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      Among the Fae, there was no hunter more capable or fighter more skilled than Minx. But as her father repeated his request, she still couldn't seem to wrap her head around it. “The dragons... they're gathering?” she asked.

      Her father nodded solemnly. “It's as I've told you. They've been spotted in the area recently. I'm afraid we'll need one of their hides if we're to keep the ward in place over Pandling Grounds and Heilo Lake.” He had knocked on her door just moments ago, interrupting an otherwise quiet afternoon, to bring her this mission. “It will be a difficult job,” he warned, “but I'm certain you can handle it. Who else can we rely on, if not you, our Dragon Hunter?” The gravity in his expression faded somewhat and he spared her an encouraging smile.

      Minx had trained for many years, gaining a reputation among the Fae for her ferociousness and skill in battle; such was her expertise that she'd earned the title “Dragon Hunter”. But this would be her first time actually hunting down one of the Royal Dragons whose hides the denizens of Pandling Grounds utilized in their shield spell. Since the end of the Great Dragon Wars that took place many years ago, the monstrous things had been rarely seen, of course. To hear that these beasts were on the move again filled her with excitement—the excitement of one about to rise to a new challenge.

      “So, after all this time they're finally trespassing on our lands?” she asked, rising from the edge of her bed and taking up the bow she'd left sitting against the wall. In the corner, snoozing contentedly, was her Faelyr companion, Mau. She channeled her thoughts at the sleeping lyr, urging her awake. Time to get up, Mau. This is going to be a big hunt, unlike any other.

      The enormous feline opened her eyes, outstretching her paws and loosing a yawn. Oh, what's on the agenda this time around? asked the Faelyr telepathically.

      It's time for me to live up to my title, was Minx's sole reply.

      Mau's bright eyes widened for an instant and she rose from the floor, striding over toward the bed. Is that so? The dragons are getting feisty, I see...

      Her father watched as Minx looked over her weapon, checking its tension and inspecting the arrows in her quiver. His grey brows arched and he smoothed out the folds in his tunic, picking up one of the arrows himself and testing the sharpness of its head. “Do you have everything you need? If you need more arrows, perhaps a new bow, I'm sure we could arrange for⁠—”

      “I've got more than enough,” she assured him with a mischievous grin. Tying back her dark locks into something manageable, she moved to the chest of drawers and pulled her bracelets from the topmost, slipping them onto her wrists and taking care to polish the dull blue stones embedded in them. “To be honest, father, I'd feel like I was cheating if I prepared much more. This poor dragon won't know what hit it.”

      From the side of the bed, Mau offered a telepathic taunt. Now, don't get too full of yourself—else you might get us both killed!

      With great pride in his eyes, her father placed a hand on her shoulder and sized her up. “I know you'll do well, my dear. You're a royal, built for this kind of mission. I haven't the least doubt of your abilities and I'm certain you'll come through for us.” Wrapping her in an embrace, he gently added, “But do be careful. A father worries, after all.”

      She returned his embrace, slinging a slender arm around him. “Of course, father. I'll be back before you know it. Mau and I will see this through.” The loyal Faelyr padded over silently, pausing at her side.

      “All right. I'll be off, then.” Her father spared her one last look—a mix of paternal pride and nerves all at once—and then stepped out into the quiet afternoon.

      Minx fastened the quiver of arrows to her back tightly and adjusted the straps of her calf-high boots. Taking her bow in one hand, she led the way to the door. All right, Mau. Let's do this, she told her Faelyr companion. Let's hunt a dragon. Everyone's relying on us to get this done—and when we finish the job, our social standing is going to hit the roof.

      It helps when your parents are on the Council, doesn't it? offered Mau with a laugh.

      Sure, my mother and father are on the Council, but that doesn't mean I get everything handed to me. If anything, it means I have to work harder than everyone to show my worth. But when we're through with this, there won't be any doubt. I'll have really earned the title of Dragon Hunter.

      They passed through the door and across the platform built into the side of the tree which was their home. Across the canopy were countless other habitations, all of them built into the towering growths of Pan. These ancient, friendly trees, whose roots sometimes acted as pathways between the Fae in the sending and receiving of messages, were riddled with small homes, their occupants taking in the sun on freestanding decks or chatting with neighbors on adjacent limbs. Minx and Mau made their way down the narrow steps winding the length of the tree and arrived finally upon the forest floor. From there, they set out for the oldest tree in the forest; wise Winterlimb. It was beyond him that the steps into the city could be reached.

