold the fort one day.

As soon as we got back to the wall with Greta, I created an even larger area of greenery, bringing it right up to the wall and growing as many trees as I thought the area could handle to provide shade and hopefully give the smaller plants a less fierce time in the sun.

Greta also pledged to grow it and widen the patch that was healed on either side to give the creatures as big an area as she could over time. Given she had the larger castle of dragons and her section of the wall was the most powered because of it, this was a good start and a good state for us to leave the area in while we went back to command and heard what the other scouts had discovered.

I worried that we hadn’t scouted every part of the area we were supposed to, leaving some of it to come back and make a living pathway over discovering what also lay in our section, but if need be, the three of us would scout out this way again and finish the job later. Or Greta’s team could finish it off. They were eager to help in any way they could.

Another half an hour of flying saw us back at the inner wall, and a little more than that again saw us circling the camp. I could feel the power of several dragons that had gone out to scout, including Ranoctil and Sienna. They were both in the war room. I didn’t doubt that any other scouts who’d returned had already gone to report to them.

We landed, Douglas and Matraphiel getting off my back with as much speed as usual. I took human form while my three companions waited for me.

We made our way toward the war room, as eager to share our tale as we were to hear everyone else’s. I found Ranoctil, Sienna, Jace, Kelliessa, and Cios there. I didn’t know where Cios’ scouting partner had gone, but he didn’t appear concerned.

“You took a long time to come back,” Ranoctil said, frowning as if he wasn’t happy about it.

“We killed some corrupted and then had to do a few other things before we could return,” I replied. This drew everyone’s attention. I wasn’t sure I wanted them all listening, doubt about doing the right thing creeping into my mind, but it was done, and I’d made my decision.

It didn’t take me long to tell them what had happened. Running through it with Greta had given me a practice run. I was eager to tell the story once I got going, especially when Sienna was enthusiastic about us killing another few morphling handlers.

Finally, I finished, and Sienna launched into an explanation of the situation she had encountered. To my relief, she talked about finding a similar area of land, this one longer and thinner as it followed a small river along a valley. It had not only the snappers, birds, insects, and plenty of greenery, but it also had pixies in it.

“We tried to talk to them, but it was difficult without Matraphiel. However, there were a good twenty or thirty of the sentient creatures.” Sienna was pleased, and I was relieved to hear there were so many. We could repopulate the planet once the corrupted were dead if we kept finding pockets like this.

“It seems that this may be a strategy the enemy uses,” Ranoctil added. I nodded but didn’t speak, hoping he would follow the thought through to the same conclusion I had. “They are leaving areas of land that can sustain life and enough creatures to grow a population.”

“And then they cull that population,” Cios said, shaking his head. “Use them as cannon fodder.” Of all of us, he appeared to be the most moved by this.

I reached out to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “We prevented one culling today, and we’ll keep looking to help these creatures to prevent another one.” It was as much a promise as meant to comfort him. And it let Ranoctil know what I was thinking. Now that he had been interrupted, I saw no harm in speaking my mind.

It helped that several more dragons in the room were of the same mind. Sienna set her jaw and nodded, and even Ranoctil had enough presence of mind to read the room and know all of his commanders who would lead the rest of the teams into battle wanted this.

“If we are going to help these creatures without encouraging the corrupted to begin attacking us with full force, how would we go about it?” Ranoctil asked.

Although I thought it should be partially his responsibility as a ranking member of the Protectorate to suggest a solution, it was clear that Ranoctil’s specialty was holding a line and not taking ground. He had called me to his planet in recognition of that, even if he had too much pride to admit it out loud. He could shelve his ego well enough to ask us to suggest plans, if nothing else.

“If resources were unlimited, the best way would be to make a third wall and even more castles.” Sienna zoomed the map out as far as it would go, but it didn’t go far enough.

“We’ve all agreed that we don’t have the fighters for that yet,” Cios replied, glancing at me by way of recognition that I didn’t entirely agree with that assessment. I thought we could push farther forward, but I also knew that it would be safer to wait a little longer if we could.

“Pushing out in just one section could work,” I added. “Where are the three areas we found in relation to each other?”

Although it was off the edge of the map, Sienna and Cios pointed to the rough locations in midair as if it extended that far. Kryos then shifted to where he thought ours would have been. Not one of them was close to the other, all three at almost equal distances away from us. There was no easy way to take even two of them without creating a lot of wall and several castles to defend the length of it.

I sighed, and even Cios and Sienna appeared to deflate a little. Our previous strategy wouldn’t help us as much as we hoped it might.

“If we can’t enact the ideal plan, what is the next reasonable action to help these creatures fight or defend themselves?” Cios asked, not giving up despite the setback.

Kryos pointed to a small section of the map right in front of him and between him and Greta’s castle. “We made them a sort of healed gateway toward us. Land that they could roam in and we could more easily protect with scouts and the nearby castle to keep an eye on them. With any luck, it will mean we can prevent them being culled, even if we can’t directly protect them.”

Everyone frowned. It wasn’t an ideal scenario, and it wouldn’t be an easy solution.

“That doesn’t protect them properly,” Sienna replied, voicing my concern. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s better than nothing, but it doesn’t keep them safe. What if all three are attacked at once?”

“We can’t build a wall around all of them or hope to defend every weakness we ever have,” Ranoctil said, his voice calmer than I would have expected when it was clear we weren’t going to agree on how to solve the problem.

“Yet we can’t do nothing,” Douglas added through gritted teeth. I was surprised to see he was more emotionally moved than I expected.

I put up my hands before anyone could speak and any kind of heated argument could start.

“This is all new information, and we have many on the campsite who haven’t heard it yet. The gryphons are unaware of this, and the leaders of the closest castles, other than Greta, are also unaware. It is worth taking our time to think about this and what could be done. Let us continue with our usual duties, inform those who might be able to aid with a solution, and see if any resources can be gathered to help take back those areas.”

I knew I was bringing the meeting to a close when our findings still had to be discussed, but not everyone was part of the discussion I wanted here. I also had one very important matter to talk to Ranoctil about.

Given what he had told me of the Protectorate, I wanted to do it alone.

“Douglas and Kryos, could you see that Matraphiel is fed and looked after and all the rest of our troops continue their training? Sienna and Cios, contact the other planets, the gryphons, and any other leader who could aid with this discovery, please.”

Jace and Kelliessa looked as if they had more to say, but they glanced at each other and thought better of it. “We’ll go help the dragons who are on the ascension path. Every extra bit of magic helps.”

I thanked them and waited for everyone to leave. Douglas lingered by my side until everyone else was gone, Kryos also wanting to be one of the last, but even they knew that no harm would come to me in the war room. Not now.

“We should tell the Protectorate about this,” I said as soon as I was alone with Ranoctil. “Do they know this is what the corrupted do when they take a planet? That they let creatures live in pockets so they can keep culling the areas and replenishing their army indefinitely?”

Ranoctil looked down. “I don’t know. It would explain how they have been so relentless over the years, but as far as I am aware, there is no evidence of this anywhere else.”

“I saw evidence that it might have been happening on Havilah, too. I believe it was one of the reasons that we had a sentient lifeform to rescue and ally with.”

“The planet wasn’t entirely taken over,” Ranoctil replied, finally looking at me again.

“No, it wasn’t. There were more safe areas than here, but it wouldn’t have taken much more effort on the enemy’s part to lead to this.” I wasn’t backing down. “Will you tell the Protectorate and ask for their help, or do I need to?”

Ranoctil frowned, but it wasn’t the usual one of anger. It was an emotion far more concentrated on what he would have to do. “No. I will do it. It should come from me. We are more likely to get what we need if I make it clear that we need it.”

I relaxed, able to let go of the tension in my body. While Ranoctil had been growing more reasonable, I feared some kind of fight or argument over the matter. But he would help, and that was all I could have asked for.


CHAPTER EIGHT


When Ranoctil sent the message to the Protectorate and our own people reached out to various leaders and allies in various locations, I hadn’t expected the response we received.

The gryphons had called in even more of their kind from Ashaire, and Scarlet had made sure more of them had armor and weapons that suited them. They had created an encampment at the top of the cliff, much like they had when we first arrived on the planet.

While they were ready and willing to help, they weren’t the most skilled in combat, and there was only so much we could do to protect them and put armor on them. I much preferred them as protectors and as scouts and messengers. It would enable us to support more people in battle over a wider area, but I wouldn’t throw them into a fight unless we had no choice and all our lives depended upon it.

More soldiers had also arrived from Earth, and this included James. Scarlet had deemed them ready, but so far, I had avoided them. I got the impression more than once that James had feelings for me. While I appreciated everything he had done to help protect Earth and now to be ready to fight, I knew he would be hurt when he saw how close I was to Douglas. I didn’t want to inflict that pain on him.

Finally, a dragon had come through the gate by himself. As far as I could tell, he was well on his way to being an opal dragon, three types of magical energy flowing through him strongly and a fourth beginning to trickle in. He carried items in a pack at his side, and I could sense more magical energy within.

He had gone straight to Ranoctil and hadn’t introduced himself to any of us. I had to assume the Protectorate had sent him. Still, considering where he was with his progress toward being an opal dragon, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was supposed to replace me or take some of my command.

No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t seem to open up that fourth channel. I knew Ranoctil didn’t think I was struggling, but I also knew I didn’t appear to be making enough progress. If he had communicated where we were at to the Protectorate, it was possible they had decided I’d reached my limit. Some dragons just did.

Whatever they thought, I wasn’t ready to be superseded. I still had a lot of fight left in me, and I wasn’t ready to stop fighting the enemy or be relocated to a new post. This was my sector, and I had fought for every bit of it.

“You seem to be on edge,” Douglas said as he came up beside me.

I was watching the doorway to the war room, unable to take my eyes off it until I had some idea of what was happening.

“Has something happened?”

“Not exactly.” I frowned for a few seconds before I told Douglas what I had seen.

“So, go in there. You’re making a lot of assumptions. They could be here to support you or a delivery dragon. A consultant. Or even here to gather information to take back to the Protectorate.”

Douglas had a point, but that didn’t make me any less nervous about going into the war room and finding out. I didn’t want to know if I was being replaced.

“Want me to come with you?” he asked. I nodded immediately. Not having to go alone made a huge difference.

Within seconds, Matraphiel was at my side as well. I thought he was sleeping in our room, but it appeared he heard what I’d told Douglas.

I was the one to lead the way despite my support. Now that I had started to walk, I didn’t feel as scared of whatever would follow. I knew the dragons here wouldn’t want to lose me and have me sent somewhere else. Even if I wasn’t their leader, I was a friend and someone who had helped to change the situation here.

I strode into the war room to see this newcomer handing over several artifacts to Ranoctil. I recognized many of them. Several cloaks were used to hide cities normally, but smaller, each one less powerful. There were several more healing artifacts and a few others I didn’t recognize.

They were laid on the table like precious items being displayed.

“This is more than we hoped for. Thank you for bringing them to us,” Ranoctil said. “Can you stay and fight? We would make use of any of the aid you could give.”

The dragon lowered his head and picked up his empty sack. “I would if I could. It seems you are making progress in ways we never expected. I must get back to my post. You have what aid I could give to fulfill my orders. If I get the opportunity, I will return with more, but for now, this must be it.”

“Very well. You have our gratitude. I’m sure this will aid in saving lives.” Ranoctil lowered his head, and the dragon came toward me. I still stood in the doorway, but the dragon stopped before me.

“You must be Artemisia. Your actions are spreading hope. You have my aid when I can spare it, and I hope we may meet again when we can serve more closely.”

“And to whom are we indebted for this aid?” I asked, instantly liking him despite the formal way he spoke and his general stiffness. He clearly wanted to do what he could against the enemy.

“Elliot,” he replied. “I went through the Protectorate about a decade after you. Many spoke of your greatness then, and it has been discussed since how well you guarded the planet assigned to you. So few have succeeded where you have for so many years. And it worked. Your planet has flourished and now fights back.”

I blinked, too shocked to reply. Did the Protectorate really think so highly of me when no one appeared to be coming to help?

“I’ve only done what I could,” I eventually said when he continued to stare at me.

“I must go, but I return with a glad heart and the hope to one day have the honor of fighting with you.” Elliot hurried away, giving me no way of responding.

Before I could consider going after him, Ranoctil beckoned me forward. “Now that you have some idea of what is being said about you in other sectors, do you think you can help me figure out the best way to use the artifacts they have given us? They seemed to believe you would put them to good use in this next phase of our fight.”

I thought I detected a little jealousy in his voice, but I chose to ignore it. If we were going to figure this out, I needed to move on and do the best I could.

“We should get the other leaders in here. It shouldn’t be just down to me. None of this has ever just been me.” I exhaled, hoping it would alleviate some of the tension in the room to acknowledge the truth. This wasn’t all on me.

“You may not have been alone lately. But Elliot was right about one thing. You stopped the corrupted from gaining any more of Earth for a century. That is…impressive.”

“And you have managed to keep hope alive here long enough that we got to you with everything Earth learned. That is equally impressive.”

Ranoctil exhaled and nodded. I reached toward the first cloaking device and picked it up.

“Now, let’s do what we do best and put this to good use in pissing off the corrupted and stopping them in their tracks.” I grinned, and Douglas squeezed my arm before he hurried away to get the others.

I shifted around the table as Matraphiel jumped up on the nearest bench and circled to make himself comfortable.

He made Ranoctil smile. “Well, maybe you weren’t entirely alone.”

“Exactly. Matraphiel should get plenty of the credit. I couldn’t have done it without him.” The sphynx lifted his head as if he was proud of the statement. I gave his head a stroke and pointed to the two artifacts that I didn’t recognize. “While we’re waiting for the others… What do these do?”

“I’m actually not sure with one of them,” Ranoctil replied. “But this one allows illusions to be created. It operates very similarly to Matraphiel’s powers. It doesn’t hide the magic of those within the same way, but it does create illusions.

“So we can have two teams who can use Matraphiel-like skills?” I asked.

“Essentially. It should save lives. It isn’t very good at static locations for long, and its range isn’t very large without modification.” Ranoctil picked up the final one and looked at it. “This one uses most forms of magic, but I’m not sure how to activate it.”

I held out my hand but didn’t take it from him, waiting to see if he would hand it over, and we might be able to figure it out together. He continued to study it for a second longer but then put it in my fingers. I reached out for it and connected to the magic within it. He was right that it had almost all of them.

Despite that, I wasn’t sure what it did either. It seemed to be almost for storage, but it was shaped similarly to the healing devices. “Have you never had one of these?”

“Not once. Until you started requesting artifacts, we only ever had the ones we have always had.” He sat himself down, not too far from Matraphiel. “And I am sure we are only getting these because you are here.”

“Maybe and maybe not.” I didn’t know how to respond. There was no jealousy in his words now, just a sort of resigned, like he had failed, air to him. “We’ll move forward together.”

Ranoctil looked up again, and soon Douglas returned, Kryos with him. Whatever vulnerability he had shown me before was now gone, and he focused on the matter at hand.

As more and more of our usual leaders entered the war room, we shifted around and let them pick up the artifacts still on the table. I held back, giving Ranoctil the opportunity to take charge. After all, he was my ranking officer, and this was his planet. I might have been pushing for a particular direction, but he still knew the planet and his dragons better than anyone.

For many years, I had thought that serving on my planet with no one but Matraphiel for company was the hardest thing to endure. At least Ranoctil had been in charge of an army. But he’d also watched that army lose time and time again. I’d never lost. I’d never given up hope.

Every night I had gone to sleep knowing my job was done and Earth was able to continue. I’d even known I was helping when Scarlet started fighting the corruption on Earth and then cleared it. That had been a point of pride. She might not have known it, but I’d helped stop there being more, and she had wiped out what little had remained.

Together, we had kept an entire planet from going under. And then I had gained allies and an army and won every battle since. Greta had warned me that it was difficult to face defeat but not impossible. And I had almost entirely thrown it in her face.

Already, I was beginning to understand. She and Ranoctil especially knew about having to pick yourself up time and time again. He was far stronger than I would ever be.

I let him explain what had happened to everyone, even as the leader of the gryphons stood on the other side of the doorway, unable to enter the cavern but as close as he could get.

“Sounds like you’re suggesting we do what we can for these three locations and hide them somehow, even if we can’t defend them directly.” Sienna’s eyes lit up. She was excited about the possibility, and it changed the mood of the room.

We spent the next half an hour making a plan to use the artifacts and get the best out of them while also gaining ground we didn’t need to defend. It wasn’t a perfect plan, but it incorporated the tactic we had already developed.

Although we could have formed three groups and secured all three at the same time, we didn’t have the gryphons to help both pixie locations at the same time. We agreed that despite intending to hide the locations, we wanted to get the pixies safe and behind our walls until we could establish their numbers in total safety first.

Once there were more of them, we would consider putting them back out into the wild areas. Of course, once we communicated with them, it would be their choice, but we would tackle these issues one at a time.

It had us forming two uneven teams. I was to head up the larger, with Matraphiel to help me communicate with the sentient creatures and the gryphons coming with me to offer to carry the pixies to safety as they had done to many of those we had rescued before.

We would also take three of the eight cloaking devices but none of the rest. Two were going with our secondary team and the illusion device. It wouldn’t lead to a good solution for the area we’d already helped, but we had opted to prioritize the two other areas we’d found with sentient creatures.

Although it was a little callous, it was the best we could do. We didn’t have the artifacts needed to protect all three equally.

After several hours of debating and suggesting, planning, and getting familiar with the artifacts we had, we had sort of a plan, and many of the dragons, gryphons, and other leaders went to get some rest ahead of us, moving out later in the night.

Before she left, Sienna picked up the one artifact we hadn’t assigned to anyone. “This looks a lot like the healing devices, but it is subtly different. She connected to it, feeling the magic. In her hands, it activated, a strange beam appearing to come out of it.

“What does it do?” I asked.

“It’s a scanner of sorts. It picks up on corruption and decayed cells, all sorts of imperfections, and aids the healing process.”

Douglas stepped closer and slowly put his hand underneath it. Immediately, his hand became partially transparent, his bones showing when he held his hand a certain distance away. An old break in one of his fingers was clear, but it had healed relatively well from my understanding of human healing and the technology level on Earth at the time he broke it.

Sienna moved the scanner up and down, and it seemed to peel back layers or add them, showing his muscles and ligaments, even the inside of his bones and the finer details. One layer even showed the blood pumping through that part of his body. It was fascinating.

“We should probably give that to the medical team,” Douglas said as he took his arm back.

“Take it wherever you think it will help.” Ranoctil sat down again, Matraphiel now asleep on the bench beside him.

Sienna and Douglas glanced between me and the opal dragon, then opted to leave. I was alone with my boss once more.

“Sometimes I wish I had been able to spend more time learning to make and use all the many artifacts an opal dragon can command. But I have spent almost all my time here. On my home planet. Doing everything I could to save it. Yet I still feel like I have failed.”

“You haven’t failed. You held on. A very wise dragon told me earlier today that it is important for us to handle the battles we lose as well as we handle the ones we win. You are stronger than you believe. You have kept this planet from falling, and there is far more of it to rescue than we once feared. There won’t only be these three areas.”

I sat on his other side and looked toward the battle map. Most of the artifacts were still there.

“We only need to do what we can and keep going. There are creatures and life here to rescue. You held on until we could come to your aid, and now you will be with us every step of the way in leading the offensive and taking back your planet. The enemy won’t win. We’ll make sure of it together.”

Ranoctil nodded. “I believe that’s possible for the first time ever. Promise me one thing before we also retire this evening?”

“Name it,” I replied, knowing that I meant it. I might have once thought this dragon arrogant and irritating, but he had been hiding pain and a feeling of failure behind a mask of confidence so those around him didn’t lose hope. So I didn’t lose hope.

“Promise me that if anything happens to me, you’ll use whatever is different about you to protect my planet. Fight for it as fiercely and unwaveringly as you have the previous three.”

“I can go one better,” I replied. “I’ll do that no matter what. And I’ll do everything I can to keep doing that in the rest of the sector and galaxy long after this planet is fully safe.”

“Then go rest. And we’ll rescue more of it tomorrow.” Ranoctil got to his feet, nodding at Matraphiel when the sphynx raised his head and strode out.

I stayed in the war room a little longer. The promise had been easy to make, but I wondered how easy it would be to keep. I’d give my life in service to it, but it had been easy to utter. I intended to do it anyway.


CHAPTER NINE


It still took over an hour to get every person ready to move out, but eventually, we were all ready, and separated into two teams. Although Ranoctil was with me, he had given me command of the main team. It was as if he’d decided he had little to prove anymore and would let me do what I did best.

Our new recruits from Earth and Ashaire weren’t being used yet. Sienna wanted to run them through their paces and get them rotating through the castles to help relieve our dragons and soldiers out there before we took them into enemy territory. It made sense that we should ease them in now.

I knew some of the Ashaire recruits would likely have a little combat experience. The planet was still getting the occasional attack through the portal, but not in numbers that gave the warriors the kind of experience we would need.

As we got together, some of the fighters staying in base camp to keep guard or to head out and rotate with the others came out to either say goodbye or see what all the fuss was about.

To my surprise, it included James. And he was wearing the same soldier uniform that the rest of our human fighters wore. He came running up to me and Matraphiel as soon as he saw us. He paused in front of the sphynx. “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to seeing you with wings.”

“Hi,” I said, instantly on edge. James had been there for me when no one else had made it to the castle yet, but I’d only seen him once since. I’d barely been on Earth much after that.

James gave Matraphiel a few good strokes, as he would have done if he’d been on Earth and seeing him in his illusionary dog form, then he straightened and came over to me.

“It’s good to see you, Arty, but you look like you’ve grown.”

“Grown?” I asked, frowning. It seemed like an Earth phrase that people said, though it was out of place. I hadn’t grown.

“Yes,” he replied, walking around me as if checking me out and trying to see if it was true. “A few inches. You’ve grown. You look even more buff, too. It’s as if you’ve made yourself…more.”

I shrugged. Of all the ways I had expected this conversation to go, having him tell me I looked different wasn’t one of them. I’d expected more in the way of him declaring his affections or being upset that Douglas was riding into battle with me.

“He might have a point, actually,” Douglas said, grinning at me before looking at James.

James stopped in front of him and between us. “You’re in charge, right? Douglas?”

“I am.” Douglas glanced over the younger guy’s shoulder at me.

Almost immediately, James gave him a salute. “Sorry, sir. Reporting for duty. I’d like to accompany you in battle, sir.”

“I’m sure you would.”

“I’ve got experience. I fought beside Arty several times. Helped her defend Earth. And got her supplies. She can vouch for me.”

“That she may be able to do. And she has. Or you’d never have been accepted into our army in the first place. But there’s a clear path for recruits, and as much as you have some previous experience, every soldier we have out here has fought in at least ten battles and has been through extensive training. You’ve got a head start on some of your fellow recruits, but we still need to see you in action.”

James frowned, but Douglas sounded firm, and I was glad it was coming from him and not me. Still, James shifted and looked toward me as if he hoped I would intervene and give him a way onto my team or this mission.

“This is a rescue mission into deadly enemy territory,” Douglas added, drawing the young recruit’s attention back to him and off me. “We don’t know how they’ll respond or how many we can help. We need to move fast and know that everyone out there with us understands exactly what to do if we’re ambushed, led into a trap, or get separated. You don’t want to be out there with us. Not this time.”

The young soldier deflated, his shoulders slumping.

“As soon as your commanding officer says you are ready, you will go out on more difficult missions,” I added. “Prove yourself to your team and watch their back the way you’ve had mine, and you’ll soon be called on to do more. We need you, but we won’t waste your life or put you in danger until we’ve seen you shine and where your strengths truly are.”

“A bit like a match-the-mission-to-the-person deal.” Douglas gave me a grateful look.

James appeared to perk up a little at that, but I knew he wasn’t his usual happy self. I shifted closer to him and gently took his arm.

“You should head back to your post. It was good to see you after so long, but we need to move out soon and help these creatures. The longer we leave it, the more chance we give the enemy to respond.”

He nodded and shifted away from both of us. “I’m going to make you proud of me and how far I’ve come.”

After throwing us both another salute but not meeting my gaze once, James hurried off. I frowned, not sure how well the meeting had actually gone but aware I couldn’t dwell on it. I was right that we needed to move out.

“Do you think he’ll be okay as a soldier, or should we make sure he ends up back on a safer planet?” Douglas asked me. “Sometimes people like him will take bigger risks than they should in order to prove themselves and risk those around them as well as themselves.”

“You’ve seen that before?”

Douglas nodded. “A few times. But you know him better than me.”

“Give him time and some kind of mission where he can feel like he’s making a difference, and it might be enough. If that doesn’t help him focus, let’s talk about longer-term concerns.” I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt, but I wouldn’t undermine Douglas. If he thought James wasn’t soldier material, he just wasn’t.

I shook my head a little, trying to get my attention back to the mission at hand. We did need to move out.

“Have we got all the artifacts we need?” I asked Douglas, but I was speaking to myself just as much. They were all stowed in my pack, but I double-checked I had them.

Our secondary team had a few more, and then the rest would be waiting here for me to take out another team as soon as I thought we could cope with it. Assuming this plan worked. It relied heavily on the pixies understanding us and wanting our help. And the enemy not figuring out what we were doing.

As soon as I’d double-checked that, I gave Douglas the nod to check we had everyone who was supposed to report for duty for our section of the mission.

I spent a few minutes trying to see if I could open up the fourth magical channel again. It was an exercise I still thought might be fruitless, but I had made an opal dragon a promise, and I was about as safe as I could get in trying while surrounded by so many dragons.

The team was soon ready. I couldn’t tell if I had made any progress, but I tried to gloss over it and focus on the mission. It was time to head out.

“Everyone’s ready. We’ll follow you out there.” Douglas returned to me, and I took comfort from the warmth in his eyes. I had to remember to pay attention to his words. I often took risks and pushed hard to fight the enemy and reclaim their land. Sometimes, I had acted out of the desire to be seen and be right. They weren’t good reasons. I had to be more responsible for the lives I protected.

Now, however, I hoped we could do a lot to rescue those who needed it most. I walked over to an area clear enough for a large dragon and took my dragon form. Matraphiel and Douglas weren’t far behind, and several other dragons followed suit. Kryos found another area big enough for him to shift, too.

We launched into the air almost together, Kryos riderless. The gryphons followed, coming off the cliffs nearby while more of my dragons transformed and either waited for their riders before flying up or joined us right away.

The second group also got underway, but they gathered off to the side and away from me and Ranoctil.

It took some time, and I circled, feeling out as far as I could with my mind to try and get an idea of what we might be letting ourselves in for. I’d begun to notice that it was easier to sense the enemy and corrupted in dragon form but harder to block it out to sleep in human form.

Still, I needed to protect us. That had me continuing to push my limits and figure out what enemies were out there. I couldn’t detect much in the way of handlers, and the minions closest to us appeared to be shifting at will, no pattern to their movements.

Ranoctil tried to do similar with his mind while we circled the camp and waited for the last of the team to get into the air. I knew he couldn’t feel anywhere near as much as I could, but he was trying to learn, and for the most part, he was doing a decent job of progressing.

I’d worried when I pointed out all his weaknesses that he wouldn’t respond well to being singled out or criticized, but eventually, he focused his mind and did everything he could to be better. Last night was evidence of the change in him.

“I’ve always wanted to meet a pixie,” Douglas said as we waited to check off the final few members and his last few soldiers fixed on harnesses to my dragons.

“I wasn’t sure they were real until we found them here,” I replied. “It’s difficult sometimes. I was taught about a lot of different species across the galaxy when I was at the academy, but I’ve spent so long on Earth since then that I can’t always remember which ones are real and which ones aren’t.”

Douglas chuckled. “Well, it turns out pixies are real. And if the uncorrupted versions fight as well as the corrupted, they’re also entirely badass.”

I didn’t disagree, but we had to focus on our job again. The rest of the team were ready to go, and it was time to protect some more of this planet and give the creatures on it space to thrive. Mentally, I checked that everyone was ready to leave, sending my thoughts to the leader of each species involved in this rescue and the unit leaders within that.

After getting an affirmative from each of them, I came back around to face our first target, off to the southeast and past the portal area. It was toward the more mountainous area of the nearby terrain and would be the most arduous in terms of walking and repairing the land.

One of the resources we were taking with us was some plants we hoped would grow well here, seed packets, fertilizer, and general items that would aid our natural magical abilities. We’d also asked the others to create some batteries with only green magic in them so we could heal even more land and continue to cultivate and grow the plants in the area, but it would take time for Scarlet and Harold to be able to get us those.

