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      Her arms had grown tired from working the bow.

      Day in and day out, the threat would rear its head. They won close victories, it was true—and for a time, they'd fool themselves into believing peace was on the horizon. But with each successive battle, the Fae incurred greater losses. A swordsman here, a fellow archer there... There seemed no end to the invaders, and eventually Minx knew there'd be no one left to fight alongside her.

      Peace was now a distant memory.

      Still, it was not a time for brooding. She stood atop the walls of the Pandling Grounds Trading Center with a handful of other Fae archers, bow drawn and eye tracing the route of a rampaging Plurn. The maniac warrior, armed with a hammer and stomping across the field with his fangs bared, intended to enter the gate and wreak havoc. If he found the way barred, he would, like so many before him, resort to bashing the stone walls with his sledge in the hopes of toppling the Trade Center's defenses and making things easier for those who came next. These wild attackers utilized the same reckless tactics without the least concern for their own safety. Like insects joined by the same hive mind, the remnants of the dark army were all too happy to sacrifice a few of their own in order to achieve victory. The cost of said victory didn't appear to be a consideration.

      Minx's gaze kept pace with his charge, and slowly exhaling she let her shot fly, the arrow arcing downward and sinking into the Plurn's chest. The warrior crashed to the ground at once, the hammer falling from his grasp and landing near the swords and other weapons his dead allies had earlier left behind. He writhed there a moment, cursing the archers with his final gasps and perished with his eyes fixed on the gunmetal skies overhead. The entire episode had played out within less than a minute—from the initial nocking of the arrow to the ruffian's final stirrings.

      She lowered the bow, sighed and looked out across the field, preparing to start the process all over again. There wasn't enough time to celebrate even these small victories; recent experience had taught her that where one such marauder appeared, another twenty or thirty were never far behind.

      “Nice shot,” offered one of the other archers. He was one of the younger ones—a good shot on the range, but lacking confidence in the face of a living, breathing enemy. The vast majority of the Fae were in exactly his position. Not since the times of the Great Dragon Wars had her people faced a threat of this kind. “How many is that today, Dragon Hunter?”

      She cringed at being so addressed—not the least because any talk of dragons roused painful memories in her. “Fifteen... maybe twenty,” she muttered, pulling another arrow from her quiver. “Keep your eye on the field,” she warned. “More will be on the way.”

      Noting her gruffness, the other archer snapped to attention and began canvassing the distance for new targets.

      Only a short while ago, this had been the site of a tremendous battle. It had been here that the Fae, along with the dragons of the Talon Range guard, had turned back the dark army led by Valry of the Wuff and Torrent, an enigmatic mage with terrifying skills in the dark arts. Despite all odds, the Fae had been victorious thanks to a late intervention on the part of the Talon Range Guard. The field remained peppered with large ditches created by erupting fireballs, and the soil still reeked with the scent of flame. That victory had been among the happiest moments of her life. Her people had been saved, and the Fae and the dragons had worked together after countless years of strife, seeming ready for reconciliation.

      And Kaleb had been with her, too.

      She had only to think about the young dragon shifter to throw herself into a frenzy of irritation and anxiety. Their acquaintance had been brief, but their days on the road had seen them become close allies. They had begun as enemies, only to reluctantly join forces and find that they were, in fact, capable partners. Toward the end, after all they'd been through, certain romantic feelings had begun to stir between the two of them.

      Or, at least, it had seemed that way. Now, so many weeks since their parting, Minx could no longer be sure that Kaleb had ever cared about her. Thoughts of him were likelier to inspire sadness and despair than their prior warmth.

      Most nights, when drifting to sleep, she would revisit that final moment they'd shared, in the glade. The memory of Kaleb's kiss still lived on her lips, and she remembered his assurances of future visits, of a reunion. Unfortunately, since that day, Minx had seen neither hide nor hair of the dragon shifter. In those moments when she was not on combat duty, patrolling the territory for waves of rogue attackers, she found herself descending into total bitterness.

      I wonder how he's doing... she wondered as she strode across the cobblestones, bow held low. Will he return soon? Does he even want to come back and see me? I wonder if he's even thought about me since he left...