      So, began Mau as they started past Winterlimb and into the city proper, what's a Royal Dragon doing in the area? They haven't been active in these parts for a long, long time...

      Yes, the big ones haven't been seen around here since the Great Dragon Wars, replied Minx. Some believed them to be extinct. Apparently, that's not the case. I don't know why this thing is poking around now of all times, but it's a good thing, because we need its hide to keep the protection spell going. Without it, Pandling Grounds and Heilo Lake will be vulnerable.

      They trekked past the city, hurrying into the wilds surrounding the bustling Pandling Trade Center. The Trade Center, where members of every race did business, had about it certain rules that all were required to abide by. A ban on all weaponry was at the top of the list. Not wishing to deal with the legal repercussions of toting around her bow within the Trade Center's limits, Minx and Mau skirted the borders of the Trade Center and set off for the neighboring glades, marching through clusters of close-growing trees where they were bathed in shade. From there, they would be able to access the edges of the Pandling Grounds—where the dragon had allegedly been spotted.

      It was a pleasant day, haunted by a fair breeze and the trademark scents of the warm season. The greenery all about them was pronounced, and as the leaves mingled with the sunlight the forest seemed to throb with a dream-like green. The boughs of old trees creaked lyrically with every gust of the wind, and through the canopy could be glimpsed knots of cottony clouds which crawled relentlessly across skies of blue. Minx couldn't have asked for better conditions that this. It's a perfect day for a hunt, she thought as they trudged through the underbrush. Wouldn't you agree?

      Mau didn't reply, however.

      No sooner had the pair broken through one wall of trees and entered a clearing toward the northern side of the Pandling Trade Center did they spy something baffling in the distance. Ordinarily this was a vast and empty space, populated only by travelers on their way in or out of the territory.

      On this day, the plains were anything but empty.

      Minx stood half-way in the shade, peering out into the distance where a great mob had assembled. What's this? she wondered, studying the marching mass. Judging by the armaments of those marching, it appeared that a large army had assembled. An army bound for her home territory, where armed conflict was forbidden, was a dizzying sight. She scanned the throngs narrowly, and found among their ranks members of many races. There were Wuffs among them—Plurn and Krah, too. But what had brought this massive group to the Trade Center in the first place? I've got a bad feeling about this, she thought. Have you ever seen a force like this one descend on the Trade Center? Weapons aren't allowed there—and I imagine they'll frown upon armies, too...

      Perhaps we should go and check it out, offered Mau, stepping out into the clearing. It's not every day you see a swarm of that size headed for the Trade Center. Do you think they mean trouble?

      Minx started into the distance. It's possible...

      Before they arrived within the limits of the Pandling Trade Center, Minx made certain to stash her weapons away, leaving them in a secure spot with Mau for a guardian. Unarmed, she passed into the Trade Center just in time to catch the various folk there, only moments ago engaged in trade, now looking out with concern at the approaching army. The advancing forces had not gone unnoticed by the Pan leadership, and several members of the Council—her own mother and father among them—were now starting through the town square in the interest of ascertaining the mob's purpose.

      Minx pushed her way through the crowd, joining her parents. “Hey!” she called out to her father. “I was just about to head out of the area when I saw this army marching for the Trade Center. Do you know who they are? What they want?”

      Her father's look was grim as he conversed quietly with other Council members. “No,” he said finally. “We don't know what they want. But we're going to find out.”

      Within minutes, the army of Wuff, Plurn and Krah had arrived at the Trade Center gates. The mob was so large that their presence in the entryway all but blocked the movement of wagons in or out of the Trade Center.

      The fox-like Wuffs looked to make up the bulk of the army. Though she had never seen such a thing herself, Minx had heard it said that their war parties could sometimes swell to over a thousand strong. Intelligent and not to be underestimated on the battlefield, the Wuff were an engineered race, created by audacious magic users in ages long passed. Just as Faelyrs, like Mau, were the offspring of the Fae and Lyr-shifters, so too were the Wuff born from the Fae and Fox. Unlike the Faelyrs however, Wuffs retained their humanoid forms, bearing only certain beast-like characteristics, such as tails, pointed ears and fur.

      Then there were the Plurn. These ferocious creatures, a mixture of man, lion and tiger, operated in large prides not unlike their feline counterparts. Unlike the Wuffs, whose societies were matriarchal and centered around pods of women and children, the nomadic Plurn were ruled by vicious males with a perennial inclination toward war. They had a peace treaty with the Wuffs, but the savage power of the Plurn lurked always just beneath the surface.