The dragons on Havilah didn’t have the green magic to spare. They were still repairing a lot of the damage the corrupted had wreaked on their own planet. Ashaire had a much higher population and only had to defend themselves from raids through the portal. Havilah had killed the enemy but was still repairing the damage across a significant chunk of land with far less of a population and resources to achieve it with.

Of all the planets, Earth was the most prepared to help us, but they had politics of another kind to navigate. Earth humans weren’t used to dragon society. They hadn’t even known we existed until the last few years.

We flew across the first boundary wall, and I connected to it with my mind to make sure it wasn’t breached, and the magic along it was still spread out and hadn’t been drained by any corrupted. I doubted it would have been, but I checked every time I came close.

The land on the other side was also recently healed and still had a lot of growing to do. It also accommodated all the snappers we had rescued so far and returned to the living from the corrupted’s control, as well as several farms where we could grow a lot more food for the people here.

It still needed tending and help here and there, but the castles were slowly getting a handle on it and taking them more and more under their wing so the base camp didn’t have to worry about it. That was one of the areas Sienna and her partner, Reijo, were handling. Between them, the pair had skills for the logistics of running a settlement.

Given Sienna was also one of the best fighters I had ever seen, I was impressed. And I knew I couldn’t have progressed this far without her.

Ranoctil flew closer to me as we got farther from the first wall, and the second loomed ahead of us. I adjusted my course to give him a bit more space and headed more toward the castle on this edge, but only a little.

Yet again, he shifted his trajectory, making sure he was closer to me. I didn’t draw any more attention to the movement, focusing instead on the castle now that I was sure the first wall was safe.

The castle had plenty of magic users in it. I could feel the power of each one of them pulsing gently. All of them were connected to the second wall, slowly adding excess magic so it would hold against the corrupted no matter where it was attacked.

The blacksmiths on Earth had begun to craft a new item we were slowly incorporating into the wall: bricks with metal running through them that acted like our weapons and shields. They would help the wall spread the magic out and combat even more of the decay a corrupted could attempt to do.

It wasn’t a perfect solution, and it had to be fitted retroactively, but it reinforced our position further. Once again, I was indebted to the people on Earth and everything they could do to help in the fight against the enemy when they knew they were safe and sound.

The Protectorate had gone about hiding them in a way I didn’t agree with, but I had to acknowledge that it had made a difference. The inhabitants of a protected and cut-off planet had managed to advance to a point where they could help in the war.


CHAPTER TEN


While Ranoctil flew to the nearest castle to talk to the leader there and get an idea of what the situation was like, I landed on the far side of the second wall where the scouts had a small outpost, and we had a shorter distance to traverse to get to this wild area.

Douglas had the location fixed in his scanning device. He would be our guide. He quickly got down from my back. Matraphiel flew down as well, both staying clear enough that I could take human form.

The ground right in front of the wall had already begun to recover, the magic from the wall itself and the care of the nearby dragons slowly bringing a little life back all on its own. It made it easier to land, but I pushed magic out and healed the land further anyway, wanting to give everyone plenty of space.

Kryos was next, and the three of us quickly formed a line, with Matraphiel perching on my shoulder.

Although we didn’t have Ranoctil and many of my team were in the air, I didn’t want to wait. Most of the dragons and soldiers with me were here in case we encountered trouble, and so far, I wasn’t too concerned.

I couldn’t feel the corrupted responding to our presence, and we had been getting closer to them for a while. Of course, I was sure I could sense them from much farther away than they could sense me now, but I still assumed they would be able to feel the magic in some of us by the time we reached our destination.

There were handlers here and there in the mass of corrupted beyond us, but none were paying us any attention right now, for which I was grateful.

Healing the land grew harder as we moved away from the wall, but it was still no harder than expected. The ground was rockier, but we had brought seedlings and seed packets from hardier species on Earth, and we interspersed some of these when we reached sections that we thought needed them most.

I didn’t put them everywhere, also trying to sense any water in the ground and see if the gentler, thirstier plants might be able to live in an area before we resorted to introducing too much of a foreign plant. I wanted the natural life to have the best possible chance.

Up ahead, I could also sense the life we were working toward saving. The pixies gave off a magic aura of their own, able to harness green magic and, to my surprise, purple. It made sense when I considered them creatures that could nurture the forest, but I got the impression that if they could be left to their own devices and weren’t threatened or culled, they could heal and grow this area on their own.

It possibly explained why the planet had so much wonderful diversity, even within small sections, when it came to the type of land and the pockets of wildlife we had already encountered. Ranoctil had also spoken of a planet full of lush, green vegetation. Very few areas of it couldn’t support life.

If the pixies had once covered the planet’s surface, it was possible it had been a sort of paradise. And that made me even more eager to rescue the planet and return it to its former glory. This could be another safe haven where life could grow and one day aid the war.

We just had to take it back, even if we stole it one chunk at a time.

Ranoctil soon joined us and didn’t complain that we had carried on without him. Instead, he chose to bring up the rear, using his own green magic to encourage the plants to grow a little more, making sure we had a little shade and variation in heights. It strengthened the area and would protect it more against the enemy and being decayed again, but it was hard to know how much magic we should use.

The important element was making the corridor and hiding it from the enemy. But I wasn’t about to stop Ranoctil from enjoying crafting a good habitat at the same time.

Although we had left relatively early in the day, the sun beat down on us, and we couldn’t progress at the usual pace. For every step forward I took, I had to heal the decay and corruption from the land, then add life and seeds, and then use magic to help it grow. I’d seen some green dragons do this swiftly, especially when Scarlet had been trying to reach the gate that had held a large corrupted dragon prisoner on Earth.

It was possible to do it that fast, but it didn’t last. The ground underneath wasn’t fully cleansed, and the plants weren’t grown in a sustainable way. It soon decayed again and wasted the magic. This time, I wanted to be fully sure the land would stay recovered, and the plants would remain along the full length of the area.

We were also making this one wider than our first, just as our second team would be retracing our steps from yesterday and making our first attempt wider.

This needed to be a corridor of land that could allow a pixie to hide in it and not be overwhelmed by the enemy if they came from both sides at once. As such, Kryos, Douglas, and I were walking farther apart and healing more land each.

Behind us came most of the gryphons. We didn’t need them for a while yet, but they were carrying some of our supplies for now, each wearing several side bags with saplings, food, water, and whatever else we might need in them.

They had offered to carry all of the supplies we might need to make our loads lighter and ensure that we could take fewer dragons with us and handle having two teams. I appreciated their help either way and knew they played another big part.

If the pixies joined us as well, then there was a chance that between the four sentient species we had that could harness magic in some way and perform different duties, we would be able to take, build, and heal any planet we came across. It was one of the big reasons we were doing so well.

The time ticked by, and now and then, I glanced backward to see how far we had come and give myself a boost. It was a lot of labor, and while we had plenty of magic to do it, we still had to work hard in other ways.

While we walked, I checked on many elements at once, making sure everyone was safe, feeling for the enemy, and passing magic out to those who were tired. I eventually had to call for a break and rest.

Ranoctil made his way to my side as we stopped.

“Are we putting a cloak here?” he asked, but I shook my head fast, anticipating the question.

“Not yet. We need to get over the ridge ahead and put it there, or it won’t stretch far enough forward.” I knew he would have been briefed on where they went, but even I struggled to keep track of the difference between the land on scans and the land we were standing on. It was easy to get confused.

I looked around as most of our team rested. The dragons and soldiers took the bags off the gryphons so they could also rest without their loads. It was the best we could do for now to aid them, but I was certain everyone was struggling in the growing heat.

We passed around water and food, and I put a little more effort into some of the trees in the area, creating a little shade. It wasn’t enough for everyone to stand or sit in, but I encouraged some of the others to at least take turns cooling off a bit.

When noticing the humans were struggling the most, the gryphons extended their wings out to the sides, creating more shade over the heads of our sitting soldiers. It helped them recuperate.

Our dragons could use magic to cool down, and I did so for myself, not wanting to sit in the shade when I could let someone else rest. I might be tired and putting strain on myself, but I was growing more powerful and feeling it less.

Although I knew my team was still tired and had a long way to go, I got them on their feet again as soon as everyone had eaten, drank, and had a few minutes to pause and let themselves recover.

“We need to keep going. You can all rest again just over the ridge,” I said, amplifying my voice a little.

No one complained, and they all got to their feet. I hurried to the soldiers to help the gryphons with the saddle bags again, helping to redistribute them now that we’d drunk some of the water and planted some of the saplings.

They nodded toward those who helped them, but I still felt guilty.

“Let us know if you need to rest more or sooner,” I told their leader as I stepped back.

“We are strong and used to hard labor of various types. This is a way we can help, and we’re happy to do so. Do not worry about us. This area will soon be lush and sustaining life for many, and greenery will spread across this land again.”

I hoped he was right and we could make it happen, but I would take this one step at a time. We had been able to get this far, and I wouldn’t give up while so many were willing to fight.

We might have been tired and hot, and no one wanted to push harder, but we made steady progress. The ridge was soon beneath our feet, and we could stand on the other side. I looked back, the second wall still just about in view.

The green trail we had left behind us looked strange in some ways, but it was also life and hope for the creatures we hoped to save. It was almost like hiding a city.

As soon as there was a clear area ahead of me, I tried to figure out the best place to put this cloak. I needed to hide it and make it difficult to find, and there were only two ways to do that. Make it look like a plant, or bury it.

We chose to do the latter. The ground here was made of rock not far down from the topsoil, and this was where I would put the cloak and shield for the area. Kryos came to my side and pulled out the building artifact. He had been carrying it to keep me from lugging everything we needed.

I took it and delved into the ground, shifting the rock from a small hole and bringing it up the sides until I had created a relatively natural-looking mound with a hole in it. Once it was about the right size and a little denser than before, to make sure the casing for the cloak was strong and harder to decay, I gave the building artifact back to Kryos.

He held it for me while I pulled the first cloak and shield out of my pack and connected to it. I’d installed one of these on Havilah and helped calibrate it, but this one would have to cover a very different sort of area. We didn’t need it to create a tall dome but rather to extend out across the land we’d created in a very long oval.

It wouldn’t reach all the way back to the wall, but it would get close enough that the castle and outpost there would be able to protect the last section and make it look like land that had grown back more naturally. The more important direction was forward. As soon as this was installed, working, and covered up to keep it safe, we could move forward under its protection.

The sun would still beat down on us, but our magic would be undetectable by the enemy, and they wouldn’t be able to see us if they did come this way. It would make this journey easier, especially as we got closer to the corrupted. They were bound to notice us eventually.

Calibrating the device took me several minutes, and I had to concentrate to make sure it covered the correct area. I also had to make sure it gave the correct impression. It would have to look like the decayed and dead land that had been here before we started healing and growing.

If we were going to fool the enemy and hide their culling land, we needed to do this right.

This was the element I was most nervous about. I didn’t know if I was ready to put so much on the line when I was the only one who could make this device work. I was doing my best, but it wasn’t like I had a teacher or mentor for this part. I had seen it done once.

Ranoctil came to my side and also connected as I neared the end. I hoped he had some experience and could tell me if I had done it wrong, but he never uttered a word. I triple-checked what I had done, letting my team rest while I did so.

Finally, I disconnected from the device and hoped it would be enough.

“I will fly by and see what can be detected from the outside,” Ranoctil said.

Kryos got up with him and handed me the repair and build artifact. “I’ll go as well. We’ll let you know as soon as we’re certain you can bury it.”

I nodded, not sure how to express how grateful I was that they would check and tell me discreetly. I didn’t have a problem with buying the team more rest time, but I needed to be able to make this work. On the upside, if I could do this once and get it right, putting in the other five I was responsible for would be much easier.

At least, I hoped so.

Kryos and Ranoctil flew off, taking two different directions to each other and flying back and forth as they got higher. I waited, watching them as best I could when they had flown in opposite directions.

Looks good from this side, Kryos told me first, weaving back and forth in a tighter pattern. Blends in with the dead land, and I can’t feel you in there.

Kryos began flying toward me before Ranoctil did. He was still heading toward the wall and continued to do so a little longer.

It appears to work, Ranoctil projected to me a few seconds later, banking around and then coming back. He didn’t sound as certain, but I got the impression he was a little confused about where we were when he veered off to one side, and Kryos had to rejoin him to get him back to us.

While they were flying back, I shifted the rock once more and covered the cloaking device. It would remain buried until we needed it elsewhere. No doubt, once we had created a third wall and had moved out beyond this point. Because we would.

As soon as we got the chance.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


It didn’t take long to get everyone on their feet again and heading out. Once more, we had taken our time over this area and cultivated its growth a little better, but we still had a long way to go to get to the wilderness where the pixies were.

I was tired already, but I didn’t show it to anyone, not wanting them to worry. My magic was still strong, so I drew on it to keep my body going and advance toward our goal.

Knowing we were hidden for a while certainly helped with our progress. I paid a little less attention to what the enemy was doing and more to the power and general feeling within my team. The gryphons still appeared strong, putting one foot in front of the other and bearing the weight well.

Our dragons were holding up fairly well, most of them doing a little better than I was, but I used magic to soothe some of their aches and pains anyway. The humans among us were fairing the worst. They were used to riding on the back of a dragon when we went this far, and even the trained soldiers didn’t normally need to march such long distances.

I used more magic to aid them, trying to cool their bodies off while giving them strength. The team perked up instantly, and it gave us the strength to continue for another big push forward.

As we neared the edge of the cloak, I focused more on the enemy again. We were getting closer to them, and I lost count of the number of shadow catchers I could feel. There were also more handlers, and several of them had come together as if they were possibly getting ready to begin an attack or a cull.

I feared they would attempt to cull the creatures we were about to try and rescue, but this sort of situation was why we had so many dragons and soldiers with us. If an attack came while we were still this far out, I would leave many of the weaker members here to keep growing the plants up to the edge of the cloak, the gryphons would drop their supplies, and the rest of us would rescue whoever we could.

However, that could prove difficult, and I truly hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Two cullings in two days was unlikely from the discussions I’d had with the other dragons. The corrupted might be leaving areas to breed and give them minions, but they didn’t grow overnight. Most organic species took years to regrow a certain population level.

Of course, this planet was in the middle of the war. It was possible they would tax it further now that we were pushing back, and only if the planet was fully taken over would the corrupted let the numbers grow more.

I had no way of knowing, but I was ready for whatever they attempted. I would know the second they did anything outside the usual waiting and watching.

Eventually, we reached the edge of the first cloak and were forced to walk out beyond it. The land we’d healed was fading behind us, and nothing but decayed land was meeting our gaze. Kryos and Ranoctil were right, it didn’t look any different. It was comforting that I could hide it so well but also weird to look at and know it was wrong.

I didn’t want to linger here, so I used more magic to take away the tiredness in everyone again. We had to keep going and reach the second cloak spot before the corrupted came to investigate our actions again. I didn’t want them to stop us, which meant moving swiftly.

Now that we were closer to the enemy, I also didn’t let the team put as much effort into what we grew. We tried to maintain a variety of plants and heights, but I couldn’t be as particular or spend as much time growing them. However, I did make sure we cleansed the corruption and healed the ground.

There was no point in doing any of this if the ground wasn’t corruption-free. It would only continue to decay and kill the plants here otherwise. I worried that the land on either side that we weren’t healing or cleaning out would be able to slowly consume this healthy strip again. If that were the case, we would come up with another solution or work outward from it slowly.

For now, we had to try and create the safe corridors in the first place.

The corrupted appeared to be able to sense us finally, all of the minions directly ahead of us gathering together. A few handlers soon shifted to what appeared to be the edge of their territory. Either that or they were trying to keep a specific distance away from me.

As we grew closer to our second cloak spot, I noticed that none of them moved. They didn’t shift back and away from us or come closer. They really were waiting and watching.

I would have given anything to read their minds and figure out what they were waiting for or if there was some plan going on in a region I couldn’t feel. No matter how much I tried to detect, I couldn’t get an idea of what it was they were waiting for.

To some degree, I didn’t think it would be difficult for any intelligent creature to figure out that we were heading for their harvesting ground. It was dead ahead of us, and we were moving steadily toward it. Still, they didn’t move.

“Do you think we could take a break?” Douglas asked, looking at his men with concern. He had sweat dripping down his face, and the sun was high enough in the sky that it was at its worst.

Although I felt for every person with us, I shook my head. We were in too much potential danger, even if I was the only one who could sense it right now.

“Not until we get the next cloak put in place, and the enemy can’t tell we’re here,” I replied when he lifted an eyebrow. I wasn’t heartless, but I knew I had to be tough. Once more, I used magic to reach into each person and remove their fatigue while boosting their strength and resilience to the pain. At the same time, I used blue magic to cool all of their bodies a fraction.

It wouldn’t help for long, and it would help less each time I did it, but we couldn’t stop moving. Not when I could feel the enemy watching us.

The fatigue grew in me as well. Each step became tougher than ever, but I kept plodding, healing, fighting the decay, and growing plants. Matraphiel flew off my shoulder as if he sensed my weariness and didn’t want to burden me more. He trotted beside me, although when he stuck to my shadow, I wondered if he had also grown too hot in this sun.

“We’re all going to have some serious sunburns after this,” Douglas said, checking his hands and arms. He was already partially tanned from being on the planet and spending plenty of time in the sun, so I wasn’t sure I could see much difference in him. Dragons didn’t tend to burn, but I glanced back at the humans with us and feared that they would.

“The healing devices can cure it and stop anyone from suffering,” Kryos offered. “Not ideal, but I don’t think we have much choice. I’m beginning to feel the unease that comes with corrupted, and I’m guessing that means Arty can detect a lot of them.”

“You could say that,” I replied, grateful that my honor guard understood why I was pushing everyone forward, even if it wasn’t easy for me to show what we had ahead of us and why I wouldn’t let us rest.

Finally, we were close to the next ideal place to put a cloak, and I locked my eyes on it.

“Just another two hundred yards, and we can rest,” I called out to the team.

There were mutters of relief that made me feel even more guilty for how hard I had pushed them so far. This wasn’t the sort of mission most of them had signed up for. We didn’t even know for sure this would work as a long-term strategy. We knew it had hidden cities of dragons in the past, especially on Havilah, when we had still been forced to share the planet with the enemy, but this was very different.

None of us had communicated with pixies, as far as I was aware. Ranoctil hadn’t even spoken out on the matter. However, he had approved the mission, as if he were confident the pixies would appreciate the help. No one else had questioned it. It was progress while we were waiting for the resources to make another wall and more fortresses.

But we could still fail this mission, especially as we drew closer to danger.

We were still a hundred yards away, even though we’d picked up the pace a little more when I stopped in my tracks. I could feel a very familiar enemy.

“What is it?” Douglas asked, keeping his voice down. I took a few breaths and another step forward, not wanting everyone around me to notice that I wasn’t okay.

“Her,” I replied, speaking loudly enough so Kryos and Matraphiel would hear me, too.

“Up ahead?” Kryos asked, also shifting in a little closer. Neither of them stopped looking forward, making sure that we appeared fine from behind still.

“Yeah, somewhere ahead. She’s with several other handlers, but she is coming closer. Still within the mass of minions, and they’re not coming out toward us ahead of her, but she’s there and acting like she knows we’re ahead of her.”

Neither Kryos nor Douglas replied, but we continued our task, taking another few yards off our goal.

The queen handler stopped when she was near the edge of the area her corrupted occupied. There, she waited and stayed while we kept going, slowly closing the distance.

“She’s just watching us. I think…” I told my companions, still keeping my voice low.

“Do you think she’s trying to keep out of what your old range was?” Douglas asked.

It was a strange question, and he needed to explain that he wondered if she was trying to watch me without being detected. I frowned, but Kryos nodded.

“Scarlet said the corrupted on Earth would do that before she learned to detect them farther out. They hung back where they thought she couldn’t sense them. Just out of reach and watching her.”

I shuddered at the thought, but Douglas and Kryos appeared correct. As we moved a few more yards, I sensed she was pulling back, keeping the distance between us the same.

“She doesn’t think you can sense her, then,” Kryos pointed out when I told them what was happening.

“Either that or she wants to make me come to her.”

Douglas shook his head. “That’s not like any of these corrupted. They might wait and watch, but when they sense our weakness, they attack or try to learn. If you can feel that many enemies and she isn’t attacking us, it’s not because she’s waiting for us to fight her. She knows we’re here for another reason.”

“So we should kill her as soon as we can,” I replied.

“And risk not helping these pixies?” Douglas asked.

“Douglas is right. Our mission should come first. Knowing that she is still watching you is helpful. She thinks that you can detect her, which is also good to know. She doesn’t think you know where she is, which means we can monitor her without her knowing.” Kryos took another step forward and began working on the next section of land.

I did the same thing, not wanting to make a decision yet. I wanted to hunt down this queen handler and make her pay. I’d come so close once already, but I knew she was behind so much of the death and destruction on all the planets I protected. From Havilah to here, I came after her, pushing back her forces bit by bit.

Just as she learned about me, I was learning about her. But at some point, we would need to fight again. And with every bit of information she learned about us or me, it made my job harder to end her and her forces. I also didn’t know how connected the corrupted were on different planets. We knew they had a hive mind structure, but not how interconnected they were at great distances.

Considering they let their minions roam free here and there, doing so on this planet and Ashaire especially, they didn’t stay in contact with all of them all the time. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t. I already knew she was stronger and faster than any of the other handlers, even of the same species as her.

This handler was a big problem.

“We should keep going, act like she’s not there, and see what she does when you get the cloak in place and we reach the creatures we’re trying to rescue.” Douglas nodded at me as if he knew he had to try and persuade me. That I wouldn’t want to do this at all.

“What if she then attacks us?” I asked.

“Then we’ll fight her, and everyone with us will hold all the other corrupted she brings with her back while you kick her ass and turn her into dust.” Kryos grinned as if that would be easy for me.

I set my jaw, not liking the idea one bit but aware my emotions were clouded. I couldn’t be a sound judge of what was a good idea and what wasn’t, not when I simply wanted her dead.

Somehow, I had to be smarter than her and unpredictable. She had been learning about me, as far as I could tell. Doing what I wouldn’t and what my advisors would instead could work in my favor. It could lead to me confusing her and making my actions even harder to predict in the future.

“All right,” I said eventually. “But if she even so much as makes it look like she is coming after us, we go on the offensive.”

“Works for me,” Kryos replied as he shifted a little farther away from me again. We were back to making the path ahead of us green and lush until we reached another spot for a cloak.

It wasn’t far now.


CHAPTER TWELVE


I let the team rest for almost an hour once we stopped to add another cloak. The queen handler acted exactly as Kryos and Douglas had predicted, keeping back and away from me enough that she didn’t think we could detect her. At least until we disappeared.

As soon as I got the cloak in place, also putting it into the rock beneath our feet, she shifted. I was hidden from her view and mind, and she would have no idea why. Because I knew we were being watched, I made sure the cloak was working to display the barren, decayed terrain before I turned on any other element.

I hid us from view last, then had Kryos, Tim, and Lucy check it, asking Ranoctil to double-check my work on the ground. I didn’t let him get up in the air where his powerful magic could be detected, and I didn’t want to risk him losing us.

The three of them darted out of the field at various points, quickly checked it, and then came back inside. All three gave me their vote of confidence.

The queen handler’s reaction made it even more obvious I’d succeeded. She rushed toward us and moved back and forth along the edge of the corrupted, trying to sense me. Her body moved faster than I would have thought possible, but she didn’t leave the safety of her army.

No matter how much she wanted me, it was clear she didn’t want to risk her own life. I told Kryos, Douglas, and this time, Ranoctil what I could sense.

“Probably remembers how you almost killed her once already.” Douglas grinned. “Doesn’t want to run the risk that she can’t feel you, and you’re close.”

I smiled, grateful that I had followed their advice. We had given her something to think about and be afraid of, and it was comforting to think of her as scared of me.

With this little victory under my belt and the enemy staying away from the pixies even though we hadn’t reached them yet, I rested for a short while.

The sun was slipping down the sky, and it was finally getting a little less fierce. The damage to our strength and stamina was already done, though. My team was beyond tired. They knew we were close to our goal, but I couldn’t ask more of them.

By the time I was ready to go again, I encouraged my team to make a smaller channel from now on and have us move a little faster. When it was a bit cooler, we could come back along this route with the stronger members of the team and make it better. As long as we cleared out the corruption and encouraged a little growth along the way, I would be happy.

I took the lead again and set the pace, noticing that my team was stretching out a little behind me, widening the pathway and giving each other room to work at whatever capacity we had left. The soldiers stuck close to the gryphons, and the gryphons shaded them a little more, stretching their wings after so long walking.

It wasn’t an ideal way to reach our destination, but we made it only an hour later. The corrupted had sent out a few strange minion-like birds in our rough direction a few times in the last hour, but none of them had flown directly toward us or seemed to know we were here, and they’d all gone back to the queen handler long ago.

Then, she shifted, heading toward the left and away from us. Not being able to feel her anymore had me on edge in a different way, but Kryos pointed out that I could feel her coming long before she knew where I was now, and that mattered more than knowing exactly where she was at all times.

I nodded as if I agreed, but I knew what I would do before I slept tonight. I would push my mind harder and try to sense the enemy at an even greater distance again. And I would keep doing so every night and every day until I could detect every enemy on the planet and lead my army to wipe them all out.

By the time we could see the wildlife and pixies moving in the trees and flourishing habitat ahead, there were several pixies on the edge of their current land. The cloak had slightly cut into their land, and it must have gotten their attention.

“Hello,” I said as we continued forward, healing and growing plants. “We don’t mean you any harm. We’re here to help you get away from the corrupted.”

The pixies looked at me. As one, the three of them tilted their heads to one side and began to make strange, high-pitched chattering noises. I didn’t know what they were saying, but I slowed my walking speed even more and simply healed the land at the same pace, ensuring they were safe if they tried to come toward us. Kryos and Douglas hung back, but Ranoctil came a little closer.

He made a few strange noises as if trying to imitate their speech, and their gaze shifted from me to him. I moved to one side as the gryphons, and Matraphiel also came up. The pixies looked at us all in turn as I continued to widen the area, Douglas and Kryos still helping.

We healed and grew some soft grasses to keep it simple and grow the area the fastest we could. Only when there was some sort of sustained plant life in front of the pixies did any of them step out of the wilderness area and toward us. They were still cautious, but the three moved as one again.

Ranoctil crouched, and I saw a softer side of him as he made a few more noises like them. He pointed at himself as he made a particular noise, then at me and repeated it. He did the same for Matraphiel, Douglas, Kryos, and the two gryphons who had also come forward.

Eventually, he pointed at each pixie and said the same thing. I didn’t know if they were following the conversation, but I thought they relaxed a little as if he’d told them we were friends or safe, or something. Although I didn’t know exactly what was going on, I sat down. My legs were tired, and we were finally almost done.

It quickly became apparent that Ranoctil couldn’t communicate more than the few phrases he had already used, but the gryphons, Douglas and Kryos aided in trying to explain to them that we were allies and here to help.

I was so tired that I tried to leave it to them at first, but either Ranoctil said something wrong, the gryphons sent the wrong sort of image, or Matraphiel did, because the pixies backed up again and into their territory as if we had threatened them.

No matter how tired I was, I knew I had to step in and see what I could do to help. We’d managed to get the Havians to understand us, learned how to work with the gryphons, and I’d become good at communicating with Matraphiel’s help. If Ranoctil couldn’t handle this, I would do what I could.

Trying a trick that I had seen in lots of movies and always wanted to try, I reached into my pack and pulled out a candy bar. As soon as I opened it, I broke it into four. Then, I practically crawled closer, holding it out as I did.

When I got close enough so they would only have to reach a little to take a piece if I also stretched as far as I could, I paused.

Thankfully, they had let me get this close fairly happily, and I took it as a good sign that they weren’t frightened so much as struggling to communicate. This might not even have been necessary, but I wanted to attempt some act of kindness they would understand.

I took one of the four pieces and very slowly ate it, making sure they could see me doing so. While I munched my piece, I held the other three out to them, rocking forward a little and stretching my arm out to close the gap.

Slowly, collectively, they moved forward again. All three took the remaining pieces between them before shuffling back and away again. I smiled and shifted back before sitting down.

Although I was closer to them, I was glad to be sitting again. I hadn’t noticed how tired I was from all the walking until I’d been able to stop properly.

The three pixies ate the candy tiny piece by tiny piece, but they grew more animated about it and chittered more with each bite. I pulled another three candy bars out of my pack, my entire stash, and handed them the unopened candy.

I wasn’t sure what they would do with them, but they were restrained and took one each before they shifted back into the forest, making noises and banging on trees. Within a few seconds, more and more of their kind appeared.