      Down below, pacing near the entrance gate, was her Faelyr companion, Mau. The enormous felid stole a glance at her, and without even tapping into their telepathic connection seemed to know what was on Minx's mind. You've been up there awhile. Maybe you could use a break, Minx...

      I'm fine, the Fae huntress was quick to reply. There may be more on the way soon. They've been relentless today. She wasn't eager for more combat. Her arms and fingers ached for the constant bow work of recent days. Continuing her surveillance atop the wall made it easier for her to shift focus away from the things that really bothered her, however. She could live with sore muscles and calloused fingers. What she couldn't abide was the sadness that threatened to overtake her whenever she found herself alone with time to think.

      A medical tent had been set up in the main square, across from the barred front gate, to care for the wounded Fae warriors. During the first few days, only a few of the beds within the structure had been filled. Now, nearly half of them were occupied by her war-ravaged allies. Daily casualty numbers remained low; indeed, the High Council spent a good deal of time congratulating the territory defense forces and highlighting the fact that the enemy's death toll was far higher. But those on the High Council rarely fought on the front lines like she did, and they didn't see what the remnants of the dark army routinely did to her people.

      Just two days before, Minx had watched a young, inexperienced lancer wander too far from the walls in a survey of the surrounding woods. The sun had been setting, infusing the land with shadow and giving the enemy forces a good deal of cover. While poking around, he'd been ambushed by three Krah warriors, who'd wasted no time in beating him to death. Minx had managed to snipe one and to scare off the other two, but the damage had been done.

      One by one, the Fae would continue to lose warriors in exactly this fashion. Their forces would dwindle before too long, and the enemy, eventually, would overpower them. It was a mathematical certainty.

      And this time, no dragon would be by to save them.

      Over the past few weeks, she had received visions in the night from Heilo Lake, the precious site deep in Fae territory that her kind were solemnly tasked with protecting. The Lake reached out to her most often in dreams, but had also begun speaking to her in waking life. Its messages were always the same.

      The light of the lake will be snuffed out. You must gather a dragon's hide before Torrent does.

      Things would have been much easier had Minx simply accomplished the mission she'd originally been given. The delivery of a dragon's hide to the Elders would have been as neat and tidy an end to things as one could ask for. With such a hide, the warding spells around Pandling Grounds and Heilo Lake could be reinforced, protecting the Fae against aggressive outsiders. Even at that very moment, as she patrolled the wall and repelled invaders, the protective wards were failing. There was no telling how long they would last without a fresh dragon's hide, and tensions within the community were running high as a result of this gradual weakening. Sometimes, especially when her sadness got the better of her, she wished she'd simply gone along with it.

      The Fae Elders had arranged a handful of meetings with her in the weeks since the great battle had taken place. Because the previous effort had ultimately been victorious, she was not charged with any crime for allowing dragons of the Talon Range to temporarily access the Lake, but was consistently urged to live up to her title—that of Dragon Hunter—and reembark on a quest to claim a dragon's hide.

      And each time, her answer was the same.

      “No,” she'd told them numerous times. “My conscience won't allow it. After all the progress we've made with the dragons, I can't just kill one. They risked their lives to help us, and this is how you'd repay them?”

      Her refusal was understood; in fact, some even sympathized with her position and lamented the situation. The Lake and the Elders weren't going to take “no” for an answer forever, though. They wanted a hide and didn't care what relationships were destroyed in the process of procuring one. As far as they were concerned, the dragons were expendable outsiders and could never be true equals to the Fae. Their assistance in battle had been much appreciated, but it was not something any of the Elders were willing to rely on moving forward.

      “And where, I wonder, are the dragons now?” one of the Elders had asked her during a recent meeting. “Our people are still being preyed upon by remnants of the dark army, are they not? If the dragons are truly our allies, then why haven't they sent more aid? You see, Minx? You aren't thinking clearly. Your personal feelings have clouded your judgement in this matter. If the dragons were truly dependable friends, then they would come to our aid at any hour. But where are they? Scurrying around in their distant mountain, perhaps?”