      Finally there were the Krah, who shuffled amidst the others with their scaly feet and sniffed at the air through serpentine nostrils. Though often terrifying to behold and given to violence, the lizard-like Krah were largely herbivores, and their territories expanded in keeping with their grazing needs. Agile and capable of climbing feats that no other race could hope to aspire to, the fearsome Krah also retained a treaty with the Wuffs.

      Precisely what had drawn this melting pot of powerful warriors to the Trade Center was unclear, but to see them amassed in this way did not inspire peace or confidence in the onlookers. Instead, those who looked on at the army as they jammed up the gate, did so with palpable dread.

      It was a Wuff—a lone female with long, silvery hair—who emerged from the mass of warriors and surveyed the members of the Council with a smirk. “Good day, citizens. Could someone possibly point me to the ones in charge of this Trading Center? You see,” she said, hiking a clawed thumb at the massive army to her back, “we have a long list of demands that need met.”

      It was Minx's mother that stepped forth, motioning to the other members of the Council. “You've come to speak to us, then? The Great Council? What is it that brings you here?” Hands at her sides, she took another step forward, silken robes flowing in the breeze. “This show of force is quite unnecessary. Need I remind you that weapons and combat of any kind are prohibited on Trade Center grounds?”

      The Wuff vixen chuckled darkly, shaking her head. “Show of force? You haven't seen anything yet.” Taking a step toward Minx's mother, she went on, hands on her hips. “You see, we're in a bit of a pinch. Our friends here, the Krah, are in need of more grazing lands. The Plurn have joined us today to ensure we can secure them from our dear friends the Fae.” She tapped at the ground with her clawed foot.

      Minx's mother frowned. “Well, I'm sorry to report we haven't got any grazing lands to spare. You'll have to go elsewhere.”

      “No?” the Wuff feigned sadness, sporting an exaggerated frown. She turned to her fellows, singling out one of the nearby Krah. “You hear that? There's nothing for you! I suppose you'll have to starve!”

      There was a burst of hissing, agitated speech from the masses of Krah.

      “Come to think of it, there's another thing we could use your help with,” continued the vixen. “My people and I need access to Heilo Lake.” She spared a sharp grin, the silvery fur on her arms bristling. She was clad in tight-fitting leather armor, with steel faulds and gauntlets for added protection. Her features were soft and youthful—cute, even—but spoiled by a bestial viciousness. The vixen was armed with a formidable longsword, and her war-like bearing told onlookers everything they needed to now about her skill with it. “Surely that won't be a problem?”

      At this, there arose hushed murmurings amongst the Council members. Minx's mother looked to her husband, then locked the vixen in a steely gaze. “No one is allowed access to Heilo Lake.” Her tone was hard-edged, allowing no room for argument.

      “No one? Not even Valry of the Wuff?” asked the vixen, striking her breast with her fist.

      “No one,” reiterated one of the other Council members. Leaning on a cane of corded wood, the elder statesman shook his head and set his feathery beard quaking. “You should leave this place. We will not be intimidated.”

      Valry took a sudden step toward him, various of her skulk mates following after. “Oh, but you will be intimidated, old man. Here, round this one up,” she ordered a pair of tods at her side. The muscled Wuff warriors abruptly seized the old man and dragged him away from his fellow Council members, his cane falling to the ground and feeble cries on his lips.

      For minutes now, Minx had been on the verge of stepping in. She couldn't bear to sit idly by while this mob intimidated her own parents and threatened to intrude upon Heilo Lake. Had she been armed, she would have let the arrows fly—but with her weapon stashed outside the Trade Center with Mau, she knew she wouldn't stand a chance against an entire army. Sensing her mounting anger, her father placed a hand on her shoulder, as if to say “keep calm”.

      Minx's mother stepped forth and picked up the older councilman's cane, shooting daggers at Valry. “Unhand him immediately! This outrage will not go unpunished. Heilo Lake is ours alone, and we allow no one to access it. But surely you knew this before coming here with your army.”

      Valry chuckled, nodding to another pair of tods waiting in the wings. “Grab this one, too. She's being mouthy.” Without a word, the mighty Wuffs marched to either side of Minx's mother and took her by the arms, dragging her back into the throng. “And take a few more. Wouldn't want them to get lonely.” Tods came forth at once, taking hold of nearby Council members and pulling them away. Some in the army had brought chains with them, and these were fastened around the wrists of the captives—five or six in number before Valry was placated.