We bore witness as the creatures shared the small haul of candy among as many of their kind as possible, breaking the bars into four as I had done and letting their closest kin take a piece.

When they ran out, and not all the pixies in front of us had a piece, they turned back to me and my friends and made a single sound while tilting their heads and holding out the empty wrappers.

“More?” I asked.

They uttered the same grunt, but it shifted as if they were trying to mimic me.

“Anyone got any more of them?” I motioned to Douglas, hoping he would have some if no one else did.

To my relief, not only did he have some, but so did many of the soldiers, and they happily pulled out the candy to hand it over. We continued to offer three bars at a time, almost forcing the creatures to give us an idea of their numbers, but they seemed fine with this.

It was clearly important that they handed out the same amount of candy to each. As far as I could tell, the pixies who had already been given some of the sweet treats shifted out of the way, no matter how big or small they were.

They were giving us a glimpse into their society and the care they showed to each other, and it was beautiful.

“I get the impression we won’t be able to get any of these to safety unless they all can go,” Douglas whispered to me, also sitting down now. His eyes lit up with the excitement of connecting with a whole new species of creature, but I could also tell he was exhausted.

“It might be because they have been culled so much in the past. They stick together because they don’t want anyone to separate them ever again.” I kept my voice low, not wanting to unsettle them or distract them from sharing the candy.

I had no idea what to do next, but I was willing to wait and see how they acted once we had fed them all something. We needed to concentrate on showing them that they were safe with us, that this wasn’t a trick, and that we would fight for them against the enemy.

A part of me hoped that the corrupted would attack and we would be able to fight them off so the pixies would see what we could offer with their own eyes, but I also knew how tired my people were. Ideally, we wouldn’t have a fight on our hands. Not until we had rested some more and the sun was even lower in the sky.

Most of us were sitting in the shade now, and I could already tell that had made a difference, but I still took the time to ease everyone’s fatigue once more. No matter what, we still needed to get back to base camp, even if we flew down the cloaked tunnel we had created most of the way back.

Once the pixies had finished the candy bars, the three came closer again. They held several empty wrappers between them now, at least nine having been dispersed. I held out my hand but didn’t stretch quite as far this time, hoping they would give the empty wrappers back to me and show some trust.

They did exactly that. Then, to my surprise, all three of them sat, almost mimicking my cross-legged position. I smiled again and motioned for Matraphiel to come and sit with us. Maybe, through him, we could communicate that we had made them a path to safety.

It seemed to take an age, but I used a similar pattern of progress and memories that Matraphiel and I had gone through with the Havians to try and get them to understand that we were enemies of the corrupted and were here to help them.

Matraphiel played images and memories that showed us using the darts and magic to heal and rescue those corrupted and bring them back, as well as killing the corrupted morphlings. It took some time, but eventually, the three pixies got up and came closer to me.

The middle one put a twig-like hand with splayed fingers on my head while the pixies on either side put a hand on each of my shoulders.

They chattered and closed their eyes. I wasn’t sure what I should do, but I felt magical energy rush into me, the energy they produced flowing into my body. It didn’t heal in the traditional sense, but I felt revitalized and stronger than I had in a while.

Despite the gift they had already given me, they continued to utter a sort of chant, repeating the same little chits and chats until I also noticed they had connected with the thinnest of threads to the magical energy coming into me through the green channel. It felt as if they infused it with some sort of extra energy.

I got the impression I had been given a very important gift when all three of them stopped as one and sagged. Douglas and Kryos helped support the two on each side as I reached out and caught the one in front of me, stopping all three from falling to the ground.

We helped them sit again.

“Does anyone know their word for thank you?” I asked the people around me. They had just made me stronger, my magical energy more efficient and possibly more stable. Considering it was the type of magical energy I was least used to using and drawing in, I knew it was an honor.

Once they were sitting, they seemed to recover a little, and I could feel the energy they drew in from the plants around them. For a few seconds, they pulled in a little more than usual, but they soon returned to normal.

So far, this meeting of different species was going better than I’d hoped. There was only a little more to go, and we could head back to base camp.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


It took a lot more effort, and Matraphiel even grew frustrated at times before we managed to get the pixies to understand that we wanted them to use the area we had created as a safe haven and let us set up another cloak to protect the wildlife they were flourishing in.

We had thought the situation was explained clearly, but when I pulled out the cloak artifact, they grew agitated and even more upset when I got up to walk toward their land. After a second, slightly different attempt at communication and showing them the memories of everything we had done that day, they relaxed.

Still, I wasn’t allowed to walk into their land without the pixies coming with me. It was clear that they didn’t want anyone else to accompany us except Matraphiel.

Kryos and Douglas wanted to join us, but I waved them off. “I’m pretty sure they’ve just given me a great blessing in thanks for us trying to protect their land. They wouldn’t do that and then cause me any harm.”

Neither of my two usual companions looked happy about it, but they let me go, and everyone agreed to wait for me for half an hour. It was more than enough time for me to get to the center of the land, put the cloak in place, and then come back to see if it was working.

It didn’t take long for me to find that I was right. The pixies were more interested in following me and observing me than in causing any harm. They even helped me find a good spot to put the artifact. A large, old tree stump with roots that led down into the water.

It looked as if it might have once been hit by lightning, but it hadn’t fully died. More trunk had grown out of the stump, some of the old tree falling away. It left an area at the base that would be perfectly protected and keep the cloaking artifact from being easily found.

With the right positioning, the tree would even lift it up over time and make it even safer. As long as the tree survived.

On our way toward it, I’d spotted signs of all sorts of other wildlife, many of the snappers, birds, and other creatures we had fought and saved from the corrupted also present. It made me even more glad I was here and might be able to protect them from being taken and used in an army.

I calibrated the device, able to do so in only a few minutes now that I’d had some practice, and placed it in its long-term home. It now covered the entire forest from one end to another, making it look like it had been decayed and the wildlife was all gone. Again, the corrupted reacted almost instantly, enough handlers nearby to notice I had been here and disappeared.

The pixies had little idea what was going on, but I had Matraphiel show them an image of what the enemy would be able to see and where the boundary line was, then show them this forest protected. It made them chatter among themselves and look around as if they hoped to see what protected them, but it wasn’t visible from inside.

As soon as I was sure they understood, I hurried back to my friends. Kryos and Douglas were right on the edge of the boundary, concern on their faces. Of course, they couldn’t see inside the forest anymore, the entire area cloaked and the three sections acting independently.

I hurried up to them, walking out of the cloak to one side, close enough to make them jump but far enough away I didn’t bump into either of them. It was perhaps childish of me, but once they could see I was safe, and Matraphiel joined us, Douglas chuckled.

“Guess we’re all good to head back to the wall?” Kryos asked. The sun was setting in the sky but our journey home would be far swifter than our journey here. Even if we used magic to help grow more plants, it wouldn’t slow us down anywhere near as much as having to heal the decay in the first place.

Most of my team were now fairly well rested. They’d all been able to sit for a few hours. The day had cooled off, and everyone had eaten and drunk. The gryphons were also bearing a much lighter load.

We’d not managed to persuade the pixies to try and ride the gryphons yet, but many of them followed me out of the wilderness area and into the lush pathway we’d created. By the exit, Kryos and Douglas hadn’t wasted their time. There were more plants, and they were stronger than when I had left, not just the grass I’d grown to close the last of the gap.

As soon as the pixies stepped out of the first cloak and into the land protected by the middle one, they chattered and looked both ways. What they could see had changed dramatically, much as it had for the corrupted. Of course, they weren’t supposed to be the ones fooled by it, but it was clear they weren’t used to this.

They shifted back and forth, taking it in and ensuring their trees were there several times. I watched the trio that appeared to be in charge rush here and there to make sure the trees were still okay and living.

Only when they were satisfied that their home was safe and sound did they turn their attention back to the land on this side. I smiled at them as they padded about the grassy area and checked out the new plants my friends had planted and helped grow in our absence.

“All right, I think they know that we’ve made them safer and hidden them and that they now have a much larger area they can explore,” I said, ready to go back to base camp and get some rest. “I think it’s time to head home and make this area stronger and wider on our way back. We’ll do what we can while maintaining a casual walking pace.”

Although I had led the way here, I didn’t lead the way back, putting our group in reverse order. I wanted to be the person closest to danger, especially when the queen handler was out there somewhere. I couldn’t feel her anymore, but I had wondered if she would reappear when we vanished the land she had been culling more creatures from.

I knew I wouldn’t be able to walk away if there was now a chance I could ambush her, and she wouldn’t even know where I was or how close I might be to her. She didn’t appear, however, and the corrupted didn’t even send any scouts out toward us. They accepted the loss and waited and watched.

I was concerned for other reasons but would take this victory for now. We had saved lives and creatures used as minions and handlers. They’d also shared some kind of magic with me, and I had explored the difference in my magic. I was drawing it in even faster than ever, and it was a more condensed, powerful magic.

Although I had only been pulling in green magic for around a year, I could grow and use it as if I’d had it in my system for a decade. The change made a big difference as we made our way back home.

I grew the plants more easily and efficiently, able to help and nurture them into stronger, healthier specimens, and because I brought up the rear of the group I could sculpt something more diverse and similar to the habitat the pixies had already.

With my team heading away from the wildlife and the pixies, I expected to say goodbye to the creatures for now, but the trio followed me, keeping a little way back but exploring this new area as well. They were full of curiosity, especially for the vegetation we had planted as saplings or where we had used seeds from another planet. This was flora they hadn’t experienced before.

Once they saw me healing the land and growing these plants, extending and building on the work of the team ahead of me, they also joined in, helping the plants thrive.

I got the impression they didn’t know how to heal the land and fight the decay, but they were skilled at tending to the plants and making sure they had what they needed.

It was wonderful to see them work, even drawing water around the soil. When we reached a more barren and dry area, the three lead pixies worked together to detect moisture in the ground in a much lower area off to the side.

Although my entire team continued, the pixies stopped, and I sensed a thin trail of magical connection coming from the three of them as if they were working hard together. They connected to this watery area and gently redirected it a little, spreading it out and shifting the flow.

I reached out with my own mind, not sure I knew how to do any manipulation so subtle, but willing to lend my magical energy to the task if nothing else. They appeared to sense it as it happened and chattered at me. I tried to smile and work with them, taking my time to help them get it right.

We took a few more minutes to sort it out, but I knew it would benefit a long stretch of our pathway and make it much easier to maintain. The plants would be strong enough to grow on their own, no matter how many extra-hardy plants we had added to this stretch.

Kryos and Douglas noticed we had stopped and waited for us, but they had the rest of the team continue. It didn’t take us long to catch up, the pixies able to move swiftly when they wanted and the path already better than some of the other stretches had been so far.

As we progressed, we definitely became less thorough and put less effort into it, but it meant we could do more going the other way. The farther we went, the less magic and energy was needed to bring the path up to a similar standard.

Despite this, Kryos and Douglas continued to do their best as well, wanting to do a good job and help with the pixies. It was fun to have the three of us herding and guiding three happy companions.

When I glanced behind or took a moment to explore what I could sense, I also noticed the wildlife we had reached was spreading out, and other pixies were making their way down the path, too. The creatures were expanding and exploring, treating the whole run as their new home.

It might have been narrow, but I knew it was a good start. In time, we would expand it, sending dragons out here regularly to heal and regrow more and more of the land.

We were still about a quarter of the way from the wall when some dragons flew out to meet us, dark shapes against the dusk sky. The sun had set, but it was a clear night, and one horizon was still light enough that we could see reasonably well.

Three dragons flew back and forth as if looking for something.

“Do you think they’re trying to find us?” Douglas asked when they shifted farther from the wall and flew back across our path.

“It’s possible. We are very late getting back.”

“I’ll go up to let them know where we are,” Kryos offered before Ranoctil could. “They won’t be able to feel us.”

He was quick to take dragon form and head up and out of the cloak. As soon as the three dragons sensed him, they homed in on him, and he led them down and back to us. Within a few more seconds, Greta was standing in front of me.

“There you are. You gave us all a bit of a scare. You’ve been gone a long time.” Greta caught sight of the pixies behind me and beamed. “You found some and rescued them.”

Before my eyes, she knelt and began talking to the pixies in their own language. They chattered at her, and she imitated their speech back at them. It made them draw closer and bound around a little, but I had no idea what she was saying to them or what they were saying back.

“I’m not going to lie. It would have been good to know that you could talk to these folks before we came out here.” I frowned, pleased but also aware of how much time we had wasted trying to get them to trust us and understand.

“I didn’t realize you had found any, or I would have volunteered. I learned some of their speech when I was first here. My first fortress was adjacent to one of their sacred groves. It’s long gone now, both fortress and grove, but I’ve explained to them that you are fighting for us and them and that this is part of protecting them.”

“Thank you.” I reached out and hugged her, more than a little grateful that she had ensured there would be no more misunderstandings and made it even clearer that we were here to help.

She walked with us the rest of the way back to the wall even though we weren’t close to her castle now. She must have had the secondary team come back past her and head to the base camp, and then everyone noticed we were gone a lot longer.

It didn’t surprise me that they had turned to Greta to figure out what was happening and try to find us, but it did that she had come to find us herself. She cared. That much was evident.

Either that, or we had worried the rest of the dragons far more than we’d intended. Given that I was in this group, and so was Ranoctil, I wondered if they had grown scared that they had lost both their leaders at once. It made me acutely aware that it was unwise for both of us to always go on the same mission.

Especially when that mission involved sneaking around for an indeterminate length of time. It had been difficult for anyone to find us, deliberately so.

“Was the other mission a success?” I asked, hoping we had finished the day with at least two new protected areas and some more wildlife able to hide from the enemy.

“Yes. As well as it could be. I’ve already asked if some of the pixies would travel through our land to go over there and aid them. And if some will help with the wilderness between the two walls. We’ve got a lot of snappers there, and I’m not sure we can feed them all well enough.”

“Did they say yes?” I asked.

“They had some concerns about being able to move freely, but I said we could make some gateways through that they could control if needed.”

Although I wasn’t entirely happy that Greta had made promises on our behalf, I understood why the pixies would want it. They cared about the current area and appeared to be a tribe. They wouldn’t want us to separate them and stop them being able to get to each other.

We had progress, however, and we had possibly saved the last of an entire sentient species. That made this day a good one as far as I was concerned.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


As I stood on the other side of the second wall once more, I tried not to look too tired. We had delayed this mission by a few hours and were heading out later the following day to avoid walking in quite so much sun, but we were still out under the heat of the day once more, and I hadn’t wanted to delay the mission too much more.

True to the promises I made myself, I hadn’t slept the night before until I tried to feel out toward the enemy more and get a better idea of how many there were and where. It was hard to differentiate between them when they were so far away, but I was pushing my skill levels, and I thought I could feel movement even if I couldn’t tell who was moving where.

I thought I could feel the queen handler several times, but I couldn’t be sure, and it kept me up late trying to push out toward her. There was only so much my mind could explore further in one go.

The gain in magic the pixies had given me had added to what I was capable of. I wasn’t sure what I could do with it entirely, but it also made me bolder to try and open up my fourth color. That was how I had spent most of my morning after yet another fitful sleep. With Ranoctil, trying to open my fourth channel. He believed I was making progress, but even after the pixies’ enhancements and my willingness to push harder, I couldn’t tell if there was any difference.

And now here I was, three more cloaking devices in my bag and the repair artifact that Kryos carried. We had Greta with us this time, and Ranoctil had let me convince him that he needed to stay here and be in charge until we returned. No one wanted to cause a panic again because we didn’t return for a long time.

There was a lot less worry if I went missing for a while. People assumed it wasn’t because I wouldn’t come back, as much as I was up to something. Having Ranoctil gone for a long time with no way to contact him or know where he was had scared the natives. They weren’t used to that.

Although he clearly wanted to be involved in the progress on his planet, one day out in the sun, slogging toward danger was more than enough for him, and with Greta offering to take his place, I had a stronger team.

Already, the communication she had provided with the first set of pixies had them working with us even better than I hoped. The dragons had made them a small gate by the closest fortress so they could let themselves into our circular walls and the area in between.

They had already begun working on it overnight, and Greta said the difference was visible.

I didn’t know if it would help feed the snappers, but it was a good start, and it was clear that the pixies would take their role on the planet seriously. There was a good chance that we wouldn’t need to worry about how to rejuvenate the planet. As long as we could heal it and there were pixies, they would slowly do the rest and be glad to.

It made me even more determined to free the planet and everyone on it, even if it was difficult.

Despite my determination, I knew I had another grueling day in front of me. Still, I also had another perk. Growing plants was now far easier, and the hope of pixies on the other end who could make it bigger as well would help keep me going.

I was the one leading the charge again, and I only hesitated for a few seconds before I began healing the land and making it safe again. We moved out together with the same team. Even the gryphons had opted to come with us again, carrying yet more saplings, food, and water.

While they had not been needed to rescue the pixies or transport them in any way, we knew that the chance of us needing them was higher this time. The corrupted will have noticed that they lost two of their culling grounds the day before, including a source of handlers. It was possible they would respond by trying to keep us from reaching this one.

We had left this one until last because it was the farthest out of the three, and I couldn’t feel the wildlife in it yet or the corrupted beyond. I also suspected I was fatigued from pushing so hard the day before. What I could detect was closer, and I didn’t know if I would recover before we got there.

The whole situation was different, even if we were beginning it in the same way. Still, it had to be done.

I focused on the area around me, healing it, growing plants, and moving on until we could get the first cloak on the ground and hide the path. It took us a good chunk of the day, but I could finally feel the area ahead. There were a few pixies, but they felt different, and I wasn’t sure what I was feeling.

When we got to the edge of the cloak, I couldn’t figure out what was different about them, but they moved out of range again. I tried to push outward, but the attempt made my head pound, and I winced.

“You all right, Arty?” Kryos asked, coming up beside me, most of the team taking a break even though I hadn’t approved one.

“I feel uneasy, and I think I’ve overstretched myself.”

“Want to head back to base camp?” He gave me his full attention now, but I shook my head. There was no way I was going back to base camp. We still had to get this done, and I wanted to be there when we rescued the pixies.

“No, we need to keep going, not head back. There’s something out there.”

“Corrupted?” Douglas came a little closer, and Matraphiel rubbed up against my leg.

I shrugged, not sure what I had felt but knowing that I wanted to get closer and find out what was ahead. No matter how much I tried to detect up ahead, the attempt sent shooting pains through my head.

“You’re overdoing it.” Douglas reached out and shifted me until I was looking at him. “Whatever is happening out there, we’ll get to them shortly, but we need to let the team rest first. We’re doing what we can. As soon as we’re close enough to feel any threat, we’ll act on it.”

“What if we need to be there now?” I asked, frowning. “What if we should fly there?”

Kryos and Douglas looked at each other. “Do you want to scout ahead? We’ll come with you. Everyone else can rest here.”

I exhaled, not sure. My body was more exhausted than I had realized, and I knew that if I was this tired, the rest of the team would be as well, Douglas and Kryos included. They were always willing to come alongside me wherever I wanted to go. But this wasn’t like me. We would get to this forest as soon as we could.

“No, let’s all rest. I think we need to recuperate a little.”

Both of them looked relieved, but they would have done it if I wanted to, and that meant a lot to me.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we needed to move a little faster this time, and I got back to my feet as soon as I’d eaten. My head hurt, and my legs and feet were tired, but somehow, I needed to keep going.

“There’s no rush,” I said as Kryos and Douglas stood and many of the rest of the team stirred. “Sit a little longer and eat. I’m going to step back outside the cloak and see if I can begin healing the next path. Come help me when you’re ready. I doubt I’ll get far.”

Douglas frowned and came after me anyway, but a glance between him and Kryos sent my honor guard back to his seat. It was rare for the latter to let me head anywhere without him being part of the team, but I wasn’t going far, just continuing with our mission.

“Don’t you think you might want to take a longer break too?” Douglas asked me as I stepped through the edge of the cloak, and everyone behind me disappeared from view. He spoke quietly, which I appreciated, but I wasn’t sure of the answer.

I healed the land and didn’t answer. This wasn’t what I had wanted from a second trip out. I’d hoped to push ahead and make my way to another rescue. Given the distance and how tired I was, I started to wonder if I was about to find out what it was like to lose.

But it could also simply take longer.

“I’m not very good at resting,” I said to Douglas as I took another step away from my team. I’d said it before, and he’d told me more than once. It was no new truth that I was declaring.

“We all know that. But it’s as if this planet is sending you crazy. Or that queen is. She’s getting under your skin. You tossed and turned and muttered most of the night through.”

This news made me stop short. “Muttered?”

Douglas nodded, his brow furrowed as his concern came through. “Yeah. I tried to gently wake you up a few times, but it was as if you were locked in some kind of dream or nightmare. All my attempts appeared to do was make you more agitated. It was bad enough that even Kryos noticed.”

“That explains the looks you two have been giving each other.” I closed my eyes for a moment and mentally checked over my body. I didn’t doubt that Douglas was right. I had slept badly, and my body had the aches and pains to prove it. No wonder my head pounded every time I tried to tax it mentally.

“After a while, I just cuddled you, rubbed your back, and tried to reassure you that you weren’t alone. You calmed eventually and stopped muttering, but I wouldn’t have called your sleep restful after that.”

“Thank you.” I took his hand, knowing I didn’t appreciate him anywhere near enough. He was always so kind to me, and I was so focused on the task that sometimes I took his support for granted.

He smiled at me and squeezed back. “Don’t mention it. It was about all I could do, and it was the only way I would get some sleep as well.”

I knew it was his way of deflecting the praise, but I also knew that he was there for me no matter what. There might be a bunch of dragons who didn’t understand what I saw in Douglas, but he was the only person who stopped me from feeling alone. No matter what was happening, he put himself right in the situation with me.

Even if he couldn’t help or didn’t fully understand, he was by my side and holding my hand. No dragon had ever given me that. Only Matraphiel, but the sphynx hadn’t always had the choice as Douglas did.

By the time I was ready to continue, Kryos had come out to join me, and so had the majority of the rest of the team. We continued pushing forward together, another area to heal and another cloak to put into place before we reached the culling ground we wanted to hide.

We had only been pushing forward again for another half an hour when I dared to try and feel the wildlife and the pixies we would be rescuing. The distance between us should now have been small enough that I could feel them, even on the far edge of the wilderness area.

There was nothing. It took me another minute or two of attempting to press out farther, each step I took painful while my head ached, but I had to be sure.

“I think the creatures have been attacked,” I said, looking at Douglas and Kryos. “They’re not there. Or they are, but they’re…not right.”

Although the ground in front of me was decayed and I shouldn’t walk on it, I switched to a different mode and used the little bit of magic needed to be able to walk forward, and I ran.

As soon as I was far enough away from the others that I had the space, I took dragon form and launched into the air. I sped forward, wanting to feel with my mind, but I didn’t have to get a lot farther to know I was right. There were corrupted in the area, although not many of them.

The more important element was that there were no living pixies and no other creatures that weren’t corrupted. We had come out this far only to find the third area had been wiped out, not culled or thinned. Rather than let us take some of them back, the corrupted had wiped them all out.

I didn’t need to go much farther or get higher in the air to see what I expected. The forest was partially decayed, partially burning, and would no longer be inhabitable.

Without hesitation, I roared with anger and as loudly as I could. I flew like a bolt toward the impacted area, locked onto the target and the corrupted I could feel there. While I couldn’t reach the enemy responsible for this, I wanted to get there as quickly as I could to ensure nothing more happened.

Despite my intentions, I knew I was too late.

While I had been wrestling in my sleep, this land had been attacked, and the creatures in it wiped out entirely. The enemy hadn’t rested while we slept. All of today’s efforts had been for nothing, and there was nothing I could do about it.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


I’d circled the area, blasting any corrupted I could feel with magic several times before Kryos managed to catch up to me and join me. Douglas wasn’t with him, nor was Matraphiel, and I felt a momentary pang of guilt that I’d left them behind and flew off in a way they couldn’t follow mere minutes after being grateful that both of them were there for me.

I didn’t stop attacking, however, making sure none of the corrupted here got out alive. Only then did I land right on the edge of the forest we had come to save. I took human form and dropped to my knees in front of the decayed remains. There were sludgy tree stumps all over the area, surrounded by thick dark slime and mounds that had possibly once been bushes.

The area was ruined. If we left it like this it would slowly die away to nothing, just like the rest of the planet.

Tears trickled down my cheeks at how much life had been lost.

“We should never have waited,” I said as Kryos came up beside me, also back in human form. “They killed them in the night.”

“Everyone had to rest. We wouldn’t have made it here in time either way.” Kryos frowned and set his jaw, his fists clenching and unclenching beside me. He might have a point, but even he didn’t like it much.

Whether it was the truth or not, I wasn’t angry or upset at him. This was the corrupted. Yet again, they had wiped out life simply because they didn’t want it to exist.

No matter how much it was a living organism as well, this was the sort of behavior that made it deadly and cold. This was what made it evil.

Greta landed next, Douglas with her. I instinctively healed some land for them, knowing there was very little we could stand or walk on. Douglas jumped down, not happy that I had flown off without him. I didn’t apologize right now, but I knew I would later when we weren’t in the middle of a crisis.

I should have had the presence of mind to at least wait for him.

As soon as they were with me, I walked forward, hoping to find some signs of life or evidence that we might be able to do some good here after all. I couldn’t feel a single living creature, and it only made me more upset.

My companions didn’t say anything. There weren’t any words that could put this right. The corruption had once again massacred an entire area of creatures simply because they could.

The tears didn’t stop flowing as I healed the land enough to walk deeper, in denial, looking for any creatures left alive. Instead, I found shadow catchers left to wander, no longer controlled by a handler. The moment I saw each one, I blasted it with magic and then charged at it.

Puffs of purple smoke as they died were the only solace I could gain. Douglas, Kryos, Matraphiel, and Greta all came with me, killing any they could get to and helping to stop the decay, especially where some plant life was still left alive.

Eventually, I made it to the heart of the area where a large tree had once stood. It hadn’t been cut down so much as weathered and decayed, and a thick sludge covered its remains, fungus and all sorts of nasty-looking spores growing up what little still stood. Here were more signs of a fight and even the remains of some of the creatures, both corrupted and not.

Where before I had cried, seeing how mercilessly the heart of this grove and the pixies that had tried to protect the center had been slaughtered, I grew hot with rage. I drew on the magic in all the batteries I carried and pumped it into the area, killing corruption, healing the land, and doing everything I could to save it.

The creatures had been dead for too long and decayed and corrupted too much for me to do anything to save them, but it didn’t stop me trying, pumping magic into them as well. The area began to come back to life, but it was quiet, and only my friends were close.

Any shadow catchers in the area I pumped magic into died simply because of the magic I used, none of them able to escape it or get away from the sheer volume I pumped out in waves.

I kept going, reaching out farther and farther with my mind despite the pain I had been under before. It was as if my anger stopped me from feeling it, and the pain had melted away. This wasn’t okay. I would take back the land and make any corrupted that I met pay for this.

Not long after, I began healing the area, doing everything I could to save the heart tree of the grove. Now that I knew its significance to the pixies and why there were more bodies here, I walked toward the corrupted lingering ahead of me.

Pushing outward and pulsing magic in waves had killed everything in a mile radius of me so far, but I concentrated the next waves ahead of me and toward the strange borderline of enemies out there.

While I couldn’t tell exactly what was there and knew they were still far away, I could sense the unease that let me know it was there. Douglas and Kryos called my name, and Matraphiel flew beside me as if trying to get my attention. I ignored them and continued.

I used a little of the magic to fuel my body, making myself faster and faster until I was on the far edge of the grove and looking out over the desolate wasteland on the other side. At the same time, I continued to heal and clean the forest around me, working on all of it at once to stop any more of it from dying.

There were no corrupted in view over the vast barren area ahead of me, but I knew that Kryos and Douglas would be able to feel some of the closer ones still in the area the corrupted saw as entirely theirs.

Each wave of magic I sent out toward them began to heal the land ahead, too, and this time, Douglas and Kryos really did exclaim.

“Should we be doing this?” Douglas asked. “Should you be pushing this hard?”

“We’ve come this far, and we ordered artifacts to cloak and hide this area so we could let the creatures of this land thrive. Scarlet sends us more magic every day, and both walls are well-powered now that so many dragons live here. We can spare some magic to show the corrupted that for every area they damage, we will kill even more of them.”

I also connected to the batteries in both of their bags, only leaving the few Greta carried as a backup and pumping even more magic across the plain.

“Let me take the artifact and cloak this area, then. You can keep them busy while I at least make this ours. Then I’ll head back to the others and finish closing the gap to connect it to us.” Greta looked at me, her eyes shining and her face wet with the tracks of tears as well. “Give them hell.”