      To this, Minx had been unable to give a good answer. The dragons were largely uninterested in a peaceful, cooperative relationship with the Fae. Kaleb's own father had said as much, and she recalled with annoyance the disdain many of the Talon Guard generals had felt toward her kind. They had helped turn the tide of the great battle, it was true, but their participation had amounted to little more than a fluke. They weren't allies that the Fae could rely on, and Minx knew it.

      She hoped, of course, that things would change. With Kaleb at her side, she'd seen firsthand what was possible when dragons and Fae worked together. Kaleb's optimism had driven him to appeal to the leaders of the Talon Range guard for assistance, and he, too, insisted that the two races could enjoy a worthwhile alliance.

      But where was Kaleb now? She imagined him pacing about the inside of that gorgeous mountain fortress in the Talon Range, or soaring in the skies toward far-off glades. Kaleb said a lot of things, but you haven't heard a thing from him in weeks. Maybe he changed his mind. She gulped. Or maybe... he never meant a word of it.

      “Here come a few more!” declared one of the archers, pointing out a throng of Wuffs armed with spears and swords.

      Minx shoved her thoughts aside and raised her bow.

      Taking aim, she watched the enemy approach the gate and prepared, once again, to do what she was best at.
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      Her shift ended just before sundown. A new troop of archers took their place atop the wall and Minx was allowed to return home. She and Mau strolled through the Trading Center and passed into the forest, walking by old Winterlimb on their way into Pan. The trees were alive as the canopy settled into the hues of dusk, with numerous Fae chattering on their tree-side decks or from their tree-top windows. Some called out to Minx, asking about how many marauders had visited the territory that day, how many she had executed during her shift. She'd always been well-respected for her skill in battle, but recently she'd become something of a star.

      Minx ignored them all, striding on with her head low.

      Ah, you should talk to them! It would do you some good! This brooding isn't healthy, Minx. Your people are proud of you. The least you can do is stop and chat, nagged Mau as they walked along.

      I guess you couldn't tell, but I'm not exactly in a talking mood, countered the Fae huntress, letting her long, dark hair down and starting up the steps to her home. The pair ascended up the side of the tree and slipped silently into the house. Minx hurriedly lit a number of lanterns throughout the abode and then settled onto the edge of her bed, removing her armor. Setting it in the corner, along with her bow and quiver, she stretched and started barefoot into the next room, in search of something to eat. This whole thing has been exhausting, she confided, rummaging through her stores of food and putting together a simple meal. How much longer will this go on? How many more could be out there? Will it ever end?

      Of course it will. There can't be many left. The dragons took out loads of them during the battle. The ones we're seeing now are just gangs of marauders who got separated from the larger force during the retreat. Within a few days they'll stop coming by altogether. Just you watch. The Faelyr helped herself to a bit of water and then curled up next to the bed, purring. Try and relax. You know what helps me when I feel too high strung? A nap.

      Minx flinched, dropping the handful of nuts she'd funneled into her palm. Must be nice.

      The Fae huntress felt capable of just about anything in that moment.

      She felt as though she could travel to the Talon Range on foot to see Kaleb.

      She felt as though she could kill another dozen, another hundred invaders, if that was what duty called her to do.

      But the one thing she couldn't envision herself doing under the circumstances was to “relax”.

      She took a seat near her window and tried to eat, but the food was flavorless to her. Her heart ached as she considered the state of her life. She missed Kaleb, certainly, but her sadness ran far deeper than that. In the fray, her mother had died—had been murdered by Valry and her men—and she still hadn't found the time to properly mourn her. The breakneck pace of the daily sorties had prevented her from focusing on that loss, and every time she remembered that her mother had passed, it proved a rude shock.

      She turned from the window, her appetite depleted despite the physical toll of the day's work, and buried her head in her hands. Mau, noting her partner's despondence, started toward her. Hey, things are hard now, but they'll get better. The dark army has been defeated and you're a hero among the Fae. I know that things aren't perfect, but don't lose heart. You've done wonderfully up to this point. The Faelyr rubbed up against her leg in an attempt to soothe her.