      Minx's anger had reached a boiling point. Panicked at seeing her mother pulled away in chains, she prepared to lash out—to fight off the army bare-handed, if necessary—but her father interceded before she could do so. “Please,” pleaded her father, approaching Valry, “reconsider. Release these hostages. There is no need for this. We cannot allow outsiders to access Heilo Lake, but surely we can negotiate on other fronts and find some way to⁠—”

      Valry silenced the Royal Fae with a savage kick, her leathery heel knocking the air from his lungs and sending him falling into Minx's arms. “I'll be very happy to reconsider—as soon as I get what I want, that is.” She bared her sharp teeth in a coquettish smile. “You refuse us access to your special lake, and you have no grazing lands for our friends the Krah. But we have something you want,” she mocked, taking up a lock of Minx's mother's dark hair and running it through her clawed fingers. “I propose a trade for these leaders of yours. Deliver us the hide of a Royal Dragon and we'll return these prisoners safe and sound.”

      “A dragon's hide?” gasped Minx, helping her father to his feet. “But⁠—”

      “It's my final offer,” spat the vixen. “We won't leave here empty-handed. Either you deliver a precious dragon hide within a week, or we kill the hostages. It's that simple.” She raised her right arm over her head and made a quick motion with her hand. At her signal the entire war party began to shift, slowly backing out of the Trade Center entrance. Before she disappeared back into the mass of Wuff, Plurn and Krah, Valry paused to size up the remaining Council members and other onlookers, their eyes wide with terror. “You have one week. Be thankful I've given you that long.”

      Over the course of minutes, the war party marched from the Trade Center, dragging their hostages behind them. The Council members who'd been left behind now clustered together, exchanging panicked glances and despairing over the fate of those kidnapped. “A week? How can we hope to come up with a dragon's hide within a week?” one of them asked.

      “We already needed a dragon's hide for ourselves! Without it, the warding spell will fail and our territories will be vulnerable! We can't afford to just hand such a thing over to her,” muttered another.

      “Father,” said Minx, watching the retreating army, “Mau is waiting nearby, with my bow. If we follow the army and find some high ground, I can take out that Wuff leader and rescue mother.” She knew it was a reckless plan before the words even left her lips, but she was possessed by a fiery anger. This insult was too great to bear, and her desire to save her mother overpowered her. “One shot. That's all it will take. One good shot...”

      “No,” he replied sharply, drawing her close with a tug of the arm. “No, don't be rash. If you attack them, there's every possibility they'll overrun you. Your mother might even perish in the chaos. Don't doubt the viciousness of the Wuff; Valry wasn't lying when she threatened to kill the hostages. She's given us a week to deliver the dragon hide. This will be the only way...”

      “But, Father⁠—!”

      “I mean it,” he continued, taking her into his arms. “It would be reckless to try and fight an entire army with nothing but a bow—whether you're Dragon Hunter or not.” He cleared his throat. “It's true that we need a dragon's hide for ourselves, but... the situation has changed. We must see to it that we can meet this unreasonable demand of Valry's...”

      “So...” Minx lowered her gaze, trying to swallow her anger. “So, we're going to give them what they want? We're... I'm... going to get them a dragon's hide?”

      Her father nodded. “Yes. And you cannot afford to fail. Your mother's life, and the lives of the other hostages, depend on your success.”

      Securing a dragon's hide to ensure the continuation of the warding spell over Pandling Grounds had seemed a big job to her only moments ago. Now, she had to somehow secure two.

      The stakes had gotten higher.

      Much higher.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Minx and Mau both kept close watch over the outskirts of Pan, looking for signs of the reported dragon. They could not afford to let the intruding dragon escape; to do so would only prolong their quest for a hide and put the lives of the hostages at further risk.

      I can't believe it, thought Minx. She sent her thoughts to the watchful Faelyr with extra emphasis. They dragged her and the others off because we wouldn't comply with their requests. What were we supposed to do? We can't let them enter Heilo Lake, Mau.

      Of course not, came Mau's telepathic reply. But worrying about it now isn't going to change things. We need to stay calm, keep a lookout for the dragon. One successful hunt and we can put all of this behind us, she said.

      Not one hunt, corrected the Fae huntress. Two. We're on the hook for two dragons now.