I held out my pack so she could take the artifacts she needed out of my bag, not stopping my onslaught. Kryos and Douglas joined me, pumping their magic and that of the batteries they carried into the attack, growing it faster than I could and pouring it out toward the enemy in a torrent.

Although I considered sending it out and widening the area it impacted, I instead pushed it ahead at the same width, wanting to go deeper and farther into their land more than I wanted to spread out. If they had a sort of border, perhaps if we pushed harder and deeper, we could get at something or someone more important to them.

The magic would also slowly seep outward if it was just across the ground, spreading out as long as I sent enough out there. And kill any corrupted that got too close.

After a few more minutes, when I began to sense the first of the corrupted popping and puffing into smoke, Matraphiel joined in, shifting some of his magic and adding it to my stream.

While I worked, we drained every single battery the three of us carried and the corrupted began to die or flee in such large numbers that the uneasy feeling in my mind that had plagued it for weeks eased. The lighter, happier feeling that enveloped me had me wanting to continue.

The enemy was scattering, but a lot had been hit so hard and fast that they hadn’t been able to get out of the magic field before it killed them, including a few morphling handlers.

I also felt some of the corrupted seem to return to life, and I found myself hoping that the creatures they had corrupted and taken from this forest might not have gone very far, and we’d liberated some of them anyway.

“Want to use some of the magic in our armor and swords?” Kryos asked when we had used over half the magic in our bodies and had nothing else to send out.

I hesitated and looked between the pair of them. Making such a dent in the enemy had cooled my anger and brought me back to thinking practically.

“No enemies can get to us without wading through all that magic. We’re perfectly safe. I’d say empty them, and then we can grab a battery or two from the dragons behind us to refuel later.” Douglas was already connecting to his armor and the shield he had strapped to his back.

All three of us did the same, drawing on yet more magic from every metal source we carried. Because of the plates of metal that made up the whole suit of armor, our swords needing to carry so much, and the shields being so large, we had even more in them than we had in the batteries we carried.

It made me grin to pump even more out from us, and with so much more to add, I dared to widen the area a little and make it taller to ensure we killed even more morphlings if we encountered them. A couple had managed to sprout wings and heal enough to fly clear. With any luck, we’d get them in this second wave. Or others.

I stepped out a little farther from the grove behind us as the magic got to the edge of what I could feel and control. I kept pushing it out anyway, hoping it would move farther and build. No matter what, it wouldn’t be a waste. The corrupted couldn’t attack it. They would have to throw bodies at it to get it cleared out, and the magic would sit there until someone moved it or it killed them.

Putting magic across the ground and land like that was like laying a minefield, except there were no gaps, and it couldn’t backfire and hurt us. It might even save lives if we did get to the point where we could expand out in this direction. I was investing in our future battles.

However, the element that made me smile most was still unfolding.

“I can feel living creatures coming toward us,” I said as I took a few more steps. “Snappers, I think. And possibly pixies.”

“You saved some?” Douglas asked.

“We saved some. I couldn’t have done this alone.”

“Maybe not.” Kryos chuckled. “But neither of us got angry enough or are skilled enough to hurl every ounce of magic we could reach an enemy miles and miles away just to see how much it hurt them.”

Douglas let out a laugh. “I bet they weren’t expecting it either. And it sure feels good. I don’t know about either of you, but it’s like a weight has lifted in my head. It feels so much…calmer out there.”

Although I didn’t reply, I knew why. There would be far less corrupted ahead of him. Even if he struggled to detect them and their types, forms, and figure out how many of them there were as easily as I did, they were still out there, and Douglas had already shown he could sense them at a much greater distance than a lot of dragons.

I was right that we’d managed to rescue some of the creatures. It took another ten minutes or so to be able to see them. But at the same time, Greta managed to calibrate and put up the cloaking device over the grove, hiding it from our view as well as the corrupted’s.

My instinct was to tuck back and into the protected area, but I didn’t want to move out of sight of the snappers coming at us. They needed to have a creature to aim for. Not far after them were several pixies. There were only a handful of them as far as I could tell, but it was better than the total destruction of the whole population of the grove. We had saved some.

I didn’t know where the rest of the team was behind us, but I had a job to do, and I was still able to draw on more magic from what we carried for now. The area ahead of me was now so thick with magic that it was growing more difficult to push it forward anyway.

Still, I didn’t stop trying as the creatures we’d rescued closed the gap between us and them.

Thankfully, Greta came back through the cloak and out to us before the pixies reached us. She had Sienna with her, and the commander’s eyes widened, and her mouth fell open as soon as she took in what we were doing.

I’d never seen Sienna look shocked before. Not in a way that rendered her speechless.

“You’ve healed it all. And the magic. It goes so far…”

Douglas chuckled and explained while Greta called out to the pixies and let them know we had saved their grove.

The pixies were confused. They slowed as they reached us, but Matraphiel projected several images of the cloak and the grove it protected, as well as what it would be like to walk through it. The snappers still appeared a little muddled, but as soon as one of them noticed the pixies, the whole pack stopped and waited.

Once the sentient species of the forest understood, each one of them going past me and following Greta, the snappers also went with them.

I’d hoped there would be some insects or birds or other creatures we could rescue, but it appeared they weren’t in the area ahead of us or had all been killed.

For now, we had done all we could. It had been a lot more than I’d feared at one point.

With almost no magic left between us but the satisfaction of knowing we had made the enemy pay for their attack, we headed into the grove, too. It was time to return to base camp.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


It took several more hours to get back to base camp and make sure there was a full path for the creatures we had rescued. The few pixies that had returned to us and the snappers that had come with them had been only a fraction of the creatures who had lived there before the attack, and they had needed space and time to mourn their dead.

As such, we needed to do all the work in growing the path between our outer wall and the grove. It had taken a while, and we’d needed to draw some magic from the batteries of our companions, but I’d been happy we were safe.

The wave of magic that had eaten a huge swathe of corrupted land and killed far more of the corrupted than the entire army could have done in so short a time caused chaos and prevented the enemy from coming at us.

It had eased my mind and those of the dragons and humans strong enough to sense the corrupted that far, and it appeared to have a positive impact on much of the team. However, Ranoctil was far less impressed.

“You were gone a long time,” he said, his frown as deep as it ever got. “The whole force has been muttering about a big change in magical energy and a shift in what they can feel. Several of the castles on your side reported a big magical burst of energy, and some of your dragons from Earth had the skill to figure out that many of the corrupted must have been wiped out.”

I confirmed what he’d been told and added the rest of the story. I placed the blame for not reaching the grove on time on my shoulders, along with the rage that had led to my thrusting every bit of magic I had access to at the enemy with all the force I could muster.

Although it took some time to tell and we had taken a long time to return, I noticed I didn’t feel anywhere near as pained or strained as before. My headache was gone, and I merely had the usual aches and pains from walking so far and exerting myself physically.

“You’d best get all those batteries recharged as soon as possible. The second wall could have been powered by all that magic and made more secure.”

I shrugged, knowing Tim had already volunteered to take them back to Earth and bring back some full batteries. Scarlet was constantly ramping up production, bringing us more than ever and producing extra empty batteries for Ashaire to fill. The latter might still have to face attacks through the portal, but they had a large dragon population, and more of their magic could be spared now that we were giving them tech from Earth. Between the two, our supplies would soon replenish.

Ranoctil picked up on my indifference and shook his head before he sat on the bench beside the war map again. It appeared he had tried to adjust it and zoom out again but hadn’t gotten far yet. The land still didn’t include the three groves we had now protected in one way or another.

“Sometimes I tell myself I have lost control of you and am no longer in charge, and I need to make you fall in line. Then, at other times, I remind myself of the actual truth. You have never really answered to me, and that is precisely why you are pushing the enemy back and I am not.”

“We’ve been over this, remember?” I replied, too tired to deal with yet another pity party. “You didn’t have the resources I did to even attempt half the crazy stunts I’ve pulled.”

Ranoctil chuckled. “You admit that they’re crazy?”

“Of course. I don’t always know what I’m doing, either. I try it and hope it works.” I shrugged once more, not sure how much to admit to. I also felt clueless most of the time. “Take today. I have no idea how well it will work, but it used up only a fraction of the magical energy we’re supplied in a whole day now, and it made their heads spin. I only did it out of anger that they destroyed a beautiful grove and all its inhabitants.”

My commander motioned to the battle map. “I tried to figure out what it might be doing, but I’m not as familiar with these as I should be. I can’t get it to show much wider. With every extra bit of distance it monitors, the more complicated it becomes and the more energy it drains.”

I frowned, sure the right thing to do would be to offer help, but I wasn’t sure he’d welcome the help or that I actually could muster any. It was a situation I was unfamiliar with. I was beyond exhausted and didn’t want to make Ranoctil feel any worse. That said, if it would help, it was worth doing.

I also knew that, at this point, I could feel out farther than the battle map. I didn’t need it anymore. My mind was struggling, and the combination of a lack of sleep, the number of enemies I could feel, and how hard I had been pushing had led to a day of headaches and pain.

It turned out that killing a significant chunk of the enemy and putting a lot more magic on the field had made a difference to the weight in my mind, however. Everyone felt better, including me.

“All right.” Ranoctil stood again. “Get some sleep, and we’ll figure out the rest of this tomorrow. It’s late, and you need the rest.”

I didn’t need to be told twice, so I hurried back to my room, where Douglas and Matraphiel were already in bed. Douglas wasn’t asleep yet, no doubt waiting for me, but I could tell he had to fight to stay up, his eyelids heavy. He didn’t utter a word as I got into the bed beside him. Within seconds, I was out, no time to even think about deliberately pushing out to feel the enemy.
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Douglas woke me up the following day and I looked around to get my bearings. The sun wasn’t shining on the wall where it normally did at this time of day, but on the floor and a long distance farther.

“It’s afternoon. You’ve slept over twelve hours,” Douglas said, sitting on the small chair in the room with a book in hand. “None of us had the heart to wake you, but we kept an eye on you.”

There was a heaped plate of food beside him. Bread rolls, what looked like a chicken leg, fruit from various plants, and my favorite candy bar. Douglas saw my gaze move in that direction and grabbed the plate and a lap tray.

I shuffled into a sitting position and took it gratefully.

“You look a lot better,” he said as he handed it to me. “You were sleeping a lot more peacefully.”

“I feel like I slept a lot more peacefully. I’m more rested than I’ve been in weeks.” I tore into a chunk of roll, so hungry I thought I could eat this much food twice, even though Douglas had anticipated my needs and heaped a lot more food on my plate than I usually did.

Douglas sat back down but didn’t pick up his book again. “It’s not just you. Everyone is saying last night was the best sleep they got in weeks. Did you happen to take out any really powerful corrupted yesterday evening?”

Although I didn’t know for sure, it sounded like I might have. I thought I was likely to be alone in my relief, but I was glad my actions had led to an improvement for everyone. I might have lashed out at the enemy in rage, but for now, it had done far more good than harm.

“There were a lot of corrupted creatures that drained the magic, especially at first,” I explained, remembering how it had felt to push that much magic into the enemy territory. “I didn’t feel any single big drain, though.”

Douglas looked thoughtful for a few seconds until I thought about how it felt and showed it to Matraphiel. It wasn’t easy to do when I wasn’t fully in dragon form, but I’d had a little experience in the past in talking to a handler I had captured mentally and holding my mind in dragon form while the rest of my body was normal.

Once I had conveyed what I’d sensed and the memory to Matraphiel, my sphynx companion passed it on to Douglas. It wasn’t a perfect system, but I wondered if an artifact could be made, or already existed, that could share memories and emotions like this. I doubted it was a priority item, as it would be for more sentimental reasons. We were in a war.

It took a few seconds for Matraphiel to convey it all, and Douglas sat with wide eyes for at least a minute more as he attempted to process all the details I had passed over. Matraphiel and I were used to communicating in this manner, and I passed on far more than just an image.

“That was…intense,” Douglas said eventually, running his hand through his hair. “I had no idea you felt so much or so deeply. About all of us.”

It wasn’t what I’d expected Douglas to say in response. I’d hoped he could sense what I hadn’t and figure out what was making everyone feel easier. If we could learn from what I had done, we might be able to repeat it. Or, at the least, understand our enemy better.

Douglas didn’t say anything else, however. He got up and approached me before getting me to stand up. As soon as I was on my feet, he pulled me into a hug. “I’m sorry that you have this weight on your mind so much of the time. If I felt that many enemies all at once, I would run a mile.”

“It’s not as many as it seems. They would never throw all of them at us at the same time, and many are birds. We’ve annihilated far more in the past than I sensed out there.” I shrugged, not sure it was as big a deal as he was making of it, but also worried that I had underestimated the enemy, and he thought we were in a lot more danger now.

We continued to discuss what I had sensed and done until Kryos appeared at the door.

“You’re up. Good,” Kryos said as soon as he saw us both. “Scarlet has asked if you’ll head to Earth. Said she needs you to tackle a diplomatic dispute.”

I raised an eyebrow. What kind of diplomatic dispute could I possibly help with? I had no idea what it might be, but I wasn’t going to refuse Scarlet any request if possible.

“I’ll head there as soon as I can,” I replied as Douglas finally let go of me and went to pick up his pack as if he were coming with me. I didn’t have to get mine, my partner grabbing it on his way back to me.

“Before we can leave, I need to make sure they don’t need me here, and that progress will happen while we’re gone. Just in case this takes a while.” I hoped Douglas would understand, and Kryos would hurry away to let Scarlet know, but the latter waited and gave me no chance to talk to Douglas privately.

I took stock of the room around me. I hadn’t finished eating, but I knew there would be plenty of food on Earth once I got there.

Matraphiel trotted to my side, making it clear he planned to join me. I’d never asked if he missed being on Earth. We had lived there for so long together, and often just the two of us. However, he’d adjusted to Douglas swiftly, the soldier one of the first to make the effort to communicate with Matraphiel as a sentient creature.

Seeing the pair get along well had been a big part of why I had accepted him, even when he’d pushed so hard to gain magic.

Ranoctil and several others were already in the war room and around the battle map, discussing some element of it.

The new areas we’d taken were no longer marked on the map, the artifact unable to detect any lives in the cloaked area, either. I was also fairly sure Ranoctil had managed to zoom it out a little more, increasing what it could detect.

I explained to them that Scarlet had called for me on Earth, but from the look on their faces, it appeared they already knew.

“Should you go?” Ranoctil asked. “Can Sienna not go instead?”

As soon as Ranoctil finished speaking, Sienna, Scarlet’s mother, shook her head. “If I was the right person, my daughter would have asked for me. She knows how important Arty is here.”

I got the impression this discussion had already taken place once, but Ranoctil didn’t like it.

“What are you going to do while I’m gone?” I asked, opting to move the conversation along. “We should look for more people to rescue. Even farther out. And see how the corrupted are responding.”

This was met with even more resistance from Ranoctil. He folded his arms, looking as sullen as he used to when I suggested a course of action he didn’t like. Considering how Douglas had reacted to everyone sleeping better, I was surprised Ranoctil wasn’t being more supportive. Didn’t he want to save more of his planet?

“We’ve got several castle scouts keeping an eye on each living area, and I want to take a team out toward that area you pumped full of magic,” Sienna replied, acting as if my commander wasn’t in the room. “We’ll let you know what we find when we get back.”

It was about the best I could hope for, and I didn’t want to keep Scarlet waiting any longer. I didn’t know how long she had waited for me already, but I got the impression no one would have woken me up if she’d sent a message or someone through the portal earlier. She could have been waiting for hours.

As soon as I could, I encouraged Sienna and asked for the pixies to be checked on at the other grove, too. I hurried away, not sure how much more I could do here without more magic and some willingness from Ranoctil. Where everyone else was happier, he had only become more surly.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


As soon as I stepped through the portal and out the other side, Scarlet was there. She pulled me into a hug and then stepped back so she could look at me.

“You look better. I hear that you’ve been making waves. Magic waves.” She grinned as she spoke, and I could see the longing in her eyes to get out there and be part of the fight.

I told her a brief overview of what I had done as my companions came through the portal, and I let it close. I didn’t go into a lot of detail and left out the rage I’d felt along with the recklessness. However, I let her know it seemed to ease the minds of every person involved.

If there was ever a situation where she was fighting somewhere, I was sure that having as many people know that the corrupted impacted the mental well-being of those they were close to was a good thing. The more we shared knowledge, the better the universe could fight the enemy.

“Telling you about unexpected victories isn’t why I came here, though. You have need of me?” I asked.

Scarlet rolled her eyes and deflated a little. I let the portal close, but there were enough dragons and soldiers in the area not to worry about pushing it to shrink.

“Come with me. I have put out some lunch. We’ve got time to have a brief discussion before the diplomats arrive. Not as long as I hoped, but I know you’ve been very busy and needed rest before you could make it.”

“I came as soon as I was told,” I replied. “I am pretty sure my team all decided I needed rest as well.”

Scarlet chuckled as we walked out of the portal room I had fought in so many times. Matraphiel trotted beside me, also familiar with the place, and Douglas and Kryos followed closely behind.

I was about as safe as I could get in my own former home and surrounded by loyal dragons and soldiers who had been hand-chosen and trained by Scarlet, Kryos, and Douglas over the years. These were all allies and friends. With the exception of the diplomats we were meeting.

Finding food waiting for me was more than I hoped for. I might have only recently eaten breakfast, but I’d never gotten to finish it, and I was as hungry as if I hadn’t eaten for a whole day. I was also calmer, no corruption left on this entire planet for me to feel or worry about. It was paradise in many ways.

“So…the UK government has continued to be pushy about certain aspects of us operating out of the castle here,” Scarlet spoke before we’d even reached one of the meeting rooms she must have set aside for us.

“Pushy?” I asked, wondering what they could want. I knew they had asked about sending refugees through the portal, but we’d quickly established that they couldn’t force anyone to go through who didn’t want to. We weren’t about to take prisoners or the UK’s rejected citizens.

“It’s complicated, but it all comes down to them insisting this portal is on their land. Something about the country’s monarch owning all the land and how we don’t own it. I was hoping you could basically tell them to go shove that idea. The Protectorate considers this their land, and you’ve been living here and operating it for them for well over a century.”

“The government has been in power longer than that. And the monarchy, but I believe I can sort this out.” I nodded, knowing enough about the UK to get an idea of where I could pull apart their argument. It was going to be an interesting discussion.

In some ways, I was irritated that I had been called here for something so small. In others, I was glad to be away from the constant weight of the fight ahead. This was about getting more support and supplies through the portal, and I needed that long-term, even if it wasn’t a whole unit of trained dragons and soldiers to fill a castle or fortress.

Hopefully, I could wrap this up quickly and get back to where I was most needed, but I was certainly going to enjoy the food before I did. At least Scarlet understood the benefit of getting a good meal in at every opportunity.

The lunch was a hot British-style roast, and the beef smelled amazing. Scarlet grinned when I closed my eyes and took in a deep inhale of the smell of all the wonderful food.

“Thought you’d appreciate this.” She grinned even wider.

It was laid out on a large oval table with eight chairs spread out around it and a small pad for Matraphiel. He even had a large plate set out for him. He made a happy purring noise as he went to the mat and looked up expectantly.

“I get the feeling that we shouldn’t start eating until the people we’re meeting arrive, but they won’t hold Matraphiel to that standard, will they?” I asked, knowing the sphynx didn’t get many perks of being my companion, but I would do my best to make sure he got to eat and didn’t have to deal with diplomatic crap before he could.

She immediately picked his plate up and handed it to me. “I’m not going to argue. If this was just me or any of my team, I’d be telling you to dig in. What you do right now is entirely up to you.”

I quickly loaded Matraphiel’s plate, getting him everything he wanted as he sent the image of it into my head. Although I didn’t mind getting him food, I tried to take some in a way that the dishes looked as undisturbed as possible.

Eventually, he had a decent amount to start with, and I decided that would be enough. I gave it to him as Douglas and Kryos looked between me and the food. Scarlet was still lingering by the open door but was looking out of it and not toward us.

Douglas reached out, took a small roast potato off a pile, and popped it into his mouth. I smirked as we heard a noise from outside the room.

“This way,” Scarlet called. “We have lunch and the owner of the land I spoke of.”

Three men walked in, one of whom I had met on a previous occasion. I smiled at them and held out my hand to shake theirs, trying not to show my annoyance. It made it clear this would be the sort of conversation I didn’t want to have but would hopefully force the UK to stop posturing and flexing and get them to understand they had no control or say here.

“Shall we eat and discuss this matter as we do?” I asked as Douglas swallowed and shook hands, barely able to hide the food he’d snuck before they arrived.

I knew one of these men was the home secretary, but I didn’t remember his name, and the two other men didn’t introduce themselves.

Scarlet motioned for the seven of us to sit in the eight available chairs, and Neritas came in a short moment later to take the eighth seat. It was as if she’d known exactly who would come with me and who would be here with the home secretary. I got the impression she’d needed to deal with the latter more times than I’d have wanted to or had the patience for.

Still, they seemed as eager to eat as I was, making me a little more disposed to like them after all. We made small talk for a while, but I was eager to get to the point, and as soon as I’d eaten enough to not be starving, I decided we had mentioned the weather, how long the journey had taken, and many other pointless comments for long enough.

“Scarlet tells me that you are here to establish the claim to the land,” I said, deliberately not phrasing it like a question. “I⁠—”

“Yes. You see, she is right that the portal is on this land, and she informs us that you have been protecting it your whole adult life, a fact we are grateful for, as we have been grateful for her help in fighting the enemies on our planet. Still, we have been sent here by the leaders of our country to establish our use of the portal as well.”

“Your use?” I asked, not appreciating the interruption but wanting to see just how bold they intended to be.

“Yes. We wish to explore other worlds as well and to have the opportunity for our own countrymen to go through. As the portal is on land that our kingdom controls, we feel it is only right that we also decide where to go sometimes and who should go through it.”

Douglas snorted, but I shook my head slightly at him when everyone looked his way. As much as I knew why he’d laughed, I wanted to have the satisfaction of being the one to explain this to the home secretary. I thought I was owed at least that much for having to come all this way, and it explained why Scarlet had called me in.

This man wouldn’t get the message unless someone like me, who had the direct command of the Protectorate, could explain the situation. And he wasn’t going to like it.

When I didn’t respond at first, the home secretary took the opportunity to try and go further.

“I’d like to have a list of all the planets the portal goes to. Whether they’re safe, how inhabited they are, and what land might present an opportunity. It is my understanding that you have been fighting and taking resources to at least three of four other worlds.”

“We have. Before you present any kind of list, I wish to ask a few questions. Do you know how to open the portal?”

“Of course not. We haven’t been given access to it. Not even seen it. But it is on our land. I’m hoping you’ll understand the importance of showing us how to activate it.” The home secretary put his cutlery down, his food momentarily forgotten.

I wasn’t sure if I was hearing this right. The assumption that we would just show him and he’d be able to do it would almost be funny if it wasn’t so awkward. Unable to help it, I glanced toward Scarlet to see what she was making of all of this. Had she heard the argument before?

She shrugged, but I saw one corner of her mouth twitch up. Whether she’d heard this or not, she was leaving it up to me. I was sure she was enjoying this.

“The portal requires magic. An obscene amount of magic to establish it to another planet that isn’t already connected, which would require an opal dragon, and I am not that far along my ascension path. Once a portal is established, as this one has been to four other planets to my knowledge, it requires magic to open it and hold it open.”

I made sure I had the home secretary’s attention as I spoke. A frown crossed his face before he returned to his previous state.

“Unless your people have the magic needed, mine don’t have any to spare on portal travel that doesn’t benefit us. On top⁠—”

“Then perhaps we could make a trade that would benefit us both,” the home secretary interrupted me for the second time. I frowned, not even trying to hide my frustration. “We’re well aware that you are buying other resources and shipping them to these planets. Food, blankets, medical devices, even furniture.”

“As I was saying, on top of that, this land doesn’t belong to the monarchy of this kingdom. It was established far before any monarchy and kingdom was here on Earth as a protected place and part of my command’s defenses.”

“It was?” The home secretary looked between me and Scarlet, as I had done earlier. Only this time, he appeared to be accusing her of not telling him information. “You cannot be old enough for that. None of you can be.”

“I’m not, although that doesn’t matter. I was not the first dragon here, nor was my predecessor. There has been a dragon here guarding this portal longer than there has been a United Kingdom.”

The home secretary shook his head and grew a shade of pink I hadn’t expected. “That’s preposterous. We have been a nation for over a thousand years, united by the great kings of old. We might be in Scotland, but even they had a great kingdom for a long time and merged with ours.”

“That is the history our opal dragons put in your minds, yes.” My words came out before I could stop them, the anger he had suddenly burst out with, taking me by such surprise that I didn’t try to hide the truth from him.

He got up, looking between us, then threw his napkin on the table. “I cannot believe any of this nonsense. You are deliberately denying us access to an important element of the next stage of our development as a species. You travel to other worlds. It is only right that humans do so as well.”

I stood, grateful that I was between him and the door, and tried to sound calm this time.

“It isn’t about deliberately denying anyone access. It is about two very simple elements. My command post was not the first one here, but I am also a silver dragon. I have lived over a century already. My commander is an opal dragon and was alive over two hundred years ago when this planet was set on the path it was. Our kind were wiped from your memory, and elements of your past changed. But even if that were not true, there was another silver dragon here before me and an opal dragon before that.”

“You expect me to believe that?” The home secretary scoffed at me yet again.

“Even if that were not true, all of the planets that are currently destinations we can go to are also fully owned by the Protectorate or the enemy.”

“What about new planets? Are there more?”

I shrugged. “I honestly couldn’t tell you. I am the strongest dragon we have here, and I am not strong enough nor skilled enough to open a portal to a planet where one is not already established. I couldn’t help your people find a new place to settle if I wanted, and I cannot grant you permission to go to a planet and settle on land I do not own on behalf of my superiors. There are many reasons why what you insist upon is not going to work, least of all because you don’t have the rights you think you do.”

One of the other men with the home secretary got to his feet, and they conferred in whispers before looking at me again.

“Can I at least ask that you do one thing?”

“That will depend on what it is.”

He frowned again but kept his temper this time. “Would you ask your commander, or whoever it is who owns these planets or who can open a portal to help us if you won’t.”

“I can commit to messaging them and informing them of your desire. But I will also be required to inform them of the laws here and what you wish to do. They will almost certainly say what I have. You have no rights, and we have neither the energy nor the desire to help you in this way for these reasons. As we always have, we will continue to protect this planet from the enemy at all costs. And to protect every other planet and all the humans across the galaxy we are responsible for.”

The home secretary opened his mouth to speak again, but the man beside him put out a hand.

“If you will message and let us know of any response you receive, we will work with this for now. But I cannot promise that we won’t revisit this conversation. As far as our country is concerned, this is our land. If we need to take it back, then we will.”

Before I could even begin to reply, Scarlet stood. “Then let us hope it doesn’t come to that because I have enough proof for the dragon people that this is our land, and it always has been. If you try to do anything to take this land, we will be forced to defend ourselves, and we will consider it an act of war. I hope you understand that we would want to avoid that. It is not a battle you can win. You could throw every soldier you had at us, and we would still stand.”

“Many enemies of our country have said that and learned differently.” The home secretary lifted his chin as if this was more of a challenge.

“We’re not enemies right now. Don’t make us one,” I replied. “We’ll do as we’ve always done, consider anyone who wants to join the dragon nation as legal immigrants, just as any other nation on this planet. But they’ll answer to Scarlet, and right now, I’ve put her in charge of this Protectorate outpost.”

I looked at Scarlet before anyone else could say anything. “I need to get back to my job. I think we’re done here.”

The whole meeting made me feel disgusted with some of the human race and the lengths they were willing to go to in order to make some sort of political gain. I wasn’t about to humor any more of this situation.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The planet before me looked like it was coming back to life, the magic I had pumped into it previously already doing more good than we had thought when I had gone to Earth the following day.

I was still angry about the gall of the UK government, and I had no idea what might happen. I’d sent the message they’d asked me to, and I had done my best to appear to represent their argument as they might have intended it, but I’d also made an honest recommendation that they be refused.

Scarlet quickly ushered them from the castle after that, and before we could leave with yet more of the roast in our bellies. That had been the only saving grace of visiting Scarlet. She’d had no more soldiers to send us and no more dragons who were willing to come and fight.

There had been more magic, but even that had been no more than before. The empathy for our situation and a battle they couldn’t see had reached its peak. The dragons were less inclined to help us continue our battles when they had been at peace and ease for so long and wanted to grow their own cities and return to tending to their own needs.

In a lot of ways, I couldn’t blame them, but they were only in marginally less danger. The corrupted appeared to like to mostly conquer one planet before they moved on to the next, but they also took their time, getting even a tiny amount of corruption in and then nurturing it and hiding.