      Minx grit her teeth to keep the tears at bay. My mother is gone, Mau. I let her down. And every day that I refuse to deliver a dragon's hide to the Elders, I'm letting my people down, too. It doesn't matter that they celebrate or respect me. If they knew the truth, they'd cast me out of here. Father hasn't been handling mother's passing very well, but he's been so wrapped up in all of this that he hasn't had time to mourn, either. And then the dragons... and Kaleb...

      There was no stopping it. The tears ran down her cheeks and she lowered her head against the table. Mau's pep talks sometimes did the job, but today she couldn't find any bright side to speak of. There was only dread, both of the present and of the future. What could she possibly look forward to each day, struggling against the relentless warriors that sought to destroy the territory? No matter how she looked at things, she couldn't envision her life getting better. There would be no bringing back her mother or any of the others that had died. She would continue to watch her fellow Fae warriors get struck down—and might even lose her own life if she wasn't careful. Mau was always at her side, and she took comfort in the Faelyr's presence, but even this close companion couldn't fill the gap in her heart completely.

      There was no getting around the feeling that she had failed at everything. There was a great irony in her being celebrated as a heroine, in her being called Dragon Hunter after everything that had happened. You're a fraud, an embarrassment. They should strip you of your title, of your rank as a Royal Fae. If they really knew how badly you messed things up, they would spit at you as you walked by.

      Her sadness turned to anger as she reflected on the great battle and the faith she'd put in the dragons. The Talon Range guard had been happy to assist during the final hour, and to reap a good deal of the praise for the victory, but they were nowhere to be found now that the Fae had to deal with the raiding remnants. She'd been naive to think the Fae and the dragons could be allies—and she'd been stupid to think that she and Kaleb could ever have a future together. You just had to go and get carried away, didn't you? You're so naive, so clueless... A dragon and a Fae? It would never have worked, so why did you risk everything for his sake?

      Her thoughts turned toward that final embrace they'd shared... the kiss... Angry though she was, Minx's pulse shot up at the reminder and she found she longed for him still. Hot frustration stung her eyes as she fought to shelve her memories of Kaleb.

      Minx, what could you have done differently? You trusted your heart, your conscience. Under the circumstances, you did what you thought was best, Mau purred. Things didn't work out, but you don't have to be so hard on yourself. You're still a hero—the greatest hero of the Fae!

      She wiped her eyes and curled up beside Mau, taking a deep breath. I'm no hero, she told the Faelyr. Our people are still dying. If I'd done what I'd been instructed to do, our territories would be safe. Even as we speak the warding spells are diminishing. Instead of fulfilling my duty, I was selfish. I let myself get carried away with... Kaleb's face rose up in the eye of her mind, and she couldn't find it in herself to speak his name.

      It's in the past now, replied Mau. There's no changing it. Maybe you could have done things differently, but you've still sacrificed so much in the name of defending Pan and Heilo Lake. No one would call you a failure. Far from it! If the people knew everything you'd gone through, they would love you all the more. Don't sell yourself short.

      But they'll keep coming, Mau. The death and destruction will continue. She nibbled nervously at her thumbnail. How many do you think there are? Are they still in contact with Torrent? Or... Valry? Minx grimaced. I had a chance to destroy her, you know. When I defeated her in single combat, I could have struck her down. I had ample time to fire an arrow, to put an end to her right then and there. But  I chose to run my mouth, instead. If she's still out there, directing these smaller groups of troops, then I only have myself to blame. It's just another in a long series of oversights.

      The Faelyr considered this for a time. If Valry survived, then she'll turn up before too long. She's a proud fighter, and you can be sure she'll come looking for revenge after the humiliation dealt by your hand. You may get another chance to dispose of her. Just make sure you take it next time.

      The pair were startled by a sudden clamor outside their window.

      They sat bolt upright, knowing at once the significance of the sound.

      Again? asked Minx. At this hour? They should be sleeping right now—setting up camps!

      It was the ringing of the raid bells, indicating a fresh incursion by hostile forces and a call for reinforcements at the walls of the Trading Center.