      The job she'd been assigned earlier that day had only become more complicated over the course of hours. Minx needed not one, but two hides. The wellbeing of her mother and the other hostages notwithstanding, the elders of Pandling Grounds still required a dragon's hide to re-cast the protective spell over their territory. The magic involved in working the protective spell could use no substitute. It was only because of the magical barrier that the homelands of the Fae had remained safe and peaceful for so many years—and if she failed now, that safety and peace would evaporate in the blink of an eye. Rather than being remembered as the valiant Dragon Hunter, she would go down in history as a failure if she returned empty-handed. This was something that her pride would never allow her to bear.

      Discussions with her father had been tense and unproductive. She'd pitched him all kinds of different rescue plots, considered different ways to return the hostages to safety without surrendering the precious dragon hide they so sorely needed. He'd dissuaded her at every turn, and had rather cryptically assured her that “The Silence protects, no matter the cost.” She'd pressed him about the meaning of this—what, or who he meant by 'The Silence'—but he hadn't replied.

      Her job, then, remained the same. She still needed to secure a dragon hide. Except that, now, she was working for Valry, too, whether she liked it or not.

      What do the Wuffs want a dragon hide for? pondered Mau.

      Minx thought about it a moment, toying with the tip of an arrow as she kept watch across the canopy. They probably want one for the same reasons we do—to cast a warding spell. That has to be it. We all know the dragons are becoming more active, so it's no coincidence that they're looking for protection, too.

      Ah, you're right, replied Mau. So, when we secure a hide, will we be handing it over to Valry immediately, then?

      Minx tensed at the question. She felt her hands were tied. On the one hand, instinct told her she needed to protect her mother above all costs. If the Wuffs hurt her mother, or worse, she'd never be able to forgive herself. And yet, the importance of the dragon hide to the people of Pandling Grounds could not be overstated. The elders needed it as soon as possible in order to ensure the continued protection of their territories. Without the protective spell in place, a good deal more bloodshed was possible. No. We're going to have to give it to the elders. The warding spell takes priority.

      I see... mewled the Faelyr somberly.

      Since the kidnappings, Fae all across the tree-city of Pan had been mobilized to keep a lookout for dragons. Minx and Mau had personally taken up a spot on wise Winterlimb, and looked far into the distance for signs of the beasts. As she kept watch, she found herself returning to one particular question.

      Why, of all times, had the dragons started becoming active now?

      For countless years since the close of the Great Dragon Wars, the terrible creatures had maintained a ceasefire with the Fae. Conflicts between the two races had been few and something like real peace had sprung up between them. Now, that peace was rapidly crumbling. The dragons had become active in their lands once more, and were being seen by multiple witnesses in Fae territory. Minx couldn't guess why the dragons were on the move again after so long, but this—along with the unrest among the Wuffs, Plurn and Krah—left her ill at ease.

      Look there, said Mau, breaking into her thoughts.

      Minx turned to the distance and spied a flicker of red flashing between breaks in the forest. Far at the edge of Pan, in a small glade, walked something that cast a long shadow. She glimpsed the reddish shimmer of a scaly wing, noted the presence of a ruby-studded tail, and knew that this remote clearing was under the authority of the Fae. The creature sunning itself in that glade—a fire dragon of immense size—was in clear violation of the treaty between the races. Do you see that? she asked Mau. I think it's a fire dragon—Pyra Clan. What's it doing over there?

      Mau set her narrow eyes on the distant beast. Aside from breaking the treaty? I don't know.

      Well, continued Minx, let's go and say hello, then. She loaded her full quiver onto her back, took up her bow and began descending at once from Winterlimb's heights. Mau followed close behind, claws rapping steadily against the aged wood of the steps. Where there's one dragon poking around, there are bound to me more, she thought, reaching the forest floor and racing at once to the glade at the territorial boundary. Maybe we can strike down two in one day—give Valry what she wants and still provide for the village.

      Mau seemed to lack her partner's enthusiasm. Need I remind you that this is the first time we'll be taking on a dragon? Let's focus on a single dragon and see how that goes before we start looking for more trouble!

      Plunging deep into the woods, sprinting through the close-grown trees and coming up on the edge of the sought-after glade, Minx came to a sudden stop, gaze drawn to the bracelets on her wrists. The stones in them had begun to glow an ethereal blue.
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      The stones, thought Minx. The dragon is close. The precious stones set in the magical bracelets she wore possessed more than mere beauty; the orb-shaped stones set off a warm blue glow whenever a dragon was near. This made them an indispensable aid in her line of work. Without having to wander through the trees and accidentally reveal her position, she could now be assured that the target was near, and that her eyes had not deceived her while she'd kept watch in old Winterlimb.