From what I understood from the older dragons I served with and every lesson Ranoctil had given me under his command, the corrupted took their time and snuck about where they got the chance. We couldn’t rest and assume a planet was safe.

It was why I was back out in the field so soon after gaining a victory, and so were many other scouts. We had already requested more cloaks and any other artifacts the Protectorate would make for us and let us have. I wanted the best opportunity to push the corrupted back.

Some of the castles had reported more activity from the corrupted, but with the wall so well charged and all of us taking turns to put more magic into it, I wasn’t worried, and neither was anyone else. Any corrupted that came at us were dying, and I’d hit them hard again.

I also appreciated being in the air again with Douglas, Matraphiel, and Kryos. Life was easier when it was only the four of us. I’d begun to consider the four of them my family unit such as it was. Kryos was like an elder brother. Not that I’d grown up with one, but he was how I imagined one might have been.

Matraphiel was my best friend, and Douglas was my partner. And they were three different species entirely. It made for an odd family, but they were the three I trusted most and knew would always have my back.

We had been scouting out to the magic-filled area and all around it, not going into land the corrupted roamed in but getting an idea of exactly how much land I had essentially cleared and reclaimed.

Here and there, some of the magic had been eaten away by the corrupted as they’d tried to make their way through it or been caught in a blast and tried to flee. With all the magic Scarlet had given me before I returned, I had opted to use some to fill in the gaps and even spread it out farther here and there.

I didn’t add a lot more, certainly not pumping as much as I had into the land the first time, but it was enough to ensure all the magic used since the initial onslaught was replaced and a little extra. If nothing else got this land back and liberated Ranoctil’s planet, this strategy might just work.

As long as the magic kept coming from the dragons in my sector.

There was still a lot of corrupted nearby, and I couldn’t bear to stay so close to it all for much longer, so I turned and began to make my way toward the hidden pixie grove we had managed to just about save. Already, the few pixies we had freed from the corruption had repaired the heart of their grove, and I had pushed a little green magic into their area as we flew through the top of the cloaked area earlier in the day.

None of the damage would linger, but fixing it would still take time, and I knew I had to help. We had been too late to save the area the first time, and I planned to do everything I could to protect it now, even if it meant giving up some of my green energy so the pixies who knew how to use it with more understanding could power through to a solution.

The corrupted were still looking for it, sending out a bunch of shadow catchers from either side of the magical barrier and spearing into the territory on either side. Still, the bulk of the creatures that I could feel were to each side and near the top of this magical, corruption-free zone.

When I tried to fly deeper, it overloaded my senses. The corruption had a lot of minions on this planet. And if it all hit us at once, I got the impression we would be fully overwhelmed. If it knew how badly we could be overrun, I was sure it would have done it already. I was glad it held back and didn’t appear to understand or appreciate the predicament we were in.

Taking a chunk of them out had made our position stronger. If they did attack now, we would also have this magic belt to draw from. All this magic could be sucked back in and used to fight and kill the enemy. And now that I had created it, I planned to grow it, or create a second and third.

It made sense to try and be strategic about it and aim any more magic at areas where there might be more protected groves or culling grounds of sorts. If they had these few, there had to be more of them. I had to hope there were more creatures to save and this planet could have lots of pixies repairing it and returning it to its former glory.

Still, my head was beginning to hurt again, too.

I think we need to head back, I told my companions, not wanting any of them to be surprised, as I banked around and came back down this spear of magical land. At least closer to the wall.

The wall helped. As did the magic beneath me, but I was beginning to hurt, and it worried me that it would hamper my ability to sense the enemy and lead to mistakes like it had done in the past. I was slowly learning to take care of myself so I could fight more effectively in the future.

Not that pumping all this magic out into the enemy had been as dire a consequence to pushing so hard, but I didn’t want to find myself in the same situation again. If I gave the corrupted the opportunity, they would learn from this, and it might not work as well a second time. Or they would kill the inhabitants of groves before we could get close to them.

We needed to not make it obvious that we wanted the groves while also pushing hard toward them. That meant that we needed to push forward in general.

My scout team headed toward the wall with me, and almost immediately, the pressure in my head eased. The relief helped me to focus as the pain faded again. Some time off-planet and on Earth had helped, too. It made me consider rotating our dragons out now and then, giving them a leave day on a safe planet rather than having the same dragons going back and forth each time.

It might also give Scarlet confidence in sending more dragons and soldiers to us. If some of them rotated into a command role for a short while, gained a little experience alongside a veteran, and then went back to their training camp. All these things were ideas that had been thrown around the war room in an attempt to find a way to push forward again and keep up a steady level of momentum.

For now, all we had agreed on was that I would use magic to make a few more areas like this if it held up long enough and was good for the land. And I could report that much. It was a small victory, but it was a victory. We would push the enemy back one way or another.

I was almost back into the desolate land between the second wall and the sort of imaginary borderline the corrupted kept behind for the most part when I gasped and looked off to my right.

“What is it?” Douglas asked, picking up on my shift.

It’s her again. I banked toward her, but Douglas pulled on the harness.

“You can’t react to her, remember. You have to pretend that you can’t feel her at all.”

I let out a roar, unable to help the frustration. I knew that Douglas was right. We had agreed that it would help to monitor her and act as if I couldn’t feel her until she was a lot closer to me.

What now, then? I asked as I shifted again, coming back to the path I was on before and hoping she hadn’t noticed the blip from this distance.

Why don’t we just add magic to this strip of land we already have, heal some more of the land, and make it wider, Kryos replied, his voice calm enough to help me focus. Keep far enough from the grove we’ve cloaked that we don’t draw too much attention to it, but keep flying back and forth while making this fractionally bigger and see what she does?

It wasn’t an awful idea, and for now, I didn’t have a better one. Still, I felt the desire to go after this creature and attack. I wanted to kill her, not let her stay on the edge of my mind.

“I know this is hard, Arty,” Douglas said quietly, leaning a little closer to one ear so I could hear him better and the others less. “Are you okay? Does it hurt when she’s nearby?”

No, not directly. But she is close often. She’s looking for me, and she follows me when she figures out where I am. It’s like she is taunting me. I told him my frustrations even if I knew that I sounded petulant. It was frustrating, and it did add to the strain I faced. At some point, I needed to face her again. I would kill her, I knew, but for now, she was staying just far enough away from me that it was a huge risk for me to go after her.

“She’s scared of you,” Douglas said, sounding confident in his response. “You almost killed her after she’s ruled this planet and pushed the dragons here back and back again, and then moved on to Ashaire and Havilah. She probably thought she would overrun you when you were on Earth, and then suddenly, you were killing her kind, beating these fast morphlings and all the enemies with them.”

I was just doing my job. And I didn’t fight any of those fights alone.

“And sometimes you think too little of it all. None of us could have done it without you, either. When I was fighting with Scarlet, and we were up against the corrupted dragon on Earth, if you hadn’t been there, holding the portal in Scotland and keeping more corruption from arriving, we’d have been divided.”

And I couldn’t have held that portal without Scarlet and all of you once they upped the attacks. You saved my ass.

“We did. And I think she knows you lead an army like she’s never seen. She is scared of what you can get us to do and what you can lead us through. None of this would work without you. Ranoctil admitted that he’d never have tried pushing so much magic straight at the enemy. I’m not sure Scarlet or Sienna would have done it, either. They can command troops, have us trained, and protect those weaker than ourselves, but you make the enemy quake in fear.”

I wasn’t sure I agreed with Douglas on the assessment, but either way, he was right about the queen handler’s behavior. She wouldn’t come close and let me anywhere near her. I was strafing back and forth, adding magic to the area I’d already pumped full of it and making it bigger and more healed, but every time I got closer to her, she pulled back again.

There was little more we could do here, and I didn’t want to use too much magic without a definite plan. While we had proved that a blast could work, we still needed to be sensible.

Let’s scout a bit more where no one has explored yet before we head back so we can feel like we made progress toward combating the enemy in some way, Kryos said before we could turn directly for the base camp. I wasn’t about to argue with him. I wanted to go back with news of some kind as well.

We still made our way a little closer to the second wall, opting to take a curved line and let our minds sense the lives in the area and tell us what was out here. As before, the handler in charge kept a similar distance away, getting closer and closer to the edge of her territory in an effort to keep an eye on me.

I continued to act as if I had no idea she was there, curious to know if she would come out of the safety of her minions, bring some of them out with her, or let me get out of reach. At the same time, we were flying over a part of the planet that couldn’t be reached by the battle map and checking it for anyone else we might be able to rescue.

We were reaching the moment of decision for the queen when I sensed another strange life force ahead. It was cutting across our path but not moving very fast. It had come seemingly out of nowhere, another life form in the mass of creatures to one side, and it had a similar vibe, but it was also somehow different.

A corrupted that wasn’t fully corrupted. And if we continued on our current path, we would meet it almost head-on.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


It took several more minutes of flying for us to see the creature that carried partial corruption within it. I could feel the life force of a dragon, even if it was confused. The dragon was fighting the corruption, and the queen was tracking all of us.

Some minions and a few handlers had come out of the corrupted territory after the dragon, but the minions couldn’t move fast enough to keep up. I had blasted magic toward them, especially as all our paths had grown closer and closer. It added an extra level of deterrent to them following the dragon.

By the time we reached the creature, he was flying low in the sky. He landed not long before we reached him. He staggered in dragon form before he shrank down to human, wearing his armor and carrying a sword and shield that only we could have given him.

I didn’t recognize him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t one of Ranoctil’s we had equipped since arriving. I landed a fraction of a second before Kryos did, but Matraphiel beat all four of us to the dragon’s side.

In a sort of haze, the guy had turned toward the enemy and staggered as he’d lifted his shield to try and plant it on the rocky ground and prepare to defend himself from the corrupted that had been chasing him. I didn’t think he could tell they were no longer coming at him, having magic from me to work around or wade through before they could.

He didn’t appear to notice us either at first, Matraphiel making him jump. He turned, dropping his shield as Kryos came next. I was last, needing to wait for Douglas to slide off and run to the dragon.

“Are you real?” he asked as he sank to his knees, his armor clanking as he hit the ground.

“We are,” Kryos replied. “You’ve come from the enemy’s land. And we can feel the corruption trying to take you over. Will you let us aid you?”

“Oh, heavens, yes. Please, stop it burning through me. I’ve been trying to fight it, but it’s…they kept putting more in me.”

Kryos calmed the man and looked at Douglas and me as he reached into the body with his energy and started fighting the corrupted in his mind and heart. At the same time, the dragon pulled off his armor chest plate, clearly uncomfortable in it.

As soon as he did that, Douglas reached for his tranq gun and shot him.

Everyone stopped, staring at the soldier, and the guy winced and looked at the feather sticking out of his chest.

“It’s the fastest way I can help you personally. It’s like giving you medicine in a shot.” Douglas shrugged, and I had to admit he had a point. I thought I heard Kryos chuckle as he helped the dragon lie back and used his jacket as a makeshift pillow.

“You’re going to feel a bit woozy, but don’t worry, you’ll wake up again, and we’ll get you to the base camp as soon as we can.”

The guy nodded, but his eyes were wide, and he looked anything but calm. I reached in and connected to the guy’s body as well, feeling for the corruption and fighting it back. Where Kryos was protecting the man’s mind, I worked on some of the rest of the body, starting with vital organs and most of the torso.

There was a lot running through the dragon, and it fought hard against us, but we’d done this before, and there was more than just me. Now that Douglas had shot him, he crouched closer and began using magic from the batteries. He wasn’t as effective at fighting the corruption as we were, but the serum was helping. Between the three of us, we were fighting it back.

As we worked, the guy relaxed, no doubt feeling the difference. It wasn’t easy, but there was no more pumping into him, and this wasn’t the first time I’d had to fight the corruption flooding through a dragon. Since then, we had grown a lot and had more magic flowing through all of us.

I didn’t know if we could do this alone and stabilize him fully, however. The queen handler was still watching us from afar, and the handlers that had come after him were regrouping and gathering more minions.

“I know we’re still fighting this in him, but I want to get him safe and away from the enemy,” I said as I weighed up how long this would take and how much they could be learning already. “Can you help get him on my back and hold him there while we fly back to base camp?”

Douglas frowned, but he nodded. “I can try to hold him in the harness and keep helping to fight the corruption.”

“Kryos, too.” I looked up at my honor guard and knew he wouldn’t like the idea of being in human form while I flew, but to my surprise, he nodded.

It would require both of them to help fight the corruption, and I would be distracted by flying and have access to a lot less magic in dragon form. Staying here would also soon lead to us being attacked. The corrupted were coming, and if they reached us, all three of us would need to fight.

As soon as I could back up enough, I took dragon form and hunkered down as low as I could get to the ground. It wasn’t comfortable, but Kryos and Douglas did the best they could with the semi-conscious man. They slowly lifted him onto my back and got him into the harness Douglas would have ridden in.

Matraphiel did his best to help, using an illusion to show us already flying away from here while we remained. The illusion might not fool the queen, who could probably sense our magic, but it might buy us some time from the minions coming this way.

It took Douglas and Kryos several minutes to get into suitable positions and hold the man on my back together. They were sitting in such a way that one of them was in front and the other behind, and they could both continue to help fight the corruption. He was getting stronger and the corruption weaker, but progress had slowed, and the longer it took to clean it out, the more damage it did.

I was eager to get going and get him to safety, where more of us could help and heal him at the same time. I didn’t want to lose a dragon. Not like this. We needed to save him.

As soon as all of them told me they were ready and Matraphiel was perched in front of Kryos, I eased myself back on my feet and stretched my wings out. I moved slower than normal and tried to keep the ride smooth, but there was always a slight jolt as we leaped into the air.

Douglas and Kryos were prepared, and we made our way up. I didn’t try to scout farther this time and headed straight for base camp, rising only as high as I needed to clear the walls between. The situation wasn’t easy, and I felt the three of them shift now and then as they tried to hold on better and fight the corruption.

Once I had made it over the inner wall, I flew even lower, making sure I was low enough that if they slipped, I could ease their landing. It wasn’t easy to fly so low, but I did my best. At the same time, I tried to fight more corruption and heal the man, but it took a lot of my concentration to bring us in to land.

Some of the dragons nearby rushed to our aid.

Find Ben, I told one of the guards by the main compound. Tell him we need his assistance with a corrupted dragon.

Matraphiel flew off, and Kryos was the first to slip down. Again, I crouched and did everything I could to make it easier for them to get off my back. I could do little else for now.

Others rushed to help as I pushed the corruption back again in his body and fought it with all the magic I could draw on. It wasn’t entirely efficient, but it would help protect those picking the man up and carrying him away.

As soon as I was clear of everyone, I took human form. It allowed me to focus more on the one task as I hurried into the building. I concentrated on the man, walking behind Douglas and using my partner as my guide. Matraphiel continued to trot beside us as well.

Within a minute, we had him in the infirmary. Ben appeared a few seconds after that.

“Heard you needed me,” he said as the man was made comfortable, and more dragons and soldiers rushed in to help.

I explained to Ben and the doctors what had happened, and we all got to work, healing and fighting the corruption together. Ben seemed to understand better what to do, targeting the pockets of corruption in specific places. He was more organized than I expected, and I worked with him, trying to predict where he would target next and begin working on that part.

With the doctors healing him and several other dragons trying to combat the corruption, the man’s odds of surviving increased. Still, I was worried. I didn’t know how long he had been among the corrupted or infected and trying to fight it himself.

After half an hour, it was clear that we could easily remove the rest. The doctors calmed when the patient was stable. I didn’t relax or stop until every bit of corruption was gone, many of the dragons helping us having to step away as it became harder and harder to detect what was left.

Of all of us, Douglas, Ben, and I were the last left, fighting the last few remnants of it. It was easier, thanks to the serum. With so little of it left, I was sure the medicine would have helped clean out the rest, but we wanted to be sure. None of us wanted to take the risk that all the healing we’d done so far wouldn’t be enough.

Finally, all of it was gone, and the three of us relaxed.

“It is done, and he is safe, but I can’t promise that he will be all right mentally. It can take a toll to have that much corruption inside, but given time, he should recover.”

“Can you stay with him and let us know when he wakes and if you think it would be all right to talk to him? I have some questions, and I want to know where he came from.”

Ben nodded and sat beside the bed.

Exhausted and not sure what to do next, I walked out with Kryos, Douglas, and Matraphiel. I found Sienna and Ranoctil waiting out in the corridor for me. They were concerned. I pulled them into a side room, and we told them what had happened, including feeling the queen handler and how she had studied us.

“So you brought him back here?” Ranoctil frowned and shifted as if he was going to go to the infirmary and kill the dragon we’d found.

“Yes. He is one of us, and he’s been through a lot. Think of it as getting a prisoner back. He needs compassion and time.”

Ranoctil looked between me and the open doorway. I wasn’t sure if he would listen at first, but no one else was with him on blaming the guy, and I didn’t think Ben would let Ranoctil harm the man either. Ben had been there before, fighting corruption in his own body, and he’d had to endure that pain for a long time.

“I don’t like this,” Ranoctil eventually said.

“And neither do I. But our anger shouldn’t be directed at one of our own. It should be directed at the enemy that did this.” I was determined to shut it all down this time.

No matter how far we had flown from enemy territory, the queen handler hadn’t come out after us. Her minions and the other handlers had come after us instead. And somehow, they had taken this dragon from beneath our noses.

“And you think this was some kind of plan from that queen creature?” Sienna asked.

I shrugged. There was no way I could be sure, but it appeared to be.

“All right, send his description to each of our unit and fortress commanders and see if anyone knows who this dragon is, and then we will need to talk to him if he wakes up and can remember anything, but that is the most I am willing to entertain at this point. For now, we wait for our allies to send us more resources and plan another large attack as soon as we have the firepower to be confident of a win.” Ranoctil stalked off and back toward the war room before I could suggest any alternatives.

“We should get some rest,” Douglas added, looking very specifically at me. “We achieved something today. We saved a dragon, killed some more of the enemy, and strengthened the magic field we created in enemy territory. For now, we are doing what we can, and we should build our strength until we either need to defend or we can push forward.”

Once again, I was forced to wait, but I knew that Douglas was right.

“How about we get some food at least,” Kryos offered as a sort of halfway house.

Matraphiel let out a yip of delight, and even Douglas looked happy. I got the feeling that I’d have been overruled even if I objected, but after the last few days, I was more than happy to cool my heels in the canteen and eat good food with my friends while I waited for more news.

If nothing else, I could always train after that. There were plenty of ways to make progress, and it didn’t always have to be by killing enemies in battle.


CHAPTER TWENTY


We’d been in the canteen for two hours when Reijo appeared at the doorway to beckon us back to the infirmary. I leaped to my feet immediately, more than a little eager to do something useful.

The first hour had been pleasant, and I had eaten my fill, taking my time and catching up with other dragons. Then, we had all trained a little, guiding each other and watching out for trouble as we worked to pull in more magic. Jace, Kelliessa, and Kryos were still the only few to manage to ascend, and Pat and Douglas were the only humans who had managed to get much magic flowing, but two more soldiers had begun to draw in the tiniest amount of magic, working very slowly, with guidance from others.

There were also several more dragons from Earth making progress. Tim, Lucy, and Cios were beginning to show some promise, but there were a few from Ashaire too now that they had guidance. None were close to ready to ascend, however.

That was where my frustration had begun. It had somehow become common knowledge that I was seeking to be an opal dragon and open a fourth channel. I still had no sign that there was even the faintest trickle of magic, and with everyone watching and wanting it to happen, I felt like even more of a disappointment.

Douglas tried to reassure me and said that he thought he could tell that there was a difference, but I was sure he was just trying to comfort me. If I had made some progress, Ranoctil would know about it. Not that the opal dragon knew as much about magic as the rest of us did, but he had begun to learn a lot and was mastering everything I was teaching him far faster than I was learning anything new.

It was also getting to me that so many dragons were looking to me to help them or solve some problem, and the responsibility for leading this war was on my shoulders. I was treated like some sort of savior, and I didn’t want to be one. I wanted to go off and have picnics with Douglas, be with my friends, or just simply go fight the enemy at every opportunity.

Sometimes, I thought about what I might do if we ever defeated the corrupted entirely, but it wasn’t an easy subject to consider. I didn’t know the answer. Fighting was all I had done, although it would be fun to travel and visit lots of worlds in several sectors and see what they were all like.

While many had started similar to the planets here, they had all been protected in different ways by different dragons—and with different outcomes, no doubt. Douglas had even expressed a desire to see how humans had adapted on other planets.

For now, I needed to talk to a dragon about how he had been captured and figure out if we needed to be more careful in the future. By the time I reached the dragon’s room, Ranoctil and Sienna were also there, coming down the hallway from the opposite direction.

“Is he awake?” Ranoctil asked, but the answer was obvious, and I didn’t say anything, merely going into the room before him.

The dragon we’d rescued was sitting up, Ben still beside him. The pair were talking quietly, but they stopped and looked at me, Kryos, and Douglas as we came in. Matraphiel jumped onto the end of the bed before anyone could speak.

“Hey,” the dragon said. “I remember you. Thank you for helping to get me back here. I thought I must have been imagining you, and you were a trick or some goddess and her companion or something.”

“No. Just dragons, humans, and a sphynx,” I replied.

“Ben here tells me you’re Artemisia, the dragon everyone hopes will turn the war here.”

I smiled, not sure I wanted another sycophant.

“I’m Vik. Sorry I didn’t come to you in better circumstances. I was once the commander of a fortress farther out from here. A long time ago now. I held the building while my second, Greta, fled with our group. Ben tells me she made it to safety and still fights to this day.”

“That she does. And she’s been invaluable,” I replied, already learning a lot. This was definitely one of Moreleon’s native dragons, but he had been gone and captured far longer than I’d expected. Although not so long that he was unaware of who I was.

Ben stood and pulled up some more chairs so we could sit down, and I got the impression that we would both need and want to. Whatever this man had to tell us, it was a lot.

Ranoctil and Sienna entered the room at this point, the opal dragon having lingered in the doorway. I shifted to make more room for them and considered what I wanted to know so my questions would be as succinct as possible. Although Vik appeared bubbly and happy to talk, I detected tiredness in him. Fighting the corruption had worn him out already, and he wouldn’t be talking to us for long this time.

Still, we needed as much information as we could get, and there was a chance it was of a time-sensitive nature.

“Before we talk about any other element of what’s happened here, are there any more dragons that might be prisoners or in a similar state to yours that we should rescue?” I asked.

Vik shook his head, much to the relief of everyone in the room. “If I’d thought there were any more there like me, I would have said that first. Don’t you worry.”

I nodded, grateful that he’d had enough presence of mind to think of something like this.

“I asked to talk to whoever was in charge right now because there is information I have that could be useful.” He looked between Ranoctil and me as if he wasn’t sure whom he was answering to.

“Go on,” I said before the opal dragon could. I knew it was wrong of me to act as if I was in charge, but Ranoctil didn’t appear to mind, and it stopped Vik from stressing his body by shifting his gaze back and forth and turning his head and neck every time with it.

“They had me as a sort of prisoner for a long time. I’m sorry, I can’t say exactly how long, but months, at a guess. I lost track. I’m sorry.”

I leaned forward, eager to hear everything he had to say. “It’s all right. There’s no need to apologize for finding this difficult in any way. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through, and I want you to know that there is no pressure on you talking about this. It would help to know what information you can give us, but I also don’t want you to do yourself harm.”

“And I appreciate that, but I can talk about this if you promise to use it to make her pay.” The determined look on Vik’s face made me feel a little better about what we were asking him for, but I also noticed how he emphasized the gender.

“The corrupted creature in charge?” I asked.

He nodded. “She organizes everything. This strange gray thing. Walks on two legs and has this big bulbous head, but she can shift, change shape. I even saw her grow wings once. And there’s more like her, but they’re smaller, and some don’t walk as well, as if they find it hard to do that here.”

While he spoke, no one interrupted, and he looked at me the entire time. It was almost as if no one else was in the room.

“She came to talk to me sometimes. Asked me where the dragons were from and what you knew in particular. Asked what planet you had been hiding on. Seemed to think you were some big matriarch or something. Of course, I don’t know a lot. Used to make her angry.”

It was strange news to take in, and I saw his expression shift as he discussed her anger. I got the impression she’d taken her anger out on him more than once, and that wasn’t part of his experience I wanted him to dwell on.

“Where did they keep you?” I asked. “Did they feed you at all?”

“They tried to. Not that any of them need to eat, but they knew I would need it. And water, although thankfully I can control that and managed to bring some of it to me when they didn’t bring me enough. I’ve lost some weight, though. Definitely thinner than when I went in there. Not a training camp I’d recommend.” He gave a half-hearted chuckle, and a few others laughed, but it seemed more out of politeness.

“Did they ask you any other questions?” I asked, hoping to get him back on track now that the tension was diffused a little.

“Not really. Seemed to think I didn’t know a lot, and I honestly expected to die after that.” He didn’t say anything for a moment, and I tried to think of more questions I could ask without being intrusive.

It would help to know more, but I didn’t want to push him too much, and I didn’t know what he might have learned that would help us without him thinking of it himself.

“They kept me in a proper room most of the time. In a building. And now and then, I heard the creatures talking. Not everything out there is shadow catchers and these strange creatures. Some of them are pixies and these tall, walking trees. A lot of birds and…well, all sorts.”

“Were they all fully corrupted?” Sienna asked, and it made me wonder if we could rescue other creatures, too.

“As far as I could tell. It’s not a skill I find easy. They acted like they were a hive mind in many ways, but there is a clear hierarchy in others. I know the queen has a building that she doesn’t let many of them go into. They were guarding it like it was important. I wondered if it explains why they’re doing well in this fight.”

I frowned. This was news. The handlers had used buildings on Havilah, especially cave networks and tunnels built by the dragons and Havians, but they were in danger of corrupting them as well. They had never had doors and, in some cases, no roof. If there was a building of some sort, there would be a danger of it becoming corrupted. It surprised me to know they were actively trying to stop their own corruption from decaying a structure into ruin.

Still, he described a building and a room, and it was clear he had seen something. “How could you see this if you were locked in a cell of some kind?” Ben asked, frowning slightly, the expression partially masked and vanishing completely when Vik looked his way.

“I could see it from my cell. It wasn’t…guarded the way we might guard a prisoner. I couldn’t get out. I was surrounded. These creatures don’t sleep, and I couldn’t see a place to go. There were always so many.”

Ranoctil shifted in his chair, the leg scraping on the floor and drawing everyone’s attention to him. He didn’t look impressed, his arms folded. I had missed him growing more incredulous, but I wanted to know what he thought and what he might have to say. “If that is true, how did you escape?”

“To answer that, I’ll have to tell you how I was corrupted. One of the days when they brought me water, it must have been laced with it.” He shuddered, not speaking for a moment while he gathered himself. “I didn’t even notice. Took a gulp, and then it hit me. I tried to put the cup down, but they stopped me.

“Couple of pixies and one of those little handlers made me drink the rest. The corruption tore through me, but I did my best to fight it. Drew in whatever magic I could feel and get. I’ve got a second color, although I’ve never managed to establish it well, and I had a little left that I’d got in my gear. Thought it was worth saving for a rainy day. Did my best to use it to fight the corruption.”

Ben reached out. “We know what that fight is like. You did what you could. What happened next?”

“Fighting it meant I could think now and then, although it was hard to keep it out of all of my head at times. They gave me commands, and I went along with them at first, letting it guide me. They let me out of the cell but told me to stick to certain areas and await orders. Even saw the queen bug. She looked me over like I was some sort of meal she might devour or feed to the dogs.”

I could almost imagine this part. The queen had given off a similar vibe many times.

“When they thought I was one of them and I had been taken over well enough that they gave me some space sometimes, I waited for the right moment. The queen was distracted with something, and they were all fretting about damage to some sort of important place in their territory. They left me almost entirely alone. I turned into a dragon and took off. You know the rest.”

It was a story and a half, but it was the truth as far as I could tell. At least, Vik believed it all to be true and how he experienced it, and that was enough for me.

“Thank you,” I told him. He looked exhausted now, and I didn’t want to push him further. “Get some sleep and eat plenty, and if you remember any other details you think might be useful, let someone know, and they’ll make sure we hear of it.”

I got up, ushering everyone else out of the room, and led the entire group to the war room. Ben came with us, and Matraphiel jumped down from the bed, too. We had a lot of new information, and I wanted to make sure the queen handler paid for what she had done to this dragon.

Now we knew what she was doing here and that we had a prime location to strike. She was guarding a secret, and I wanted to know what it was.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


No one said a word until we were all in the command room and able to talk without being overheard. Then we looked at each other as if no one knew who should start.