      Judging by how hard they're ringing, it may be a large group. I wonder what has them so fired up at night? Most of them have come during the day. Minx gained her feet and returned to her bedroom, retrieving her armor. She slid on the shoulder guards and wrist gauntlets, then re-laced her long boots so tightly she couldn't help but wince. Is this the kind of thing we can look forward to every night, Mau? Is this the new normal? Will it ever end?

      The ringing continued and Mau paced around near the front door, sniffing the evening air. Hard to say. Let's make quick work of them, send a message. What do you say?

      Minx strode toward the door, her dark hair cascading over one shoulder as she bent down to pick up her bow and quiver. Duty calls, I suppose.
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      The raid bells continued ringing through the territory even as Minx and Mau arrived in the Trading Center, and the warriors tasked with ringing them looked panicked as they did so.

      Upon nearing the gate, Minx understood why.

      “W-What's this?” blurted the Fae huntress at sighting the howling legion marching on the Trading Center entrance. This wave of attack was unlike the others she'd dealt with in recent days. In fact, the last time she'd seen a force of this size had been during the great battle itself. There were not thousands outside the gate, but there were many dozens, perhaps even a few hundred, and they had about them the look of an organized militia.

      She found her father amongst those who had responded to the call and approached him. Valdar greeted her with a nod. “It seems there were more survivors than we initially believed...” He had donned his leather armor and was armed with his ceremonial longsword. “I was not expecting this. It's imperative that we move quickly to secure the wall and gate. I have scouts placed elsewhere, looking for signs of other mobs. Hopefully this is the only one for tonight...”

      Other Fae swordsmen, white in the face for the tremendous threat advancing toward them, chattered nervously amongst themselves. It was only at seeing Minx that their manner changed. “Oh, it's Dragon Hunter!” declared one with seeming relief. “Now we've got a chance!”

      Minx's cheeks reddened and she lowered her gaze, feeling unworthy of the praise. If only I'd done my job, this army wouldn't be here in the first place... she thought.

      “Minx, take your position atop the wall and take out as many as you can. Pay special attention to those armed with heavy weapons that could threaten the walls. If the walls are breached, they'll have a much easier time gaining entry.” Valdar motioned to the wall where several other archers were already stationed. “And if you find either Valry or Torrent among them, be sure to crush them. I suspect these lingering marauders are more organized than we previously believed. They're taking orders from someone, so let us cleave the head from the snake, so to speak. Without commanders, they'll flounder.”

      She nodded firmly. “Yes, father.” Leaving Mau to assist the swordsmen and lancers down below, Minx climbed the wall and joined the other archers, peering over the boundary of the Trading Center and getting her first proper look at the marching legions outside.

      For a moment, she felt as though her legs would give out on her. This was going to be difficult—with or without an overrated Dragon Hunter assisting.

      Wuffs, Plurn and Krah, many of them wielding torches, marched steadily across the field and prepared to storm the walls. Minx knew that swaths of the warriors in the first wave would perish, but those behind them would either try and scale the walls, destroy the stones at their base, or else attempt a breach of the gate. Moreover, there were archers in their ranks, meaning that if Minx and the others weren't careful, they'd get sniped before they even had a chance to draw their bows.

      Mau, began the Fae huntress, glancing at her companion below, this is madness. Where did they all come from? How did they manage to organize so quickly? In the past few weeks, we've killed many dozens—how are there still so many left?

      The Faelyr's fur bristled and she paced behind the row of lancers in wait. Perhaps the army was bigger than we realized—maybe Torrent didn't show his full hand last time, and is launching a large attack when we least expected one.

      Torrent's power had been incredible. Minx remembered how easily she'd been dispatched by the terrifying spell-caster during their previous run-in. Kaleb, too—no matter his frightful strength as a dragon of the Pyra Clan—had been unable to harm him. They had learned prior to the great battle that Torrent had joined forces with Valry, and had contributed legions of strange, foul warriors to Valry's already impressive army.

      That army, it seemed, was still marching under someone's orders.