      The dragon they needed to hunt was close now. Very close.

      Noting the bluish glow of the stones, Mau crept silently across the forest floor, seeking other signs of the beast. This dragon isn't shy. He's come right into our territory.

      Minx stood stock still, basking in the momentary silence and piecing together a plan. Her eyes skipped from tree to tree, finding traces of shadow fluttering between the trunks just a short distance away. The gleam of fiery scales caught her eye as the thing shifted its great weight and entered into view between the breaks in the foliage. It still hadn't sighted her or Mau, but if they didn't get moving, it soon would. In order for them to succeed, it was necessary that they act swiftly and ambush the thing. She gave Mau her marching orders telepathically and teased an arrow from her quiver. Mau, you're going to run up behind the dragon and knock it off guard. When you've distracted it, I'll move in for a clean shot. Understood? Don't get too close, don't engage it seriously. You're running interference for me. Keep it busy, but don't get yourself killed. It may take me a bit to size up a good shot, but it should only take one if we do this right...

      Gotcha. I'll give him the run-around so that you can move freely in the woods. Just don't take too long. If he starts lobbing fireballs at me, I don't know what I'll do. Mau remained very low to the ground, her wide paws guiding her toward the break in the woods where the dragon presently idled. Then, with a burst of ferocious speed from her powerful hindquarters, she barreled through the trees with all the swiftness and silence of a summer breeze.

      The arrow was nocked with a single fluid motion and the Fae huntress shifted soundlessly between the trees, drawing closer to the ruby-colored giant and preparing to unleash a surprise attack. Mau would let her know when she'd entered into the perfect range, and upon Minx's say-so, the Faelyr would strike. Then, when the winged beast proved sufficiently distracted, she'd cut it down to size with a well-aimed shot. OK, Mau, are you ready? she asked, testing the tension of her weapon. I'll see about climbing one of the trees for a better vantage point. Either that, or I can crouch near the edge of the woods and go for a weak spot.

      Up ahead, she watched the dragon move, as if it had suddenly taken notice of something in its surroundings. Minx froze, uncertain if the beast had noticed her or the Faelyr. Its large head, studded in ivory horns just above the brow ridge, turned toward the woods, and one of its gleaming yellow eyes scanned the treeline. The tip of its rusty snout was tipped in a small, blunt horn, and visible just past the edges of its lips were myriad fangs of terrifying length. The longest of them seemed nearly the length of Minx's forearm; a single bite from that fearsome mouth was all it would take to kill most anything unfortunate enough to end up in range. The red titan's long, snake-like neck turned this way and that as it peered through the woods, and its dense body, studded in shimmering plates of red, scaly armor, was raised on four dense legs as big around as any of the trees in sight. Two tremendous wings sprouted from the creature's back, ribbed in shining veins of red and laced with a black, leathery membrane that could capture an incredible amount of air with every flap.

      This was her target, the thing she'd been sent to hunt—the very thing she'd trained her whole life to kill. A dragon, she thought with a tremor of wonder. This is it. This is the real thing... Standing in the woods, waiting for Mau to make her move, Minx couldn't help but be awed by the sight of the great and terrible creature. OK, Mau, I think he's noticed us. Go ahead—attack him now! ordered Minx, placing her back to one of the trees and waiting for the Faelyr to strike.

      But there was no reply.

      Mau, I said to go ahead, attack.

      Minx paused, still receiving no answer.

      Mau, are you listening? More than the enormous dragon looming just beyond the treeline, Minx was distraught over the ominous silence. Their telepathic link had never been disrupted before, and surely Mau was still within range of her thoughts. So, why wasn't she responding? This was no time to go silent! Mau, began the Fae huntress nervously, you're scaring me. Where are you? We need to launch the attack before⁠—

      The scaly titan to her back loosed a sudden grunt. Minx turned very slightly, peering around the trunk of the tree to see what it had reacted to, only to find herself locked in its burning yellow gaze.

      It had found her.

      Having lost the element of surprise, Minx stepped out from behind the tree, raised her bow and let fly a well-aimed arrow. The shot raced through the trees and met its mark with a rattling crash—though it did not prove the killing blow she'd hoped. Instead, the simple arrow had ricocheted off the heavy plating of the dragon's brow and had snapped against the dense white horns atop its head.