“Before any of you say that you’re not sure you can believe him, I’ve been corrupted like he has. It was a different delivery method, but I believe him,” Ben said, the first to break the silence.

“There was truth in him as far as I could tell,” I added. “And I want to act on it. If we did damage an important element of this handler’s plan when I blasted magic into the area, then I want to make the most of it. We could head into the area Vik was held in and see what else she has up her sleeve.”

“If nothing else, flooding another area with magic could benefit us.” Kryos nodded as if he was all for the plan, but he’d missed an element that made this harder.

“If there are buildings, the magic will be harder to manipulate. It won’t flow over them the same way, and we might miss sections.” I frowned, wishing I couldn’t poke holes in my honor guard’s suggestion. It would be great to be able to just make another big blast of magic.

There was another pause as everyone considered it. No matter what we did, it wouldn’t be easy. And it would be dangerous.

Sienna reached out to take control of the map and try to show a different part of it by that side. She took it as far as it would go, but Ranoctil still hadn’t calibrated it to see that far out, and I didn’t feel we had time to do so now.

We needed to act before the queen had time to move her lair. She had to know Vik would tell us everything now that we’d saved him, and I already knew this corrupted was capable of killing anything to stop me from regaining or freeing them.

I pointed this out to the room, encouraging the commanders and guards with me to understand how quickly we needed to act.

“There’s a good chance she is expecting an attack because of this,” Douglas pointed out. I knew that coming from him, this didn’t necessarily mean that he didn’t want to attack the enemy. It was more of a warning that we should consider what a fight might look like if we didn’t have the element of surprise.

“What if it is a trap?” Ben asked.

“I thought you believed Vik is speaking the truth?” Ranoctil replied, his brow furrowing.

“I do, but that doesn’t stop it from being a trap. When have we ever known the corrupted to talk aloud and in front of a prisoner? It’s possible this is the information the queen wants us to know.”

Ben was right, but I didn’t know what else to do.

“If this is what she wants us to know and it’s a trap, then we simply have to do what we do best and fight whatever she throws at us.” Kryos shrugged as if this was the only sensible response and wasn’t worth worrying about anymore.

“Even if that’s another corrupted dragon?” Ben asked.

Sienna held up her hand. “We’ve had to fight a corrupted dragon before. It’s not easy, but we did it. It’s worse if we know them, and at least a lot of us here couldn’t actually say that. We know each other, but all the dragons I know are accounted for.”

I frowned, still not saying anything, while my commanders kept discussing the issue. We didn’t have all the resources we might have wanted in terms of a fighting team, nor did we have as many magical batteries, but we had more than enough for me to repeat the magical blast I had done recently and similarly hit another chunk of land.

And if I was there with a team of fighters, I could move it around, possibly push it inside the building, and, if nothing else, charging the walls. Either way, I liked the idea of disrupting her plans and taking her out once and for all. Even if this was a trap, I planned on killing her and ending her command.

“Anyone think we should hold back from an attack?” I asked, wanting to see what needed talking about. If we needed to make the argument for an attack, or if we could move on to planning how we’d do it, depending on whether it was a trap.

No one lifted a hand or gave any indication that they wanted to shy away from a battle, not even Ranoctil. We all wanted to fight, which meant I could move on to how.

“If this is a trap, we can face it one of two ways. A few elite volunteers who know they might be up against something new, or we send even more forces and risk not having enough people to defend the base here,” I said, trying to get a read on the room and which way they might lean.

“The defenders on each planet have known to look out for trouble in case they come from another planet or get past us from the beginning. They’re all well-defended. I don’t think we need to worry about the portal.” Sienna let go of the map, leaving it on the edge near this base and the area where we had found Vik dead in the center. “I think the trap is meant for you, and it’s in the area we’d be going to.”

“So as many of us go as possible, and we focus on protecting Arty,” Kryos replied. “All of her honor guard will be going then.”

I frowned, wanting to reiterate that anyone who fought in any battle was a volunteer and should always be one. We had never commanded anyone to fight if they didn’t want to or weren’t ready. Not that it tended to be a problem. We were often inundated with too many volunteers and not enough people to train them or make sure they were ready for the combat we had to face.

“I vote for all of us going to fight,” Jace said, lingering near the doorway. I hadn’t heard her join us, but she was leaning on the doorjamb, and I got the impression she had been there a while. It was only as she shifted that I noticed there were even more of our commanders behind her. Harold was also there, along with Donnie and more of the soldiers who reported to Douglas.

“Then we will attack with as many dragons, humans, gryphons, and any other sentient creatures that wish to fight, and we’ll take as much magic and serum as we can.” Ranoctil looked at me as he finished speaking. “Arty will lead us through this battle, trap or not.”

Gulping, I did my best to appear calm and merely nod. I was once again leading an army into battle, and once more, I was expected to have some idea of what I was doing. This wouldn’t be easy, and I had to make sure as many of our forces came out of this alive as possible.

Despite the information Vik had given us, I also knew very little about what we were heading into. There was a building, the queen handler, and lots of other creatures, corrupted pixies, shadow bugs, and snappers. I doubted there would be many we could convert, but I also knew we had a lot of serum building up.

Because this planet had so much more of the corrupted from other planets and a force that had been here a long time, the universal serum we had that helped all the species we’d come across so far was less helpful as a direct preventative or lifesaver. However, the doc was still having it made and sent to all the planets.

“Why don’t we use the drop and spray technique we’ve now used in other places to drop a load of serum on this army before any of us land, hit them with a magic blast, and then just wade in and take on the rest?” Sienna asked as I began listing off our resources, what we had and how we could put them to the best use.

Jace stepped forward. “If there’s a lot of birds, they might get hit before they can make the drop. I’m happy to have a unit or two with me to act as defense and keep the birds off everyone.

It was a normal part of Jace’s role in battles so far, and I nodded, immediately approving the idea. Within a few more minutes, we agreed that several units could follow their usual MO in battles. There was little point deviating from what we already knew they were good at and would help us.

Of course, every battle was different in some way. That left me to head up the remaining units to attempt to figure out what was under this handler’s control and why it was such a huge element of her success. Whatever it was, if we could control it, we would be able to make this fight far easier.

I would be the one walking right into the possible trap, and my honor guard along with me. Not that any of them cared much. As I had thought, they all considered it their duty and what they had signed up for when becoming my guard. They were volunteers and knew I was the kind of leader who would put my own life in danger in order to protect my people.

It was why they felt their team was necessary.

As soon as we had a plan, messengers were sent to the other planets to let them know we were going to almost empty the entire base camp yet again, and it would leave them vulnerable to possible attacks, but also to ask if they could spare more magic or resources to aid us as much as possible.

Scarlet sent us a few more healing devices and the magic batteries we would expect to have after this much time, and we gained similar items from Ashaire. Havilah didn’t have a lot they could spare, but they promised to hold the fort until we could reestablish contact. They could self-sustain, and that was most important.

I also wasn’t worried about Earth. Scarlet had the portal protected and safe, and I was sure she could fight off any invasion force until we returned to help her. She was the strongest link by far.

With all that done, the rest of us prepped. We gathered the serum, decided on a delivery method, and loaded our packs with batteries, ammo, water, and food, as well as a few blankets and all the medical artifacts we thought we could spare.

On top of that, several dragons from the other fortresses volunteered to come with us to hold a rear line and keep a supply line open between us and the base camp, which would also give the gryphons a safe route to pull out the injured or bring in any extra supplies that did come our way.

Although most of our battles only lasted a few hours, and then we fell back or had our victory, we also planned for what might happen if this one lasted longer. We’d never attacked the enemy when they held defensive positions like this in the same way before. They had been living in caves but didn’t hold anything that sounded like a fortress.

I considered the building itself might be the secret weapon this handler was supposed to have. The actual structure might be why the queen bee of the corrupted force was able to fight so effectively. She had stolen our method of defense and hadn’t been beaten yet. Despite this possibility, I wasn’t sure I could say it was likely true. Dragons could fly, and that made attacking a fortress easy.

We flew over the walls and could land within. Only small buildings and tunnels underground could make our attack harder, and therefore, I assumed that was what she had. Tunnels and a maze of sorts.

That had led to the job of our human soldiers. We had more of them with me, but I had also arranged to have at least two soldiers with almost every unit, each carrying some sort of radio and a device to track and map their location data.

Between them, we would attempt to make a map of the area and have it on hand. We had also sent Greta and another dragon who could speak the pixies’ language to ask if they would fight alongside us and bring the creatures of the forest with them. My magic attack several days earlier had given them a way to reach the corrupted land and get into the fray to help us.

We would need to heal some more land for them to be effective in battle, but it was yet another way of using a supply line to and from the area. It gave us every possible advantage in the battle and would allow us to hide our armies as much as possible behind cloaks before we threw ourselves at the enemy, then hide those fleeing or retreating for whatever reason.

Sienna had opted to take charge of supply lines and the route between the two areas, making sure that we were in constant communication with the commanders still in each fortress. If any enemies tried to sneak around us or move on the base camp, Sienna had enough energy and dragons to flood it with magic and keep them back so we could continue our attack and worry about coming to their rescue later.

It wasn’t perfect, but the plan covered as many elements of this being a trap or having an ulterior motive as we could think of. It also gave us as much of the element of surprise as we could get when the enemy was likely expecting an attack.

Finally, we shifted our preparation and meet-up area to within the cloak just outside the second wall. Dragons were heading there in dribs and drabs, hidden by Matraphiel and two illusion artifacts we had borrowed from Scarlet and from our allies elsewhere in the Protectorate.

We would rally our troops, already over halfway to the enemy.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


I surveyed the mass of bodies before me, momentarily overwhelmed by how many there were. I had never seen so many sentient creatures in one place. They stretched far before me, all shielded by the cloak and hidden from the enemy.

There were dragons, humans, gryphons, and pixies, as well as Matraphiel, and they were all looking toward me for the go-ahead to get into the battle. It had taken several hours to gather us all here, even after we had picked up our supplies. Many had camped out in some fashion out here for a while. I could also see snappers and other creatures the pixies appeared to command and control, and they had arranged themselves around their leaders like a pack.

Now, everyone was on their feet, with their commanders, and waiting for my order to move out. It was scary but wonderful, and I knew the enemy wouldn’t know what had hit them.

I’d fought in battle with many of these warriors before, and I knew they would do me proud again, but we also had a lot of our newer recruits with us. No one wanted to be left behind if there was a job they could fulfill to pull this off. I even saw James among the soldiers who would be helping to monitor the different groups and keep us all in touch with each other.

“Thank you all for volunteering for this fight. We don’t have as much information as I would like, and we don’t know exactly what we’re going to face. That makes every single one of you incredibly brave. I couldn’t think of a better group of warriors and healers to have at my side and at my back in battle. You have my word that I will do everything I can to see you all on the other side and our enemy brought down. Your lands and people should be free and safe. Today, we fight for all of them.”

I didn’t know what else to say, not used to giving battle speeches, but I did know how to lead them into battle and give the enemy hell. I walked back a few paces until I could take dragon form and began the wave of dragons and soldiers mounting up. As soon as Douglas and Matraphiel were in place and Kryos was ready beside me, I launched into the air and flew slowly toward the enemy.

We stayed in the cloaked area while my army got into the air or ran along the ground beneath us. The gryphons carried the pixies, the small beings unable to run as fast as the snappers. There were also a surprisingly large number of birds around us, and I knew they would be able to help if any other flying creatures attacked.

It took a little longer for the dragons who would be dropping the serum to get themselves in the air, so I kept my pace slow, not wanting to leave them too far behind us.

By the time we had reached the grove and were close to coming out of the final cloak, we had the entire fighting army together. I could feel the corrupted ahead and to one side, but it was clear on the land we had healed and put magic on ahead of us.

I aimed for that, knowing that the snappers and soldiers on the ground would need to use that area to get closer to the enemy. The magic would also protect them until we reached the enemy and could attack ourselves.

As soon as a few units of our dragons, each carrying extra magical batteries and pumped full of magic, had emerged from the cloak, the corrupted reacted. Several handlers approached us, and the minions began to spread out and shift as if the handlers were preparing to defend themselves.

It wasn’t long before I could feel the queen bee as she came closer, finding me among the throng, no doubt. I wasn’t carrying many of the batteries yet, but Douglas had some, and Kryos and several other dragons around me carried extra on my behalf.

We flew hard toward them, coming down a little lower in preparation to land.

Several minutes passed as we closed the miles, and the edge of the corrupted land came into view. It was teeming with enemies, but I wasn’t worried. Many of them would die, and they wouldn’t be able to do a thing about it.

As we drew closer, the queen bee began organizing a sort of defense, getting handlers to spread out and take minions with them. She didn’t pull back either, letting me get close enough to feel her presence even when it put her at risk.

I had to fight the urge to fly straight for her and hit her hard with everything I had, but I didn’t let her presence stop me from doing as we had planned. The snappers needed some land to walk on, so the dragons with me and I reached out with our minds and pushed a slow, rolling wave of magic forward, pushing some of the magic already in the land to one side and deeper into enemy territory but also adding more.

At the same time, we healed the land underneath, pushing the magic into the ground and making sure it couldn’t be decayed from beneath.

Several shadow catchers popped into smoke, draining some of the magic caught in the charge. The handlers scrambled back, but the morphlings and shadow pixies took a hit from the magic before they could get out of range.

The queen handler was swift to respond, and as we’d expected, a massive plume of birds rose in the sky from somewhere far beyond the handlers and came hurtling toward us. Immediately, Jace and her two units came up beside and above us, forming an arc over the rest of the dragons and protecting the soldiers we were carrying on the lower dragons.

It wouldn’t be a perfect safety net, and I didn’t doubt some of the creatures would get through and hinder the rest of us. However, within seconds, the birds with us had also picked up speed. They formed up between Jace’s dragons, increasing the density of our safety net and blocking the way even more.

Without hesitation, I charged all the birds with magic, putting as much into their bodies as I could and coating them with it. I also boosted their natural abilities, making them stronger and faster and giving them every advantage possible.

There were so many of them that it stole my concentration for several minutes. By then, we were coming over the edge of the boundary line, and our forces on the ground clashed with the corrupted that hadn’t been pushed back fully or killed.

I didn’t come in to land yet, wanting to hold this position ahead of the slower dragons until we’d swept by once. Cios and several rearguard dragons landed right behind the snappers and creatures from the groves, and the gryphons hung back to land the pixies behind them.

The rest of us flew deeper, Jace and the birds engaging in battle first. They kept most of the birds off us, slowing to fight there, and I guided the rest of the dragons over the thickest patch of corrupted I could find. As soon as I thought we had the position just right, I gave the command.

We dropped loads of serum in an airborne form, spraying it over the enemy and all the handlers and shadow creatures. Of course, it was far too late for many of them, but there were a lot of corrupted pixies and snappers among the morphlings and shadow catchers, and I hoped to liberate as many as possible.

Now that we’d flown this deep into enemy territory, I was closer than I’d been to the queen handler in a long time. I considered flying down to her and taking the fight straight to her. I wanted to, and for a few seconds, I found her in the crowd. She was staring up at me, riding on the back of another large beast of burden.

As soon as I noted her position and the way she was observing us, I banked and took my forces back. We were going to fight this as one and drive our entire army into the heart of the enemy territory, even if that meant I had to hunt this queen bitch down later.

Cios, his two units, the soldiers, snappers, and pixies had already managed to make decent headway into the new area, a purple haze hanging over their heads. I whipped the air up to blow it away and make it easier for everyone to see, then looked for a place where we could land.

Too many bodies and enemies were on the ground, so I blasted yet another area with magic, drawing on sources from around me in my own unit to power the attack. It killed yet more shadow bugs and pushed back several handlers while creating a safe zone. I landed and exhaled fire with a roar when several of the handlers tried to charge me anyway.

They were caught in the flames, and Kryos followed suit with Harriet when she landed on the other side of me. Douglas slipped off my back as Matraphiel lifted into the air. There was nothing for him to land on here, no trees or bushes for him to perch in and hide himself, so he stuck to the air, flying above my head as I took human form.

By the time I raised my shield, the flames were gone, and the burned and angry handlers were coming at us again. Three morphlings charged. Douglas shot them before they could reach us, and I blasted another with magic, slowing two so the third could reach me sooner.

I charged forward in the last few seconds, pushing a wave of magic out just ahead. It took the charge out of the handler, and I used my sword to bat the spiked limbs aside before I barreled into it with my shield. With magic powering my limbs and increasing my speed, I knocked it on its ass.

Wanting to do as much damage as I could, I stomped, bashed, and slashed with my sword, hurling attacks and magic at the morphling. It screeched and wailed at all the pain, trying to morph to recover and heal, but I was hurting it too fast, pouring all the adrenaline and anger I could into the fight.

Kryos made sure he took on the next one on the other side of me, and Douglas joined Harriet in keeping the third back while the rest of our unit landed behind us. The fighting was fierce, and the morphlings tried to recover, but we were experienced enough in fighting them now that mine was dead before a minute had passed.

I paused as smoke blew over and around me, my vision purple for a moment. Behind it was a mass of shadow catchers and enemies also trying to get to us, the magic in the air and across the ground keeping them from moving very fast. There were more handlers behind them, and the queen was there somewhere, urging her army to meet us in battle.

The momentary pause gave me a moment to properly take in our surroundings. We were still a fair distance away from any buildings in the area, but I was determined to get closer to them. For a second, I marveled at how far Vik had fled before we had found him. The buildings were still over a mile away, and we had a wall of enemies between us and them.

Not wanting my team to risk their lives unnecessarily, I shifted to help Harriet with her battle. Tim had already come up on the other side of her, but I knew they were the least experienced and most vulnerable. The rest of my unit headed toward Kryos and helped him with the more wounded of the two handlers.

We’d already killed all their minions on the way down here, but I still looked for easy targets when we killed both of them, one not long after the other. We formed into a shield wall, some of the soldiers that had been hanging back and taking potshots coming up behind us. Gryphons and pixies fell into line behind them, and we marched forward.

To either side of us, more and more dragon units were doing something similar, snappers and gryphons helping to fill some of the gaps between each unit. There were several free-roaming units Cios commanded, their focus on getting to the pixies and snappers that had been hit with the serum and had a chance of recovering and joining our army instead.

I pushed another wave of magic ahead of us, wanting to continue thinning the enemy forces before we reached them. Each time I did, more shadow catchers died, and more creatures we could rescue were cleared of danger.

Slowly, we took ground, barely fighting, most of the direct combat happening above with Jace, the birds, and everything that could fly. A few times, handlers tried to morph into a creature that could fly and come at all of us on the ground, but we had dealt with handlers trying to attack us from above before as well.

We dragged them down and used the same tactics to ground and finish them off. It was almost brutal of us, but we were good, and nothing escaped. Magic around us kept most of us from having to fight too hard. We had a long way to go, and I didn’t want to drain all our energy yet. We would do this fight on our terms even if we were in enemy territory.

As we began to climb up the side of a hill, the buildings visible at the backs of the army, some of the handlers started to retreat, sending more cannon fodder at us. They also spread out, coming around the area we were punching through. It forced our army to curve slightly to hold a line against all the enemy.

For now, I let it happen, my focus on taking all the land with the serum-soaked creatures and making sure we saved as many as possible. The pixies had grown increasingly angry with each corrupted pixie we recovered. They came into the fight themselves, using their magic to grow vines and plants, tear at the enemy, and trap them. They held down a handler while snappers bit and scratched, tearing it to pieces.

The gryphons continued to fly the rescued creatures back to the grove, where a team would tend to them, make sure they recovered and were hidden in safety. Jace and her team began to ease off, most of the corrupted birds dealt with, but they stayed above us, guarding the skies as we progressed along the ground.

Still, the queen handler stayed just out of reach, now just in front of the closest building, stonework growing out of rock the same color. I reached out with my mind, trying to figure out why she was guarding this massive compound-like area.

Buildings spread out in both directions, some open doorways showing more enemies coming out at us and others looking more derelict. Few of them were decayed, as Vik had suggested. Whatever this place was, I wanted to get an idea of what we might find inside.

I gasped and stopped as my mind touched on the unexpected.

“What?” Douglas said, the closest to me at that moment. He’d almost bumped right into me. “Are you hurt?”

“No,” I replied as I took another step forward and let out a growl. “It’s another portal. Our queen is bringing in reinforcements from another planet.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Several in my unit heard my declaration and reacted similarly to me.

“Are you sure?” Kryos asked as we reformed our line and took another step forward.

I pushed more magic out ahead while I made sure of what I could sense. Corrupted were definitely arriving at a spot somewhere deep in the buildings ahead, and they were coming toward us, pouring out. The queen handler was connected to the portal on this end.

“Yes,” I said, the word loud and curt.

It explained why she hadn’t appeared to fret while we were fighting her and killing so many of her minions. And it explained how she had put so much pressure on Ranoctil and his dragons even when they had done everything they could to control the portal.

There was a second.

Anger bubbled inside me. This was the big secret, and it was a huge one. But it would end today. We would take it from her and shut it down.

“Spread the word. We’re going to fight to it and get it shut down if I have to go right up to it and kill every corrupted that comes through.”

“Sounds like fun.” Douglas grinned and yelled to his soldiers to get on the radio and let the rest of the units know. It would soon spread out to everyone.

I pushed another wave of magic out ahead, wishing I knew exactly where Matraphiel was. He had hidden himself, and I didn’t doubt that he was aiding in the battle in his own way, but I worried about him when I didn’t know where he was.

The minions kept coming, and for the first time, I got the impression more and more would keep coming if we didn’t move faster or use our resources wisely. I needed to slow their flow into the area and give my warriors the time to get to it and get it surrounded. We needed to take this ground.

The portal was within my mind’s reach, but the closer I got, the more I would be able to use strength to pull it out of the queen’s control and close it. Right now, she was much closer to it than me. And she had a strong grip on it, concentrating on that as well.

We strode closer and closer, magic still forging our way and the enemy still flowing around on both sides. My units continued to bend along the area, holding in pockets, snappers and pixies flowing around us where they could. Cios continued to bring up the rear, but I knew we couldn’t keep this formation going without breaking into two groups.

There were a lot of enemies out here already, and I knew we didn’t have much choice but to split up into groups with different purposes.

“Get Sienna to go with Ranoctil and spread out to the side to protect our flank. Jace can land and come with us and push forward so Cios can focus solely on keeping the flow of rescued and supplies coming and going,” I told Douglas.

At the same time, I strengthened my connection to the portal ahead. The queen tried to break it and stop me, but I fought hard with her and used more magic to pump it toward her. It wasn’t easy to do, and it used a lot of magic, but it barely weakened her connection. However, It gave me greater control over the portal momentarily.

To my dismay, I sensed another mind connected on the other side. It was the one actually holding the portal open and stopping me from closing it. I let go again, merely keeping an eye on it and its size. If I was going to get this portal closed, I was going to have to get a lot closer and pour magic into it to close it from close quarters.

I frowned, but this was only a temporary setback. We would make it closer and find a way to get to it. The queen kept herself between me and the portal, no longer backing up, and I got the impression she would make me fight through her to get to it.

Assuming she had the bravery to do so. Given there was another mind on the other side of the portal, I wondered if she was no longer fully in control. I’d seen the handlers being controlled by other handlers before and knew there could be some sort of bigger evil, as Scarlet had found with the corrupted dragon on Earth.

It was possible she would face me now.

Assuming this was the case, I continued to push forward, and my entire army did the same, spreading out and taking on pockets of enemies together. We used magic to keep the enemy from the gaps between us now, the gaps in our line growing out from us on either side.

I kept four units of dragons with me, Jace commanding two while I commanded the others and a single squad of soldiers. I sent the rest of the pixies, gryphons, and other creatures to reinforce the line to Cios and make sure ammo and magic batteries were brought in where they were needed.

We had already been fighting our way forward for over an hour, taking our time, but I knew we needed to speed up while everyone else held and progressed at a steady pace. I had to get that portal under control.

“Ranoctil said that he’s going to take some of the units around to the other end of this big building,” Douglas called out to me after a few more minutes of steady progress. “Says he sees another entrance and wants to try and divide this mass up, to relieve some of the pressure we’ll be under when we get inside.”

Although I knew there was a risk to the tactic, it also gave us the best shot of succeeding. If he was distracting the enemy, there was a worthwhile reason to head that way. I also knew that if there were any other prisoners like Vik, they would be kept toward that end, and Vik had been Ranoctil’s dragon.

I didn’t doubt for a second that he hoped to find some more of his people alive. He wanted to rescue anyone he could, and I wasn’t about to blame him for that. There were many times when I had done the same and lost my temper with the enemy. We had enough fighters and magic that it should work.

Still, our fight grew harder as we tried to press up the hill. The enemy minions were banding together, and we’d already used a fairly large amount of magic to get to this point. While we had batteries left, and I knew that Cios would do his best to get us more if we ran out, I also had to be aware of how much more we would need.

It had gotten to the point in this battle where it was time to stop pumping the land full of magic and fight the enemy with swords and shields instead. We carried plenty of magic in them, and it made sense to push them back and use it that way now.

The handlers were also farther apart, fewer of them since so many had flown at us. I made them my target again, pushing magic at them and fighting toward the nearest morphling.

“Hit up any corrupted pixies you see with plenty of serum,” I told Douglas as I walked away. “We’re going to get rid of the handlers by this building and see if we can get inside.”

I hoped he’d understand what I wanted to do, but either way, he passed on the command, and his soldiers started to focus their serum shots on native life even more than before.

Kryos stuck to my side like glue, but my unit spread out a little more as we fought uphill, needing space when we had the disadvantage of having to fight up. Skill gave us the ability to see it through, however, and we continued to gain ground.

As I reached another handler, I used magic to herd it toward me and Kryos, and the two of us tag-teamed to fight it, moving faster than it and managing to slice parts off before overwhelming it. This time, we gained the desired effect, and the minions around us froze momentarily, no longer controlled by anything.

The fighters around me took advantage of the chaos and pushed forward another massive amount. We were close to the door to the building now, and the queen handler was in the doorway. She had been taunting me this whole battle, but instead of finally fighting me, she slipped inside and fled away from the portal and down another part of the building to one side.

It seemed as if she had descended into the hillside, the feel of her corruption lessening in my mind, but I couldn’t be sure. We were close to so many enemies that I was unable to feel any single corrupted as strongly as usual. I also wanted to keep an eye on the portal more than any other element on the battlefield.

The handler hadn’t gone toward the portal, which meant I could stop her from escaping this planet and any other ever again if I could simply get between her and the portal and stay that way.

With Ranoctil entering the building from the opposite direction and finding less resistance on that side, he made his way inside before I did, but I was determined, and my team kept fighting hard.

As we got closer, we bunched up again, using our shields as a wall that we pushed forward and up. I pushed more magic into my companions to help give them the strength to hold back the press of enemies and drive the magic-filled shields into them.

Every time one popped, the pressure was relieved enough that we could all push forward a bit more. Whatever was flowing out of the portal didn’t appear to be coming our way anymore, probably heading toward Ranoctil now his team had made it inside, which allowed us to fight our way in as well.

It still took another ten minutes and another blast or two of magic from me to get up the last steep part of the hill and onto the flat, a few yards right in front of the doorway. There, another handler held sway, controlling the minions and throwing them at us to protect itself.

Kryos and I barely even needed to glance at each other before we hurled magic at it and shoved the shadow catchers between it and us to the side. I powered my way toward it, making my body faster and stronger to close the gap before it could react.

I slammed it against the wall as Kryos came in from the side and sliced down its body. Although the handler tried to get free, morphing and healing itself, it couldn’t get anywhere, and I pinned it against the wall with the two door shields we carried while we hacked and slashed at it, and the magic in our shields helped to drain it of its ability to heal.

Again, the creature screeched and wailed, almost deafening us, but we fought on. Finally, we killed it, and the press of enemies eased once more. We went into overdrive to kill as many of the minions as we could before they recovered and cleared the rest of the way to the door, as well as a small gap inside.

Not wanting any of us to be in there alone, I sent magic hurtling into the entranceway of the building, killing a few more shadow catchers inside. I had to use air to blow away the smoke, the inside almost stifling, but then we could finally see what we were up against. This area was large and looked like it had once been the edge of a keep or corner of a large tower. The remnants of stairs led up one side of the building, and two corridors came off.

The nearest hallway led along the front of the building and toward Ranoctil, and the second continued off ahead of us. I couldn’t tell which way I needed to go to get to the portal, but a lot of enemies were coming from the hallway in the opposite direction of Ranoctil, and it seemed like they might be flowing from the portal.

Jace shifted in that direction first.