      “Stand firm,” Minx told the other archers. She wasn't the only one daunted by the size of the invading force, and noticed that a handful of her fellow archers were shuddering in anticipation of the battle. “We beat them once, we can beat them again!” It was her duty to keep up morale. Her experience in battle made her unique among the Fae, and if she didn't put on a brave face and rally for them, the battle would be over before it even started.

      One of the archers, a middle-aged Fae with a brown braid in his hair, chuckled darkly. “Y-Yeah, but last time we had the dragons helping us. This time, we're on our own.”

      The others grumbled in agreement.

      Minx couldn't argue with him. This time, the Fae had no choice but to go at it alone. She teased an arrow from her quiver, nocked it and stood at the ready, watching the first wave advance toward the wall. “We are still Fae. We won't be overcome by this mongrel force.”

      “Aim!” ordered her father from down below, his voice booming across the silent square.

      Minx and the others did as they were told. The Fae huntress singled out a Wuff torchbearer near the front of the line as her first target. If they want to attack us after sunset, they'll have to fight in the dark.

      “Fire!” shouted Valdar, longsword raised.

      A swarm of arrows flew from the top of the wall, sailing straight into the incoming marauders.

      The battle was on.

      The only option available to Minx—to any of the Fae—was to fight. They had no choice but to fight with all their strength, holding their positions firmly and operating with the utmost efficiency. Anything less would allow the enemy to gain ground.

      There was a certain comfort in this struggle, despite the terror she felt at the prospect of defeat. Rattling off one arrow after another, sending out successive volleys in an almost mechanical fashion, allowed her to bury the dark thoughts that had been plaguing her only moments ago. As she stood on the wall, fighting for her life, and for the safety of her people, she didn't have to think about her mother, or about Kaleb, or about anything else that troubled her.

      Her entire existence had been condensed into a mere three actions.

      Load.

      Aim.

      Fire.

      Minx paid special attention to the Wuff archers flooding in behind the vanguard of torch-bearers and swordsmen. She showered them with arrows before they could even reach into their quivers, all in the interest of defending her fellow bowmen. The Fae had produced many skilled warriors, but those sharing the wall with her skewed on the younger side, and lacked experience. They took too long in aiming, hesitated during inopportune times and failed to account for return fire from enemy archers. Taking them under her wing, Minx did everything in her power to pick off the enemy snipers before they could clear the wall.

      A Krah warrior with heavy armor and a steel sledge ran past the rest and buried the tip of his weapon in the wall with a rattling crash that could be heard over the heat of battle. Minx stepped to the edge of the wall and sized him up, realizing she couldn't manage a good shot from where she stood. I can't get him from here. He's too close to the wall. Someone would have to engage him from close quarters. She cursed herself for not taking him out earlier, and then turned to Valdar below, signaling to him. “Father, one of them is attacking the wall! We need a small force to engage these types directly!”

      With the utmost reticence, her father gave the order. “Ten swordsmen! I need ten of you!” He singled out a few of the nervous swordsmen in his midst, beckoning to them. “Form a line and defend the wall. The archers will cover you, but it's imperative that we protect the stone! If the outer defense is penetrated, they will run riot!”

      The swordsmen climbed the wall and hastily lowered themselves onto its other side with ropes to keep from opening the gate and risking an enemy charge. Now on the ground, the ten Fae swordsmen drew their weapons and immediately set their sights on the ruffians attacking the stonework. The heavily-armored Krah was still working at it, his beefy green arms hammering the sledge like mad. His single-minded efforts would surely pulverize the outer stones of the wall if he was allowed to continue uninterrupted, and in the masses of warriors surging behind him there were doubtlessly several others intent on joining him in chipping away at the barrier.

      The swordsmen fanned out, forming a line before the wall in the hopes of intercepting the next wave of wall-breakers. Two of them, visibly nervous for the savageness of the Krah, engaged the warrior at the wall, rushing at him with piercing cries. The panting lizard-man had thankfully tired himself out in battering the wall, and so was unable to put up a good fight against the Fae warriors that teamed up against him. He was promptly cut down where he stood, though both of the Fae swordsmen remarked on the damages he'd left behind. “He broke several bricks. The wall's a bit thin here!” called out one of them before returning to formation.