      And to her horror, the beast wasted no time in retaliating.

      Rising to its full height, the fire dragon stretched its neck upward till its flaring snout was nearly buried in the canopy. It loosed an earth-rumbling growl, and tendrils of black smoke poured from its nostrils. The reddish skin along its throat swelled, and without warning it opened its terrible maw and belched forth a rain of fire which crashed through the trees and scalded the forest floor.

      She felt the heat wash over her as she dove to her left, rolling through the sizzling undergrowth and emerging into the windswept glade. Before she'd even regained her feet, Minx had taken another arrow from the quiver, and without hesitation she quickly nocked it and sent it flying upward, toward the dragon's neck. The razor-sharp point struck the thing's stony red plating, but could not penetrate, leading the shaft of the arrow to erupt into splinters.

      There was no time just then to launch a third, for before she could nock another arrow, the Royal Dragon's rock-like tail was upon her. The powerful appendage, studded in boulder-like scales, rushed in from her right like a sledge, and it was only by a swift dodge that she avoided being crushed by it. The thing's tail struck the ground with cataclysmic fury, sending up a cloud of dust, grass and debris. She took several steps away from the creature, clutching her bow and searching its enormous form for a vulnerability.

      There was no denying it. She was shaken. Though she'd trained a long time for this moment, she now realized that no amount of training could ever have prepared her for the real thing. The slightest movements of this Royal Dragon were enough to crush her. It could destroy her with a single fiery breath or slash her apart with a flick of its claws. In her time as a hunter, she'd scarcely encountered a foe that could stand up to one of her arrows, much less two. This beast had shrugged off both shots effortlessly. She felt herself an annoying mosquito buzzing in the face of a savage lion—weak.

      Teeth grit, she launched another volley. Now wasn't the time to sulk. Two arrows, let loose in quick succession, were sent upward toward the dragon's head and neck while it tried to pull its dense tail from the crater it had made in the ground. Both of them, to her dismay, failed to deliver; the first disintegrated against the thing's diamond-like scales, and the other, though it struck a softer part of the creature's underbelly, resulted only in a scratch.

      More agitated than threatened, the terrifying dragon reared up on its hind legs, its massive wings flapping and sending an oppressive gust about the glade that nearly swept her off her feet. No sooner had she found her legs did the beast loose another blast of flame—this one shooting out in a concentrated column like magma spewing from the mouth of a volcano. The incandescent blast ripped through the air, leaving everything in its wake melted and singed beyond recognition. Trees in the area ignited for the heat of the attack, and though it missed Minx by a small margin, the air temperature had swelled to an almost unbearable high. She felt woozy as she dodged, had trouble breathing in the boiling air.

      All around her, small pockets of forest were burning. She realized she would not be able to escape safely—and felt a great pang of shame at even having considered a retreat. There has to be some way for me to injure it... Some place to shoot it that'll take it off guard... She grit her teeth, knees knocking together despite her best effort to stand firm. Her guts churned and an unfamiliar feeling needled her mind. There's no good way to attack it. The plating is too strong, and now that it's enraged, it isn't going to give me enough time to aim.

      The beast had her well and truly cornered. She'd been bested. I can't believe this... Waves of smoke rolled past her, making her eyes water and burn. She fired another shot, trying to pierce the beast's belly, but it beat its wings again and effortlessly knocked the arrow out of the air. How can this be? This is only a Royal Dragon... It isn't even one of the Great Dragons! I was supposed to beat this thing easily...

      Shuddering now in terror, Minx focused all of her energies on standing firm. She would fight this thing to the death—and death, she now realized, was likely what awaited her. At any moment, the creature was likely to lunge at her, to rip her to shreds with its countless teeth. Drawing up another arrow, she resolved to make herself a nuisance, at the very least.

      She had been given the title of Dragon Hunter, and she was determined to be remembered as a Dragon Hunter, too.
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      The dragon watched the Fae huntress nock another arrow and couldn't help chuckling to himself. What does this girl think she's doing? She could fire a hundred arrows. It won't make a difference. Amused at her struggle and impressed at her tenacity, the creature ceased flapping its wings and touched down in the clearing with spectral grace. The Fae, wide-eyed and shaken, lowered her bow by a few degrees, unsure of how to proceed.