“Let me go this way. Take your unit that way, and Cios and his squad can hold the line here,” Jace said before I could give a command. Kryos took several steps to the side, holding against the shadow catchers coming in from our left. I took a moment and tried to feel the movement of the corrupted with my mind. I noticed a basement route and stairs down from here, and I suspected that was where the handler queen had gone.

Eventually, I nodded and let my teams do as Jace was suggesting. Some of the dragons with Cios took up positions on either side of the entrance to the building, just outside, and Jace took her squad farther in. None of the pixies, snappers, or birds native to the planet came in after us, and I knew that was for the best. They were outdoor creatures and couldn’t dart around and attack weaknesses in a place like this.

My only other worry was Matraphiel. I still hadn’t seen or felt my sphynx since the battle had begun, but I didn’t dare call for him. I didn’t want to draw any attention to him or his abilities when we still had so many enemies to contend with. All I could do was push on, working with Kryos to kill the enemy and push our way down the long stretch of wall toward Ranoctil.

I believed we had already killed more handlers and shadow catchers in this fight alone than I had in any previous fight, and there were still more enemies flooding in from the area around us and more everywhere my mind reached. On top of that, I suspected tunnels held even more.

For the first time since we had begun this assault, I wondered if we could actually clear this place and keep it that way. If there were even more enemies here than I had ever sensed and even more hiding from my mind’s ability to detect them, there could be enough to overrun us.

As if confirming my fears, a shout from somewhere behind me drew my attention back that way. Floods of corrupted creatures hurtled up out of the basement area I had opted to leave behind. They quickly threw themselves at Cios and his dragons, keeping them from getting inside the building before some rushed up the same hallway as my team and then the corridor Jace had opted to take.

In a matter of seconds, my army had been divided into three and cut off from each other.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“Hold the back line,” Kryos shouted, understanding what was going on fast enough to help me give the commands and stop us from being overrun. The enemies ahead of us also pressed harder, more and more flowing into this corridor from several offshoots.

Somewhere up ahead, I could sense Ranoctil and the dragons with him.

While we had monsters attack us from both sides and attempt to squash us between them, I was forced to decide what to do now. As I had feared, there were a lot more enemies in here than we could handle while we were split up, and I didn’t want to run the risk of the queen picking us off.

In the attempt to get to the portal and shut it off, we had been lured in, and now the trap had been sprung, just as Douglas had feared and we had all discussed might happen. Because I could feel so many of the enemy and sense their presence from so far away, I had thought I’d known what I was up against and how much magic would be enough to see them all dead.

It hadn’t occurred to me that there would be hidden monsters or they would be able to get reinforcements themselves. Now, they had numbers far larger than I had planned for. And they were growing again.

We also couldn’t fight them as easily inside the hallways unless I tried to charge the building itself and push magic through it. I feared doing that when we had used so much magic already.

If we pulled back now and regrouped, we might even be able to hold a line farther back and wait for more magic or reinforcements of our own. The pixies’ anger was intense, and their ability to pull in new magic potent enough that I could still feel them outside the building and down the hill. They were taking back this land and setting it up to stop the corrupted from retaking it without a serious challenge.

“Tell Jace and Cios to fall back to the pixies outside and hold a line along the magic barrier we left behind. We’ll fight forward to Ranoctil and the others and get them out, too.” I gave the order to Douglas as Kryos and I continued to block one end of the corridor. I braced myself as another shadow catcher threw itself at my shield.

He tried to pass the message on, but I wasn’t sure if he succeeded, the radio picking up a lot of interference. He kept trying as Kryos and I used magic to attempt to push the enemy back and work our way through them. There were simply too many bodies, and no matter how much stronger than normal I made us, we slipped on the stone beneath our feet.

It didn’t take long for me to realize that we couldn’t make progress like this. They had the physical bodies, and we simply didn’t have enough people in one group.

“Where’s Matraphiel when you need him?” I muttered, very concerned and growing more so with each minute that passed. Normally, this was the sort of situation he helped us with, tricking the enemy and making it seem like there were more of us or we had a different position, so the enemy was confused. I wasn’t used to not knowing where he was.

Thankfully, my sphynx must have heard me. He let out a yip and appeared on the ground near my heels. He had been with us but hiding all along.

“We could use a distraction so we can fight our way to Ranoctil, or Jace and Cios can get into the area behind us and stop so many flowing toward us.”

I wasn’t sure what the sphynx had in mind, but I tried to let the exact illusions he created be up to him. He knew what he was capable of and the limitations of his magic far better than I did. This fight also had me torn still. I didn’t know if I wanted to try and get back to Jace and Cios and try to hold a line into here or fight onward to Ranoctil and help him get to us.

Although I knew he had some of the weaker dragons with him, he also had Sienna nearby, although given what I could feel up there, I feared that Sienna had taken a similar approach to Jace and taken half their dragons and soldiers and headed down an offshoot as well.

That would make this whole situation worse.

After another minute or so, where Matraphiel did little but fly up and above my head where none of the corrupted could reach him, he landed on my shoulder and sent me an image of the hallway farther up.

It appeared as if there had once been a storage area or alcove on the front side of the hallway. It wasn’t very big, and my team wouldn’t all fit in it, but Matraphiel suggested that most of us should get in there with our shields facing out, and he could probably hide us from the enemy entirely.

While it wouldn’t help us get out of here, it would buy us a respite and might result in the enemy heading elsewhere to fight. Considering how much my soldiers were beginning to look worried, getting more and more sandwiched by the corrupted on either side of us, I knew we didn’t have much of an option but to try.

Once more, I drew on the magic in the batteries in my pack and pushed it out down the hall. The shadow catchers screeched and flailed, trying to get away from it, but I simply pumped more at them. We couldn’t do this much longer, but I knew I had to abandon the idea of shutting the portal for now. What magic I had hoped to save to do that was free to use up to get us all back together and out of here alive.

As Greta had already told me and the recent fights had made clear, we needed to back up sometimes to regroup and find a way forward. Even knowing there was another portal and more corrupted would be able to come through to this planet at any point, this must have been true for months now, and we had still been winning the war.

I had to hope that we would eventually get the portal closed, even if it wasn’t today. And I hoped taking this news back to the other planets would encourage them to supply even more magic again. We weren’t safe and clear yet. Not by a long way.

My determination and the willingness to keep fighting hard for my entire squad saw us inching forward finally. Douglas and two other soldiers helped brace a pair of shields across the corridor, and we pushed the enemy back bit by bit.

The dragons behind me continued to keep the corrupted behind from getting as close, holding their position while soldiers shot over their shoulders and tore large holes in the shadows of the long-corrupted enemy behind.

Matraphiel stayed on my shoulder, now visible to me and those closest to me, even if he couldn’t be seen by the enemy still. He made a few other fleeting illusions, too, making a show of other dragons and soldiers running down an offshoot of a corridor nearby. A few of the shadow catchers were tricked by the illusion and ran that way.

It eased the pressure further, and I blasted one more wave of magic down the corridor in front of us. The way to the alcove opened up, and Douglas let out a shrill whistle to tell the rest of the unit it was time to make a run for it. Kryos and I pushed the enemy back just beyond it and held there while soldiers and then dragons gathered in the small space and got cozy with each other.

Our armor and shields made it difficult for us to get too close to each other and not have objects in the way, but we held a lot of the shields out and overlapped them to form a barrier between the rest of the world and us. As soon as we were in place, Matraphiel made the alcove look empty and then slowly eased in the illusion of a wall.

The shadow catchers grew confused, and all of us breathed with relief, holding where we were but no longer attacked or having to defend our lives. We couldn’t stay like this long term, but it was clear from the confusion of the shadow catchers around us that whoever controlled them hadn’t been expecting us to just disappear.

It was almost as if the handler had been killed, and now they didn’t know what to do and weren’t given any instructions. While we were standing here, I used up a little more of our magic, giving Matraphiel some to help sustain his illusions and slowly pushing it down the corridors in all three directions from us.

Doing it subtly like this hurt the shadow catchers and made them spread out and away from us, giving us more room to move and for Matraphiel to hide us more easily.

Much to my amusement, several soldiers pulled out some rations and began munching, and others yanked out water canteens. Until they did so, I hadn’t processed how hungry and thirsty I was. Within a few seconds, we were all doing the same.

It was a quick refueling, but it gave us all a boost and eased the pressure on my mind at the same time.

Down one of the nearby corridors, I could still sense the flow of more corrupted, the portal open and enemies coming out, but the amount had slowed considerably, and that also gave me hope. Ranoctil was still a fair distance away, having not really pushed far out of the tower room at the other end of the building. We’d made it less than halfway down the wall, and given how far away he was, I had to think twice about continuing toward him.

However, there were fewer enemies between us, and I knew he had more magic batteries. Somewhere down there, Sienna was also fighting, her team one of the most experienced and with a leader used to fighting in and out of a tough place. If anyone could get her dragons to safety, it was Sienna.

As soon as I’d had a good drink and finished the snack bar Douglas had given me, I looked back out on either side of the hallway. Despite my command for her to get back out with Cios, Jace was making her way from the right-hand side. She’d cleared out a good number of the enemies between us.

It was a clear-cut decision to kill the rest and pull the team together. We would have a better chance of getting to Ranoctil if we had twice the number of people. And more magic.

“Can you hold the hallway here for a moment?” I asked Tim and Harriet, hoping the pair of them would be willing to try. They nodded, and Douglas quickly commanded several of his strongest soldiers to stay and help. Matraphiel dropped his illusion and trotted along beside me as I hurried toward the nearest shadow catcher in the other direction.

Jace looked relieved as soon as she saw us despite the enemies in the gap. Between us, we could easily finish them off and reunite our units. They were all injured to some degree already, magic lingering in the building that hadn’t been absorbed or taken back in by any of our dragons, and it helped to take them out.

A few quick slashes and shoves with a door shield had each of them becoming nothing but vapor until Jace lowered her guard and hurried up to me.

“Where’s Cios?” I asked, fearing that he’d tried to push into the building to get to us.

Jace glanced back the way she’d come, more enemies coming up behind her. She had three dragons with overlapping shields bringing up the rear, keeping the shadow catchers from doing anything but bashing themselves against magic-coated defenses. They wouldn’t be able to hold the enemy at bay like that forever, but it worked for now and allowed me to focus on what to do next.

“The pixies, snappers, birds, and gryphons have all fallen back safely into magic-protected land, but Cios won’t get back there without the rest of us. He implied he might try to circle around outside to get to Ranoctil since that was the way Ranoctil fought and so many enemies are trying to take the area behind us.”

I didn’t know if I liked that idea any better, but I knew I wasn’t leaving any people behind in here. That meant getting to Ranoctil and Sienna and then trying to meet up with Cios as well. There was only one way I was heading if Jace and Cios were cut off from each other.

Leaving the queen handler behind me yet again made me even angrier, but I knew I wouldn’t give up. If we got out of here now, we would have learned plenty, recovered allies, and made our way out of her trap. I’d take it.

We had barely grouped back up and figured out a rotating system to push onward when a strange sensation crept into my mind. Ranoctil and his dragons weren’t much farther ahead of us, but they had gone off to one side, either herded, pushed, or curious about one of the side corridors along here.

I could feel the corruption of a strange being there. Then I noticed it growing.

“Ranoctil has been corrupted,” I declared, taking a moment to figure out what I was sensing. Alongside him, I was fairly sure I could sense the queen handler, but she was sliding out of range again, sinking into the ground somewhere else in this place. “Can we push through to him faster?”

No one else spoke, but we got our heads down and continued to fight.

If Ranoctil had corruption growing in him, we could be in big trouble. Of every dragon on this planet, he had the most raw power and potential to draw it in. I might have had more experience in a fight and against the variety of enemies around, but if the enemy took him, he could decimate us. Not to mention his knowledge. If the enemy took him, they would know about the land we had cloaked and what we were protecting there.

Right now, they thought a lot of it was destroyed and gone.

We had to reach him in time to rescue him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


As more enemies came at me, I pushed magic out, draining the last of the batteries I carried and pushing the corrupted back. We had to get to Ranoctil as soon as possible.

Jace was with me every step of the way, and I could feel Cios outside the building doing everything he could to urge dragons to fight harder. No doubt he could feel the change in the great opal dragon, too.

I hurled the magic forward, but more and more corrupted poured toward us now that we could be felt and seen again. There were so many that it didn’t seem to matter that the magic killed them swiftly. They threw themselves at us and the magic as if they were driven to a frenzy until the corridor was full of a purple haze, and no matter how much I tried to circulate it out, there was simply more.

Enemies came at us from behind as well, forcing us to divide our attention and making it less easy to simply push ahead.

“Is there any other way around to that room?” I asked Jace, pretty sure the answer was no but hoping I might be wrong. The magic of the other dragons in there with Ranoctil was draining fast, and I feared that they were both using it to try and help him and having to use it to defend themselves. If we didn’t get to them soon, we might lose even more than Ranoctil.

The pressure and sudden change in this fight and how well it was going had me wanting to wail. This had been a trap, after all, but it didn’t appear to have been set for me. As soon as Ranoctil had entered the building, the dynamics of the fight had changed, and I had been pinned down while the queen had made her way to him.

My leader was the target. The opal dragon that had ruled this planet longer than I had even been alive was in danger, and it was all my fault.

“Come on, Arty. We’ve got this. They need our help, and that means we need to push forward hard.” Jace looked at me, fear in her eyes but determination on her face. Kelliessa was only a half-step behind her. She held her shield out in the wall that blocked the corridor and helped keep the enemy back.

Kryos and Douglas were behind me and eager, both of them shooting at the enemy over our heads to help break up the massive pack coming toward us.

I didn’t know if we could do this, but I also knew we had to keep trying. If this had been me in Ranoctil's situation, no one would be giving up, and everyone would be expending every ounce of magic they had to reach me. We had to do the same for Ranoctil. He might have been a massive pain in the ass, but no dragon deserved to go out like this.

“All right,” I replied and drew on the magic inside me as well as in my armor. When that wasn’t going to be enough, I also drew on some of the magic in the building around us, out in the wilderness behind, and in every living creature I could connect to.

I took it slowly from all sources, knowing I could only handle so much, and then I hurled it forward and at the enemy. It washed through the creatures like a tidal wave and allowed us to begin taking steps forward again. Despite the gain, shadow catchers continued to flood toward us, coming up from underground tunnels.

Because there were so many, the magic I sent out in waves couldn’t even get to Ranoctil’s team and help them out. We had to fight our way toward them every single step.

Ranoctil’s strength and magic continued to fade, the corruption flowing through his system in such a large dose that I feared he was still being pumped with it by the very determined queen handler. They were on the edge of what I could feel, but I was getting closer to them again.

He shifted now and then, back and forth, as if he was trying to fight it but not entirely succeeding. It gave me some hope, and I pushed even harder at my shield, gritting my teeth. I was using every ounce of physical strength I had, as well as every bit of magic I could find, and still, the enemy kept coming.

More and more of them turned to smoke until we could also barely see, all of us using the feel of the magic and corruption to guide our path and get an idea of what was ahead. In the room with Ranoctil’s unit was another handler, the creature coming past Ranoctil and heading for the dragons there.

Letting out another growl, I looked up at Matraphiel. “Can you get to them and hide them like you did us?”

The sphynx hesitated, flying high above the battlefield and barely able to do anything to help. If he flew off, even invisible to everyone, he would make himself vulnerable to attacks. The shadow catchers were tall, and the soldiers were all shooting at whatever they had the chance to hit.

Eventually, he dropped down to the ground instead and became invisible. He had armor and metal weapons on his appendages, so I knew he wouldn’t come to any harm if he bumped into an enemy’s tail or they nudged him without being able to see him, but I didn’t want him to be shot.

He disappeared from view, making himself invisible, even to me, and then gave a yip. Half a second later, I could see what he must be looking at, my shield as it blocked the path almost flush with the wall. He imagined it moving and me giving him room to wriggle through to the other side.

It was a bit of a risk, but I concentrated more of my magic on that side for a few seconds and bought us a few seconds. I shifted the shield, making a ten-inch gap. He took it, able to squeeze past, and continued to show me what he could see as he trotted down one side of the corridor.

I closed the gap, a little disorientated by having his view and my own in my head, but I also found it helpful to get an idea of the enemy where there was far less purple smoke in the way. We continued fighting as Matraphiel jumped over tails and around shadow catchers to try and get down the corridor.

Although he could move faster than us, it wasn’t a lot faster, and I feared that no matter how much he tried to get there to protect Ranoctil’s team from the morphling now attacking them, he wouldn’t get there soon enough.

Cios continued to battle outside. He was also making progress faster, but he had to go all the way to the end of the building and then come back to us. Somewhere, Sienna was also fighting, but she was too far from me and the dragon I could focus on least. She would have to hold on until we rescued those in need, but I suspected she would also be trying to fight toward us if she could.

I began to run out of sources to draw magic from, the area outside getting farther away and some of the batteries we carried running out. Still, the flow of enemies began to lessen, fewer coming from the portal and from underground.

Once more, I tried to be hopeful that we could win this battle, but Ranoctil only had so much time, no matter what the rest of us achieved. He was once more right on the edge of what I could feel, deeper underground in whatever tunnels connected parts of this building together. I wasn’t getting to him fast enough.

The corruption in his body hadn’t taken over entirely, but it had taken over enough that I knew he would be in a worse state than Vik had been in, despite the short time he’d been exposed to it. His magic was gone, and I got the impression he wasn’t wearing his armor anymore.

Whatever the queen was doing, she knew I was a big threat because she continued to send forces at me, another handler on its way. One of the morphlings came up from the tunnel until two were in the room with Ranoctil’s team. I feared that both would try to take out his remaining dragons, but instead, one came down the hallway toward us.

Matraphiel could soon see the creature, the morphling perfectly unaware of it as it hurried after the shadow catchers heading toward me.

I threw as much magic as I could toward it, pulling even more from the back plates of my own armor. I wasn’t sure it was wise, but for now, plenty of other dragons and soldiers had my back, and I was far more concerned about saving Ranoctil than keeping myself perfectly protected.

As the press of bodies eased, the handler coming next, I could gather myself, and my teams straightened our line a little. This was the hardest fight we had ever been in, but it had to be won. We had to prevail.

Finally, Matraphiel made it past all the obstacles and into the small room at the end of the next offshoot. It had Ranoctil’s dragons in it, but there was no sign of the opal dragon, just another path downward that spewed out more enemies. Two dragons that had been with Ranoctil and were from Ashaire were dead.

Their lifeless, magic-less bodies were on the ground, already decaying and trampled on by shadow catchers despite the rest of the dragons trying to pull them out of the way and defend them, even if they couldn’t defend anything else.

It made me so angry that I seemed to find a new level of strength. I yelled and raised my sword before I charged as hard as I could at the nearest shadow catcher.

I caught my team unaware and momentarily left them behind, but I continued to pump out magic as hard and fast as ever. It gave me the momentum I needed, and I hurtled into shadow catcher after shadow catcher, turning each one into purple smoke in only a few seconds.

Behind me, I could hear the other dragons and soldiers yelling and trying to fight toward me. I hadn’t made it easy on them, but I pushed out magic to the side and around me as well, not wanting to leave them behind or in danger simply so I could get to others faster. We all needed to get there together, or I’d sacrifice one set of people to save another.

As I hurried onward, the extra handler entered my corridor and locked onto me. I flew at it with every bit of strength I had. The creature hissed in pain as I slammed my shield into it, but it was a smarter morphling than I was used to, and it spread out, bracing itself and lashing out at me from the sides.

My armor took a few dents, what little magic left in it managing to hurt the handler and make it reel back. It might have been more clever, but it still didn’t like being hurt. I fought hard, using my anger and frustration at so many enemies to lash out.

It still managed to strike out around the shield and attempt to hit me, forcing me to focus on dodging and taking fewer attacks. Back and forth we fought until Kryos, Jace, and Douglas reached me again. The latter shot at several of the tentacle-like limbs and tore them apart while I chopped off whatever I could.

I tried to use more magic to hurt it, but it didn’t heal its own skin, leaving it blistered and charred until the magic couldn’t easily get at whatever it was underneath. The only way we would beat this monster was by cutting it into pieces.

They were still giving the four of us a run for our money, but we whittled it down, bit by bit. It let out a final ear-piercing shriek before it died. This one didn’t entirely dissolve, but a small section of the remaining body hit the ground. The smell hit my nose next, making me gag.

We hurried past it, no one wanting to linger and an opening behind it with few monsters left to fight. By then, I could feel Cios at the far end of the hallway. He had made it inside and was coming toward us again, but I got the impression he was waiting for Sienna or trying to decide between getting to us and her.

I hoped he chose her, knowing she might need support and that they could team up far faster than he could now make any difference to us. We’d made it to the end of the branch Ranoctil and his team had gone down, and I finally understood why. From here, I could feel the portal. It was swirling down the end of this tunnel and wasn’t in the building properly at all.

Ranoctil was being sucked toward it by the queen handler and her minions, but he was still resisting. With the distraction I had created, Matraphiel managed to hide the dragons on one side of this large antechamber. It had probably once been another storage room, but it was now empty except for another handler.

This one appeared to be across the pathway underground, almost guarding the route so I couldn’t get to Ranoctil and rescue him easily. As I rushed it to keep fighting on, Matraphiel dropped the illusion.

Half my team rushed to help me fight the handler while the rest hurried to the other team and began helping them. I doubted anything could be done for the two dead dragons, the magic sucked out of them entirely, but I wasn’t about to check when this handler began pulling more minions into the room.

I had very little magic of my own left, but I used some more from my armor to fuel my attacks and keep the handler contained. Kryos shifted to my side, helping protect me from attacks, and Jace shifted to the other. Douglas took a cue from the pixies and used the ground in the tunnel to grow vines and plants and spread them out across it, preventing any shadow catchers from getting to us while we fought.

It eased the pressure enough that we could slash at the handler and remove spikes and limbs as swiftly as they formed. Within another few minutes, it was dead.

The room went quiet and still, no one needing to fight except the few dragons guarding our rear. Even they were finding the task easier with fewer enemies flowing through the building.

The dragons we had helped were all white and shaking, many of them from Ashaire but several from this planet. They had just witnessed two of their kind die, possibly for the first time in their lives, and they had witnessed Ranoctil being torn away from them and corrupted.

“I know that you’re scared right now and low on magic, but there’s still a dragon to save and a battle to fight,” I said as I pulled more magic from different places and redistributed it among the dragons with me, making sure swords and shields had more than any other item we carried.

Almost all the batteries were drained now, but I didn’t care. We were close to Ranoctil, and I wasn’t about to give up.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


By the time I managed to get the frightened and shell-shocked dragons back into some sort of fighting state, Cios and Sienna had both managed to join up and fight down the hallway outside most of the way to our position, too. They had more magic batteries with them, and I automatically distributed a little more.

The majority of it, I saved, intending to use it to save my commander.

“Everyone follow me, and let’s get to the portal and Ranoctil. We’re going to close it before the main handler can take him through it, and we’ll make sure he’s okay.” I spoke the words as much to convince myself that it was what would happen as to help everyone with me.

And then I hacked the vines apart that were holding back the enemy and strode down into the tunnels. I hadn’t expected many more enemies down here, but there were a lot. The tunnels were also a lot more extensive, and there were offshoots in almost every direction.

It didn’t appear as if it had been man-made, and I wondered if the corruption had done it after taking this building from Ranoctil or if it had been here already and made by whatever came before.

There was nothing I could do to find out now. I had to simply fight on and hope we could get to Ranoctil in time. This underground area wasn’t lit, but Sienna used some of her natural magic to illuminate the area, especially up ahead of us and anywhere she could momentarily blind and stun the enemy.

It bought us a moment where we could hack and slash at them, but it also showed that Ranoctil was grasped between several handlers, almost dragging him along. They’d somehow managed to get some chains on him, and it was through these chains and the wounds they had inflicted on his arms that they were pumping him full of corruption.

Although he was already partially under their control and unable to fully resist, he was trying, stumbling and pulling back often enough that I had to hope he was still in there and we could still save him. The queen handler was with him and almost guarding him, trying to make sure the minions and handlers around her protected them and came toward us.

I pushed forward, locking eyes on the queen and shoving all the shadow catchers that came at me out of the way. Kryos and Douglas fought hard to stay up to speed with me, but they fell back as tree-like ents lumbered out of side tunnels and tried to get at us.

Despite being alone after that, I kept walking, pulsing magic out from me in waves and drawing it from the batteries of the dragons behind me. Cios formed a defense toward our backs, and Sienna tried to organize everyone else to hold a pattern that extended along toward me. Still, I barely noticed their yelling to get it in place and all the warriors to move where they wanted them.

There was only one fight on this battlefield I cared about, and that was killing this queen and taking my commander back from her. The pulses of magic kept shadow catchers from getting too close, and I didn’t think any more handlers she could send to fight me remained.

The queen and her minions reached the far end of the tunnels, heading back upward and toward the portal somewhere beyond what I could see again. I still didn’t slow. She might be above ground again and closer to the portal, but I wasn’t about to give up. I used more magic to make my body faster and some to create a wave that flooded over the tops of the shadow catchers’ heads, then brought it down on the other side of the queen.

I blasted her with the magic, making her screech and writhe. The minions holding Ranoctil didn’t wait for her, continuing toward the portal, even as I reached to try and take control of it again.

Although the same mind remained on the other end, the queen lashed out at my attachment to the portal and attempted to sever it. I growled as I strode back up into the open again. To make sure I wasn’t attacked from behind, I sent yet another wave of magic out, this time behind me and down.

My mind hurt from the queen actively working against me and trying to break the connection I’d created to the portal, but I used magic to take away the pain and ease the pressure. It only worked so well, but it allowed me to keep fighting her.

Whatever creature was on the other end, they had a lot more magic or a far greater level of skill than I did. They fought my attempts to close the portal as well. I was outnumbered and standing alone.

“Arty, where are you?” I heard Kryos yell from somewhere behind me, but I didn’t answer. I had to get through this obstacle and save Ranoctil.

The opal dragon tried to resist as if seeing me coming after him and hearing someone shout my name had roused what was left of his dragon fighting spirit. I connected to him and pulled magic from my own armor yet again to pump it into him, especially around his mind.

Ranoctil fought harder, struggling and beginning to surge against the creatures tugging him. For now, I was turning this situation around, but I knew I was using more magic than I could. It would run out before I achieved my goals if I used it for all these things at once.

I reached back toward my friends, but it was far harder to pull the magic through so much ground and the tunnels behind. I could only get so much to aid me.

The queen handler didn’t like what was happening. Whether because she knew she had to or she was fed up with me getting in the way of her plans, she finally stopped running from me and did the opposite.

She charged, her morphling body shifting shape to give her the greatest speed. I considered sidestepping and running for Ranoctil, but she’d already built up too much speed, and the hallway was too narrow.

Instead, I had no option but to take a step back, brace my shield against the floor, and then push magic out ahead of me to do everything I could to slow her sprint. Still, she slammed into me, and we slid backward together several yards, the sound of my metal shield scraping on the stone floor so loud and grinding that my ears and the arm holding the shield went numb from the shock.

I couldn’t hear anything as the handler tried to get at me, loads of pincer-like, sharp spike limbs forming and trying to stab at me around the shield. The queen fought with even more ferocity than the last time we had faced each other, but I was also far angrier, and I didn’t hold any of it back.

Here and there, her spikes caught my armor and bent panels or dented them, but I moved fast enough that it did no permanent damage to my flesh. I did little more to avoid them, putting far more focus on getting at her and slashing her body or the many limbs to cut them off.

She had been corrupted for so long that there was nothing of the host left. Each cut I made created purple smoke, tons of little puffs coming up as I began to work out her moves and figure out how to ebb and flow with her desire to attack.

I still used magic to aid me, making myself far faster than was normally possible. I also used it to charge the air around the handler, trying to keep it contained and hamper its movements.

The fight took almost all my concentration, forcing me to let go of the portal and focus on keeping each limb at bay. I attacked as I could, shaving off limbs when I could and making the fight easier bit by bit. The magic in my sword was running low by the time she slowed and showed the first sign of pulling back.

Ranoctil was still hanging on, but he was near the edge of the portal. Since I had stopped helping him, the corruption had once more begun overtaking his body and mind.

“Douglas, Kryos, I need you,” I yelled, but they did not respond. The queen handler appeared to laugh and took this as a sign that I was scared of this fight. She launched another onslaught against me and called in more of her minions to help.

Once again, I pushed magic at her, but mostly at the minions, wrapping myself in a magic bubble with some of the magic in my shield. It spread the protection around me, but only enough to stop me from being hurt, not to break the circle of enemies.