      Great... A few more of those and the Trading Center will be easy pickings... Minx did her best to snipe any warriors who got too close to the thin line of swordsmen, but it soon became clear that she couldn't cover all of them herself. She couldn't keep up with the mad rush on her own, and the other archers were too sluggish to fill in the gaps. She began firing arrows two at a time, neutralizing the most pressing targets, but the others on the wall couldn't operate at the same pace. They missed various shots due to the low lighting on the battlefield, or fumbled with their arrows due to the shaking of their hands. The realities of war were far too terrifying for the majority of them. “Come on!” she called to her allies. “Take careful aim and then fire. Don't overthink it!”

      The Fae huntress, nearly out of arrows, drew from a spare quiver nearby and continued her relentless assault. Already she had gone through twenty-five or thirty arrows, nearly each representing a hit. There were so many targets surging toward the Trading Center walls however that she hardly felt she'd put a dent in them. As her arms ached and her fingers bled for the constant stress of the bow string, she remembered what it had been like fighting alongside Kaleb and the other dragons. She recalled his frightening power whenever he took on his dragon form—the devastating fire attacks he was able to launch, and the disorienting effect of his leathery wings on windswept targets.

      She wished he was there, longed for him. If only Kaleb were here, this would be different. We'd crush this force easily. Minx was no stranger to pride, and admitting that Kaleb was the more capable warrior was a difficult thing for her to do. But after having fought many battles by his side, she'd grown to admire his power and technique—and she missed it, now that it was gone.

      How's it going up there? chanced Mau from down below.

      We need the dragons, was Minx's reply. This isn't going to work, Mau. We can't hold them back forever. If we're going to crush this army permanently, we're going to need their help. I wish it wasn't the case, but... We should reach out to them. If Kaleb hears about what we've dealt with, I'm sure he'll agree to help. Some of the others will, too.

      But... the dragons don't want anything to do with us, countered Mau. How are you supposed to get a dragon to do something they don't want to do? We can't exactly drag them into battle by the ear!

      Kaleb will listen, she insisted, loosing another volley. He'll listen, and he'll help. I'm sure of it.

      There was a cry from down below as one of the Fae swordsmen was struck by a Krah war hammer. The heavy weapon crumpled the swordsman's thin armor and lifted him off the ground. Minx knelt down to get a better vantage point, leaned over the edge of the wall and sent a well-placed arrow into the Krah's breastplate, felling him instantly.

      I was careless. I should have been paying attention instead of speaking to Mau. I could have saved him. She spat, furious with herself. That's another one you've let down—another you've abandoned to die.

      The battle raged for more than an hour before the army began to thin. The remaining dark forces began to retreat as the wall-breakers were killed, leaving only seven of the ten Fae swordsmen standing. Three of those seven had been seriously injured and would spend a good deal of time in the medical tent, further depleting their forces in the near-term. Once more, Fae casualties hadn't been very high, but as the enemy forces dissipated, the blow to morale was undeniable. They'd been unprepared for such an attack, and had seriously underestimated their enemy's numbers.

      Everyone knew instinctively that this was not the last attack. Quite the contrary, they knew that more marauders would come—and it was possible that the next force would dwarf this one. There was no air of joy for their slim victory, no celebration. The war-weary Fae lowered their weapons but could not lower their guard.

      For this reason, Minx was committed to involving the dragons. They had helped once—and she hoped she could convince them to help again. Only with a strong ally could they stomp out this foe once and for all. It would be difficult to appeal to the dragons, with the Talon Range being so far from Pandling Grounds, but Minx would ask her father for a brief leave of absence and—possibly—return with aid. It was a gambit, but the payoff was huge. They'll have to do without me for a little while, but it's better than standing around and waiting for an invasion we can't repel, she thought to herself.

      Minx laid into the stragglers, sniping a handful of Krah and Plurn as they began pulling back from the Trading Center grounds. Finally, the order came from down below. Her father, having consulted with sentries positioned around the area, declared an end to the battle. “They have been repelled!” announced Valdar, his face long and grave as the wounded were carted by. “Those assigned to the evening watch, return to your positions. To those who came as reinforcements, we thank you.”