As I tried to kill the queen once more, hacking and slashing and pulling magic around to slow her attacks and movements, I felt rather than saw Ranoctil pass through the portal. The queen reacted as I did, stopping and pulling back once more as if she intended to go with him now that she had prevented me from reaching him in time.

I let out a roar of anger as she made a strange chittering noise that could only have been a laugh. At the same time, a blast of magic came up from the tunnel behind me and killed the two shadow catchers that had been trying to work their way around to attack me from behind.

Although I had no idea who had sent the magic up the tunnel toward me, I took hold of it, using it to hit my enemies on either side while I made my body faster.

The queen tried to run away, but her body couldn’t respond fast enough. I hacked at her legs and slid around to one side of her. After dropping my shield, I grabbed one of her limbs and yanked her toward the tunnel. At the same time, I spun until I was now between her and the portal.

I couldn’t do anything to help Ranoctil right this second, but I could make sure this queen bitch died right here and right now. I hacked at her, my door shield now on the ground to one side of us.

Still she tried to get past me, but I used my off hand to pull out the pistol Douglas had given me and shoot her as well. My aim with that hand wasn’t as good, but she was close enough that I couldn’t miss some part of her torso.

While I hacked off her legs as often as I could, I shot her in the torso with my gun until I made it very clear that she wasn’t getting past me. With my shield on the floor, I pulled all the rest of the magic I could from it and used it to block the hallway behind me. Even if I failed, she wouldn’t get through the portal.

Douglas finally came up the tunnel, but he stopped as I ran the creature through again, rushing it. I twisted the blade, stepping closer despite her forming spikes and attacking my sides. She was more flailing than managing to hurt me, but she caught me a few times, and I winced in pain.

Despite that, I stayed close and pumped magic through the blade and into her body, tugging the blade to the left and right and around but keeping close to her to keep it deep inside her body. She began to writhe, each flail growing weaker, and her limbs no longer able to shift and form or sharpen as each spiked tip smacked into my armor, and the magic tore it apart.

Kryos, Jace, and several other dragons came running up behind the queen, but Douglas put his arms out and stopped them from joining me in the fight.

I was given the satisfaction of killing the queen, her body growing more and more still until there was no life left in her. As soon as she stopped fighting for her life, she puffed into smoke. I was surrounded by a thick purple vapor for what felt like minutes but could only have been a second or two before I swirled the air to clear it again.

Douglas was already close to me, no longer keeping anyone back.

“You look like that was a fight from hell.” He picked up my shield off the floor, and I noticed him put a little magic back into it, drawing on the magic in his own shield to distribute it back out as I had done many times in the past.

I nodded, not knowing what else to say.

“They’ve got Ranoctil?” Sienna asked, motioning toward the portal with her head. Her presence confirmed that all my dragons and soldiers had regrouped.

With her question, I refocused on the portal in the distance, but it was already almost shut. No more enemies had been coming through it for some time, but Ranoctil was long gone. Even with my small army back together, I wasn’t sure I dared to open the portal back up again and go through, but I did connect to it one last time and get a feel for the planet.

It was familiar. Now that I could concentrate on it, I was fairly sure it was the planet that had been attacking Ashaire, where the forces we were still fighting on multiple fronts were coming from. The mind on the other end was also still attached. This time, they were using all the magic they could to close it.

I considered wrestling with them, but I didn’t know if I had the magic for that kind of fight. I was still far from the portal, even if I could see it at the end of this hallway. And the minions the queen must have been controlling were beginning to recover.

Our respite was over. Now, we needed to figure out if we had the magic to proceed or turn back.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


As more dragons came up the tunnel to spread out into the large room I occupied, I was grateful to feel more magic batteries among the dragons with Cios and Sienna. They had gathered everyone together and formed a shield wall behind us that kept the shadow catchers and various other corrupted from bursting out of the tunnels in large groups.

I took a moment to breathe as Jace and Kelliessa took it upon themselves to use their abilities to help sort out some of the bigger dents and bends in my armor so I could breathe and move more easily. Already, I’d automatically done what I could to heal my wounds, but I was still feeling some pain.

The queen had given me a beating, and having minions join the fight had certainly not helped.

“Matraphiel?” I asked, wanting to be sure that my sphynx had made it through this fight. I couldn’t think about losing Ranoctil yet, but I needed to know the furry flying fox was okay. He let out a yip and trotted between Douglas and Kryos’ legs.

I exhaled with relief and scooped him up.

“We aren’t going to be able to stay here,” Cios said, already spreading out the magic he had left among us and making sure the soldiers all had ammo. Sienna offered me a water canteen next, the top already unstoppered so I could gulp it down.

“Can we get back out to the others?” I asked, knowing there was a small army of gryphons, pixies, and snappers who would also have more magic and the ability to help us get our wounded, dead, and grieving back to base camp.

There was an awkward pause as most of the dragons I was with didn’t want to even consider going back the way we had come.

“Those tunnels are a maze,” Sienna said eventually. “Without a guide like we had while following the queen, I would think twice about going back, especially with the amount of corrupted down there. Mostly shadow catchers, it seems, but I could feel handlers here and there.”

I frowned, not knowing what was best to do. After watching Ranoctil be dragged through the portal and killing the queen handler in charge here, I wanted to follow and rescue him, too, but I also knew that my desire to run headlong into danger could possibly get us killed. We had enough magic to fight on for a while, but not as much as I’d have wanted, and definitely not enough to launch an attack on a completely unknown world.

“Do you know where the portal goes?” Douglas asked, looking in that direction. Several dragons were preparing to hold the line, but the magic wall I had placed across the corridor was doing enough to keep the shadow catchers and handlers between us and the portal at bay for now.

I doubted that would last for long, but I nodded in answer to Douglas’s question. “To one of the planets that has been attacking Ashaire, but the corrupted are closing it.”

The remainder of the portal was only about as big as a dinner plate, and I wasn’t sure how much longer it would be open, but we had a lot more magic now that the whole army we had left had caught up to me.

“Considering the number of corrupted behind us and the number ahead, we might have a better chance of survival if we go through it, close it, and then open a portal to Ashaire,” Cios said, coming up beside me. Both he and Sienna reached out with their minds and attached to the portal as I had. For a few seconds, we wrestled with the mind that was trying to close it.

While we didn’t stop it entirely, we did drastically slow it down. If we could actually do this, there was a chance we might be able to rescue Ranoctil after all. And we would have any other portal destination to go to from Ashaire. It wasn’t a bad idea.

“All right. Form everyone into some kind of column with the most wounded and weakest protected in the middle, shields out and extra support at the front and back. We’re all going wherever this goes, or none of us does,” I called out, trying to sound sure of myself and as if this was exactly the right call.”

I was terrified, and I still wasn’t sure we had enough magic to challenge the mind on the other side. I might have been a silver dragon for a long time, but my ability to control portals was still lacking compared to my ability to use magic to fight. Still, several dragons joined in with me, all the ones who had also begun learning to control, make, and close portals wanting to help.

While I fought forward, Kryos on one side, Sienna on the other, and Matraphiel on my shoulder, Douglas kept shooting at the shadow catchers that came at us from any side passages or taking shots where needed at the enemies in front of behind. He was making sure his team preserved their ammo for as long as possible while doing the most good.

Our progress wasn’t as fast as I’d have hoped, even with the smaller number of enemies ahead of us. We had too many wounded and needed to move as a team to protect them to progress any faster than we were. Still, as we got closer to the portal, we found it easier to fight the mind on the other end.

The portal was still shrinking, but it was established, and we were definitely slowing it down. It stood in the middle of a large, open-plan room with doorways off it on the other side, and enemies began to pour through, the doors wide open.

I frowned, not liking the idea of being delayed further, but there was nothing more we could do. We fought on, killing more and more minions and using more and more of the magic in our shields and swords. No one spoke unless it was to give an order or report on the status, and the shadow catchers were also more silent than normal.

It was as if no one wanted to disturb the silence of two determined forces trying to make it to a portal and defend it.

No matter what happened, I wasn’t about to give up while there was a chance I could get to Ranoctil and rescue him. The look on his face when I had pumped him full of magic toward the end had been enough to make me want to do everything I could, even if I hadn’t been intending to already. He had been terrified.

From everything Ben and Vik had described, I also knew it could be extremely painful. I had to hope we could spare him dying that way. I knew the fighters from Earth had seen this before. They’d lost one of Scarlet’s friends this way and hadn’t managed to get him back in time.

I couldn’t let that happen to these people for a second time.

However, with each passing minute, the portal grew a little smaller. We were so close, but still so far. By the time we were about twenty yards from the portal, it had shrunk to a small hole barely bigger than an eyeball, and it was as if a large burst of something painful rushed through the portal at me, flinging my mind and connection back.

I gasped only a fraction of a second before Cios, Sienna, Kryos, and Jace did the same. It confirmed that we had all been connected but hadn’t been able to collectively stop it, but it had also felt much stronger than any portal closure normally did.

“Can you open it back up again?” Sienna demanded, more vocal and angry than I had ever heard her.

“I’ll try,” I replied before gritting my teeth and setting my mind to it. I fought on autopilot, hacking and slashing at any creature that moved in front of me while I tried to connect to the portal space again and reopen it. There wasn’t a mind of any kind there anymore, which made it far easier to connect and stay connected.

No matter how much I thought of the planet I’d just sensed the portal connect to, I couldn’t get any level of portal to open.

We closed another few yards, more shadow catchers dead, and even a tree-like handler chopped up into pieces before I understood what must have happened.

“They’ve permanently broken the portal. I can’t just open it again. I’d have to create it from scratch.” I felt the bottom fall out of my heart. Ranoctil was gone, and I couldn’t follow. Until now, I had kept a small piece of hope alive that he could be rescued, but now, I had no idea how we’d even get to him. The portal was entirely gone.

“Open it back up again,” Sienna shot back, not sounding as if she planned to take no for an answer. The vehemence in her words took me by surprise, and I froze for a second. Did she really think I could just make that happen?

Despite my fears and lack of ability to ever have done something like that, I tried again, pulling on a bit more magic to try and make it happen. The portal reached out, a connection beginning to open between here and the planet somewhere out there that I’d sensed in the past, but the pain in my head grew as I tried.

To at least attempt to back up her demand with aid, Sienna also connected and began to supply magic, pushing with me. It helped, but the portal still resisted, fighting back and requiring so much magical energy I began to feel wrung out. I gave it everything I had to give of the two colors it needed most, pulling it out of myself and leaving only my third until I almost stumbled.

Still, it didn’t establish or reform.

The pain in my head grew, and Sienna also started to show signs of it impacting her. She fought with less precision, and her shield wobbled out of line with mine. Douglas was there in almost an instant to put his shield in the gap and shoot at the handler that would have pecked at us both and pushed into the mass of bodies behind.

He rebuffed it, buying us a moment to compose ourselves, but it was very clear. We didn’t have the magic, the capacity to concentrate, or the skill needed to open what was effectively a brand-new portal to a brand-new planet. This wasn’t the same as trying to connect a new portal between two locations on the same planet.

I couldn’t do this.

No sooner had I thought this than Sienna wailed, shuddered, and almost dropped her shield entirely. Her mind’s connection to the portal was disconnected. As soon as hers was gone, the pressure of trying to push out returned to my mind fully, and I had to fight the urge to scream in pain.

There wasn’t enough magic left in every dragon around me and all the artifacts or items we carried, and I couldn’t cope with the burden of trying to open it alone. I stopped pushing, and all the magic that had gone into trying to open it so far flooded back along my connection.

I reeled, momentarily overwhelmed and unable to cope with such a massive flood. Even though a lot of the magic had been mine to begin with or had come through me, it rushed back faster than I had given it and hit me full in the chest.

Panting, I distributed some of it back out, including forcing it along the route ahead of me and toward the portal room.

“Can you try again?” Sienna asked me, her voice sounding smaller this time. I wanted to be able to say yes, but I didn’t know if I could.

My doubt didn’t stop me from reaching out and trying to connect again anyway. This time, I was a lot more tentative, and I didn’t push magic at it as fast as possible.

I let the dragons around me clear the way to the portal while I gradually walked closer and tried to determine if there was any chance I could open it up again to go after Ranoctil. Once again, the corrupted had pulled us into a situation and then sprung a surprise on us, and I got the impression that this was yet another part of their trap.

Cios and Kryos were the two who kept their heads best, and they soon had everyone inside the portal room and two sets of dragons at each doorway, ready to fight the corrupted that came at us.

The entire area was still busy with the shadow catchers and handlers, and I knew there was no way we could hold this room until we had killed them all or they stopped coming. We had used too much magic.

On top of that, we had come all this way instead of trying to fight back toward our allies. I was sure we didn’t have the magic to fight back to safety either. There were simply too many enemies. There were also no windows and no way to clamber out and take dragon form.

“Can we break down a wall or something to get out?” Douglas asked, looking around.

“Not easily. These buildings have super-thick walls, and we didn’t bring any of the artifacts with us that can build or move something like this fast,” Greta replied.

She was one of the few dragons from this planet who was managing to hold herself together in the face of what had happened to her boss, but I knew she had been in a similar situation before. Not necessarily surrounded and hemmed in by the enemy with no way out, but having seen someone she was supposed to be fighting alongside be taken—Vik.

I had hoped she would never have to face anything like it again either, but for now, I needed to focus. This mess was all my fault. My own people had warned me this was going to be a trap, and I had led everyone into it anyway. I needed to get them out.

“Can the portal go anywhere else?” Kelliessa looked at me, coming to a similar conclusion or at least wanting me to give them answers.

Although it was a good question and might prove worth considering, I hadn’t tried to take it anywhere else, and I didn’t know if I could.

“Ashaire would be good,” Sienna added. “We might be able to get fresh dragons, fresh magic and weapons, and head into battle again.”

Once more, the hope of a plan had everyone who wasn’t protecting us looking at me to see if I could do my part in this plan. I exhaled, not sure I wanted any more pressure and reached out with my mind once again. Simply connecting to the portal made my head hurt in a way that made me want to stop, but I forced myself to ignore it and press on.

As before, there was nothing to open up. The portal wasn’t connected to Ashaire, either.

I couldn’t get us out of here.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


There was a long silence after I informed my companions that we wouldn’t be able to rescue Ranoctil by going to Ashaire and then to the planet, either. I didn’t have the ability to use this portal. It was disconnected, and we wouldn’t be able to escape through it or mount a rescue.

“What about other planets? Can we follow Ranoctil from another place?” Douglas asked. “Surely it doesn’t just go to the one location?”

I frowned, not sure I wanted to connect to the portal for yet another attempt to use it. Each time I did, I wore myself out further, but we had no other way out, and I knew I had to try now that he’d suggested it.

Although I reached out again, I had no hope that I would achieve a connection to any other planet, but I tried to hold the connection more loosely and instead let it guide me to where it might want to connect. It didn’t entirely work like that to make a portal open, but I hoped there might be another.

Sometimes, when a portal between two places was opened and formed frequently and kept open for a long time, a sort of imprint was left behind. The route became ingrained and familiar, like grooves on a wooden table after years and years of putting a cup down in the exact same place.

To my dismay, there didn’t appear to be any obvious ones of these, either. There was no natural groove or path of least resistance for the portal. It was entirely unhelpful.

Even after arriving at that conclusion, I kept trying. There were two other planets I could possibly connect to, and failing that, a small chance that I had enough magic to create a portal on this planet. If I couldn’t get us out of here on an established portal to another planet, I might be able to make a portal to somewhere on this planet, like the ruins by the other portal.

Ranoctil had forbidden any portals that weren’t linking to other planets. He had made it clear that he didn’t want that sort of risk on his planet. But he wasn’t here now, and I couldn’t think of another way to get us back to safety without losing a lot of lives.

Still, despite my expectations, I tried to reach out toward Havilah and form a portal. It was much the same as Ashaire and Ranoctil’s current location. No established pathway to follow.

To my surprise, I was able to reach out to Earth far more easily, the portal beginning to form before I could even tell anyone that I had made this discovery.

As Sienna and several others noticed the beginning of a glowing disc hanging in the air, they cheered.

“We can go to Earth,” I said, hoping that wouldn’t be too disappointing to them.

It led to more happy cries, but it had me worried. Of all the places it could have gone, for this corruption stronghold to be connected to the one planet in the sector that had never had a big population of them, I suspected Earth might not be as corruption-free as we’d hoped.

If this queen handler had been able to portal there and investigate and fight or make more of her minions, we might really be in trouble.

Still, it gave us a place to escape without having to fight our way out. And we could then go to Ashaire if we wanted to and try to portal after Ranoctil from there. If we wanted to continue after the opal dragon, we had just found a way.

After all the ups and downs of the last few hours, it took all my composure to hold on and make the portal large enough to send people through it, one by one. A soldier from Earth went first. Someone uninjured, known to Scarlet and native. It would make sure she was as relaxed as possible about seeing the unexpected portal.

Once they were through, several dragons went, and then the wounded and the bodies of the dragons who had died here. I could barely look as they were carried through. I hadn’t lost many dragons along the way, and it hurt to have lost two while having Ranoctil taken from us.

While more and more of the team went through the portal, my remaining army shrank until there weren’t many more dragons than were holding the doorways against the enemy here. Matraphiel remained on my shoulder, more tired than he wanted to let on and unwilling to leave me after everything we’d been through.

I had enough magic left and no other need for it now that I pushed a huge wave down each hallway out from us, killing a few last shadow catchers and freeing up all the groups. They hurried through the portal until only Kryos, Cios, Greta, Douglas, and I remained. Even Sienna had gone through, eager to see her daughter and get more supplies to see if we could continue the fight.

Although I didn’t know if I had the strength to keep fighting against overwhelming odds, I knew we couldn’t rest if there was any chance to get to the planet Ranoctil had been taken to. Even if all we established was that we could get there, then we came up with a plan.

“Go through,” I told all my companions, already letting the portal begin closing and shrinking.

I pulsed one more wave of magic out, keeping the enemy back to buy us some more time. Douglas hesitated, and Kryos motioned for Cios and Greta to head out, but the latter was especially reluctant.

“Go. We can’t stay here, but we’ll come back. Don’t worry.” My words came out firm and calm, far more controlled than I actually felt about the situation. In a lot of ways, it was a good lie, but I also refused to let go of hope.

They all went through, but Douglas grabbed my hand, pulling me into the portal after him.

For a short while, I was floating into nothing, the pain and tiredness all gone and melted away, and then I came flying out of the portal. It continued to shrink, and I helped it along as I took in the situation around me.

Scarlet was nearby, her mother, Cios and several other commanders discussing what had happened. I didn’t approach any of them, not sure I could bring myself to tell anyone that Ranoctil had been pulled into a trap because I’d assumed it was a trap for me and had the arrogance to assume that I could get out of it.

All I wanted to talk about was how we were going to rescue him.

Already, Scarlet was giving commands, including getting my people medical attention, food and water, and calling for as many magic batteries as they could spare. I appreciated all of it and focused on what I would need to do next.

My body was exhausted, so many aches and pains shuddering through it, but I didn’t want to think about it too much, or I wouldn’t be able to keep going. Douglas was right beside me, and he pressed some kind of cereal bar into my hand as soon as they were handed out.

I focused on the portal, shutting it as quickly as I could so I could open another to Ashaire. Within seconds of me pulling all the magic out of it and closing it down, there was another strange feeling. A mind somewhere connected to it, and only a fraction of a second later, my connection was severed.

The portal seemed to shatter, breaking into pieces of light that burned up into embers before disappearing. Several of us blinked, the noise getting everyone’s attention, even if no one else had felt it.

I only knew what happened because it had already occurred in the last hour or so. The portal had been fully disconnected as if it had never been connected to the portal at the other end. There was now only one way back to Ranoctil’s planet.

Yet again, I reached out to the portal to try and quickly open it up to Ashaire, not dwelling on it. If the corrupted wanted to keep us from being able to portal right into the heart of their base now that we knew they could open it to Earth, I wasn’t going to get upset about it, but I also didn’t plan on wasting time.

When the same forceful explosion happened a second time, cutting me off from Ashaire and then Havilah, I grew shakier and shakier until Douglas and Kryos were practically holding me up.

“What’s just happened?” Scarlet asked, rushing over to me with most of our commanders in tow.

“All the portals,” I replied. “They’ve all been destroyed. We’re stuck here on Earth. All of us.”

Even with Kryos and Douglas trying to help me stay up and Matraphiel flying off my shoulder to remove his weight from me, I sank to my knees. Somehow, the corrupted had taken control of the entire portal system and destroyed it, and I could think of only one way they had been able to do that.

Ranoctil had talked about being commanded to destroy old portal networks when the minds of all the inhabitants across the galaxy had been wiped. So many planets had been shut off and kept out of the way in an effort to protect them. Now that he had been corrupted, it could only have been him who had broken all these connections.

And I didn’t know how he had done it. He couldn’t have been on these planets at the other end. At least, not on all of them.

Panic rippled out from me and through everyone in the room, with Greta and the dragons from other planets the most upset. Everyone wanted to know what was happening, and I thought we would have a riot for a second until Douglas got back to his feet beside me.

“Everyone, stand down and calm down,” Douglas yelled, using magic to project over the voices of so many. “We don’t know exactly what happened, but for now, we’re stuck here. Sit down where you are if you just came through the portal, and we’ll figure this out together. Let Scarlet and her team tend to our wounded, get us supplies, and give the rest of us the quiet to think this through.”

The command did the trick, and everyone else sat down as well, no one intending to argue. I looked around, most of them staring at me or Douglas. A lot of them were scared, concerned, and confused.

Scarlet came over to me with Neritas and several other dragons in tow. She bent down to my level and took my hands.

“You look like you’ve been through hell. Do you need me to take over and get this lot somewhere?”

I shook my head. “There’s nowhere to get them. The portals have all been shattered. I couldn’t open them again if I tried, and there’s no way to ask for help. The corrupted set a trap. I thought it was for me, but it was for Ranoctil. They planned this.”

The words came out of me in a rush, hoping to get her to understand. I should have done better than this. We shouldn’t have this problem. And I didn’t know what to do about it.

“Can we recreate the portals? Get everyone back to their planets and figure out how to stop him?” Scarlet didn’t miss a beat, calm despite the chaos around us both.

Again, I had to say no. “I don’t know how, and I definitely don’t have the strength right now. We can’t even reach the Protectorate to ask for help.”

“All right. I’m going to get everyone here to a place to rest, and then we’ll figure this out. You’re all safe, and this planet is still corruption-free. We can all work together to open another portal once we’ve had time to rest, recover, and make a new plan.”

Scarlet walked off before I could thank her for handling this, leaving me to slip even farther down. Douglas finally sat down beside me and wrapped his arms around me despite the armor. I leaned into him, letting my fatigue win for a moment.

Somehow, Douglas, Kryos, and Matraphiel got me to my feet and led me to my room here at the castle. I didn’t know what to say to any of them, but none of them asked me questions or made any demands of me, and for now, that was enough.

I didn’t know how I was going to fix this or if I even could, but I didn’t want to be alone or to have to keep fighting anymore right now.

Despite the desire to rest, every time I thought about the people on Ranoctil’s planet, the gryphons waiting for us, and the creatures relying on us to protect them, it was as if someone had punched me in the gut.

“We’ll get back there,” Douglas whispered to me when I told him yet another fear or worry. “I know you, and I know us. We aren’t going to give up, but it’s like Greta said. Sometimes, we will lose a battle. We’ve lost this one, but we’ll win the war.”

Matraphiel jumped up onto the bed as Douglas helped me out of my armor and checked over each wound I had. Some of them were worse than I had realized, and he opened a few wounds up again. I used a little of the remaining magic to try and heal myself, but there was only so much I could do. I was beyond exhausted and covered in cuts, bruises, and gashes where several handlers had taken chunks out of me.

I didn’t know what to do other than lie down and wait for the pain to fade.

No matter how quickly we gathered ourselves or if we managed to somehow contact the Protectorate, I knew one thing was likely. It would be too late for Ranoctil.

The opal dragon was corrupted, and now, he would wage war on the sector of planets he had spent his entire life protecting.

And it was all my fault.


EPILOGUE


As soon as I was awake and able to move, I pulled on clothes and headed back to Scarlet’s war room. She was already there with some of the commanders, but a lot of the dragons and soldiers who had fought with us were still out cold.

“Hey,” Douglas said, coming over to me and putting his arms around my waist. “You look a lot better after getting some sleep.”

“Did you sleep at all?” I asked him, wondering what sort of meeting they’d been having before I’d walked in. No one appeared to want to talk now, and it was hard not to feel the accusation and blame in the silence, even if it was simply me projecting my own feelings of anger toward myself.

“A little, but I’m hurting, too. I knew you wouldn’t want to sleep for long, either.” Douglas had either predicted how I was feeling and wanted to reassure me or was determined not to let me be angry at myself or dwell on the mistakes I had made. He encouraged me to come to the table and sit down.

Scarlet filled me in on what they had been discussing while Douglas grabbed a plate and put some snacks on it. I hadn’t wanted to admit how hungry I was, but we had been fighting for hours before we’d come to Earth, and other than a few snack bars, I’d had no sustenance of any kind.

“We know this is a tough ask, but do you have any idea how to reopen portals?” Scarlet asked me.

“In theory, yes. They’re similar to the portals we have opened between places on the same planet, but much bigger and requiring much larger amounts of magic and skill. There’s a reason there aren’t many of them.” I frowned, knowing how negative I sounded. This was an almost impossible task.

Even if I spent every waking moment trying and learning, it could be months before I opened a portal that we could trust. And I couldn’t be sure that Ranoctil wouldn’t just shut them down again somehow.

Over the next two hours, while commanders came and went, and we consumed food and plenty of hot drinks and water, I went over all I remembered with Scarlet and any other information I could give her to help fix this mess. None of it seemed to help, even if it built up a picture of what had happened.

To her credit, Scarlet listened and made no judgment on the decisions. I also got to hear what happened to some of the other commanders when they had been away from me. We had definitely been targeted with the intention of delaying us and splitting us into separate groups.

“I don’t think the queen handler intended the trap for Ranoctil specifically.” Scarlet looked around the table at all the dragons present. “It sounds as if she would have taken any of you. The secret portal was an escape plan, but also for reinforcements.”

“What makes you say that?” Jace asked, no doubt in her voice, only a desire to understand what Scarlet was talking about.

“The way the handler behaved and who was on the other end of the portal. She was taking orders and also dividing all of you up. When you got close to the portal, she appeared to panic. Handlers and minions flooded you any time you got close to any tunnels that led to the portal.”

It was an interesting theory, and it had merit, but it was also incredibly convenient that Ranoctil had been able to break off all the portals. Kryos said as much, echoing my thoughts.

“The corrupted had no way of knowing Ranoctil knew how to do that,” Scarlet replied without missing a beat. “Think about it. If they wanted to get Arty back here and cut her off, then why would they have fought her getting to the portal so hard or dragged Ranoctil through it to an entirely different location? They were scared and reacting to you getting far deeper into their compound than they intended.”

Although Scarlet spoke passionately and seemed convinced of her idea, I wasn’t so sure. “It definitely had the structure of a trap.”

“Yes,” Scarlet replied, agreeing with me. “About that, I think you’re right. It was a trap. But for possibly any of you. Either way, it doesn’t change much now. The plan needs to be the same. To get those portals open and find Ranoctil as soon as we can. Until we’ve got a way to portal to the other planets, there isn’t a lot we can do. I’m going to go to the Isle of the Ancestors, but that’s about all I can do.”

I frowned as most of the people in the room got up and left. Opening the portal was a task only I was likely to be able to do. Of every dragon we had, I had the greatest amount of raw power, and I was the only one with even a little knowledge and skill in opening portals. Everyone would sit around and wait for me to figure this out.

Before I could stop him, Douglas sat down beside me again and pulled me into a hug. Tears flowed down my cheeks as I tried to process the situation.

“I know you don’t feel strong right now, Arty, but I know you.” He spoke quietly but firmly before wiping my tears away with his thumb. “You’re going to not only get those portals open for us again, but you’re going to figure out how to open up the last channel you need to ascend and become an opal dragon.”

“How can you know all that?” I asked, feeling the exact opposite.

Douglas shifted so he could look me full in the face. “Because I’ve seen it before. The enemy wants us to believe that we’re not good enough, and it will always find a way. But it always makes the same mistake. It forgets that dragons and humans share one very important trait. We don’t quit. No matter how many of us are left. Nor how difficult the task has become. We keep going, keep trying, and find a new way to get the job done.”

As I met his gaze, the first flicker of hope returned. If he believed I was capable of fixing the portals and getting our allies back, maybe there was a chance. Either way, I had to try.

For Ranoctil’s sake, I couldn’t quit.

Not now. Not when his people needed me.
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