      The Fae huntress slowly climbed down from her perch, rejoining Mau near the edge of the gate. I need to speak to my father. We're going to the Talon Range, Mau. It's time to bring the dragons back into the fold.

      The Faelyr whimpered, having little faith in the plan, but knew better than to interject as Minx strode purposefully toward her father.

      “Father, this force was much larger than we expected.” Minx motioned through the gate, at the far-off shapes of retreating warriors in the gloom. “We can't keep doing this. They're going to wear us down before too long. I have a request.”

      Valdar, aged in recent weeks by constant anxiety, wrapped an arm around Minx's shoulder and brought her close. “You fought marvelously, my dear, but it is true. At this rate we will be overrun. It appears we have underestimated the size of this remnant force. They exist in greater numbers than we dared believe, and when Torrent and Valry get back on their feet, their ranks will swell even further.” He cleared his throat, speaking quietly. “Now... this request of yours. I don't suppose you mean to—”

      “I want to alert the dragons,” she blurted. “I want to take a few days to travel to the Talon Range. The dragons helped us just a short while ago, and I believe they'll help us again—if we make a solid appeal.” Her father looked poised to deny her on the spot, but she pressed on. “Their aid during the great battle turned the tide in our favor. We don't need an enormous force here, necessarily, just a handful of dragons to participate in patrols and scouting missions. Imagine how much more ground we could cover, how much more we could learn about the size of the enemy force, if we had a few dragons flying reconnaissance for us.”

      Her father considered it briefly, his shoulders slumping. “They would be a great asset,” he conceded. “But even so, Minx, they have made it clear that they do not intend to assist us any further. Their cooperation during the great battle was a gift, but we cannot count on the dragons to save us. The Fae must pull together, must call on other allies—”

      “Who?” demanded Minx, turning toward him. “Who, father? Our ranks are being steadily depleted. Every battle leads to a handful of deaths or grave injuries. Soon, we'll have to build another medical tent. In a few weeks, we'll have no one left to fight on our side with the way things are going. If forces of this size turn up again and again, we will eventually fall to them. Mau and I can only take on so many before we, too, will be overwhelmed. Please allow us to travel to the Talon Range, father. I will plead with the dragons and ask them to help us. Surely Kaleb, at least, will hear us out.”

      He smiled a little, shook his head. “Is that what this is about? Kaleb? You're still thinking about that young shifter, are you?”

      She didn't meet his gaze, her cheeks reddening. “He's a powerful ally, father. And he was instrumental in bringing the dragons here the first time. I think he'll be willing to help us. Our people need assistance. I don't see any other way through this...”

      “The Talon Range is far. Going there by foot will take a few days, even if you travel at a great clip. You won't be carried there by dragons this time around. It would be risky to allow you and Mau to venture so far when we're in need of strong warriors. Especially... when there's no guarantee of your success.” Valdar sighed. “But then, I know you, Minx. You won't let this go until I've given you permission. I suppose, under the circumstances... it may be worthwhile.” He leaned toward her, adding, “But you must be careful, and travel quickly. According to our scouts, the lands beyond our territory have been ravaged by the dark forces. The Krah, Plurn and Wuff are a scourge, and will threaten our local forests if they are not stopped. The path to the Talon Range is sure to be fraught with dangers. Are you sure that the two of you can make the trip safely?”

      Minx nodded firmly. “The two of us can move quickly and quietly. Without a large force bogging us down, we should be able to slip past remnants of the dark army undetected. But if this is going to be effective, we need to leave immediately.”

      “Immediately...” Her father echoed the word with a frown, as though it possessed a foul taste. “All right, then. Pack your things, Minx. You and Mau may travel to the Talon Range. I wish you great success... But please... be careful.”

      She squeezed her father in a brief hug and nodded. “Of course. We'll keep our wits about us and return as quickly as possible—with reinforcements!” Starting from the square with Mau at her side, the Fae huntress marched immediately for her home. Let's go, Mau. There isn't a moment to waste!
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