      She proved even more confused when Kaleb shed his dragon form and shifted. Where only moments ago a monolithic fire dragon had stood, there was now only a young man in the smoldering clearing. Smiling wryly, he probed her wild gaze with his yellowish eyes, making a little motion with his hands intended to get her to drop her weapon. She lowered the bow—less out of obedience to him than out of pure shock. “Well, that wasn't very neighborly of you!” he called out, hands on his hips. “Is that how you treat all the visitors who come into your lands?”

      The Fae huntress said nothing, still stunned at his sudden transformation. She eyed the burning woods to her back, held onto her bow for dear life. She appeared to be considering a retreat, but the mess he'd caused with his fire blasts had made that a rather risky proposition.

      He took a slow step toward her, nodding. “I'm Kaleb,” he said. “And you are?”

      The girl, slender, with long, dark hair, gave her delicate shoulders a toss. She was wearing a form-fitting olive garb with steel accents on her calf-high boots and shoulders. Around her wrists were curious bracelets studded with glowing blue stones. “M-Minx,” she uttered—quickly adding, “Not that it's any of your business.”

      The young dragon shifter crossed his arms, plate armor gauntlets clanging as he did so. “I don't know about that,” he said, chuckling dryly. “You attacked me out of the blue. Least you can do is tell me your name.”

      “Out of the blue?” spat the Fae in evident disgust. “You're trespassing on our lands! I was well within my rights to attack you! There's a treaty between our kinds—or don't you realize that?”

      The horned shoulder pieces of Kaleb's armor rose and fell as he shrugged. “The treaty, sure. But since you came at me without warning, I was well within my rights to defend myself, wasn't I? Trying to launch a sneak attack against a dragon who's just minding his own business isn't exactly the spirit of the treaty either, is it?” He flashed her a pearly grin.

      Rather than return his smile, Minx looked on the verge of taking another shot at him.

      He watched her prepare to draw another arrow from her quiver, and urged her against it with a shake of his head. “Now, that's quite enough, don't you think?” Deflated, the Fae archer let her bow rest at her side.

      This girl had just tried to kill him, had poured everything she had into her ambush, but as he studied her from up-close he couldn't help but be intrigued by her. She was as fiery off the battlefield as she was on it, always up for an argument and never willing to give up an inch of ground. And, if he was being honest, he found her fair, even features to be somewhat striking. Despite the grime of battle, the charm of her smoldering eyes and full lips was not lost on him. She's pretty cute, he thought to himself—and quickly added, for a Fae, that is.

      “So,” demanded his captive, setting down her bow and crossing her arms, “what do you want? What have you come here for?”

      “Me?” asked Kaleb. He knocked a few ashes from his long, raven hair and glanced around the clearing. “I just like it here. I come here now and then to clear my head. It's a pretty spot.” He chuckled. “Or, at least, it was. Look at what you made me do.”

      Minx rolled her eyes. “You expect me to believe that? So, you just casually broke the treaty so that you could come here and relax? I don't believe it.”

      “OK,” conceded the dragon shifter. “You tell me what I was doing out here, then.”

      The Fae huntress hesitated, then launched into a verbal attack. “Well, clearly you're here with the intention of starting a new war between our kind. That's obviously it. There's no good reason for a dragon to venture this far into Fae territory.” She eyed her bow again, still itching to get back to the fight. “If only Mau had listened to me, we would have been successful.” Then, with a start, she turned and began looking all around her, scanning the forest. “Oh, Mau... What happened to Mau?”

      Kaleb couldn't help but be amused by the girl. She was a handful—loud and combative at every turn—but there was a certain ruggedness and charm to her that he'd never seen in a Fae before. “A war? Come on, that's not my style. Those old laws are outdated, you know, and us dragons weren't made to be penned in. I wasn't hurting anyone out here. I was just minding my own business till you showed up.” Noticing that she was no longer listening to him, but instead canvassing the woods worriedly, he asked, “What's the matter? Who's Mau?”

      Minx looked back at him. “She's my partner—my Faelyr,” she said gravely. “I... I don't know where she's gone.”

      “Oh?” Kaleb glanced about the treeline for a beat, seeking movement amidst the dying flames and finding none.

      But he did find something else.

      He picked up on an unexpected scent, distinct from that of burning earth and wood, and immediately stiffened. Ignoring Minx for the time being, he focused all of his attention on this odd scent. After a few moments, he felt sure he knew what it was. It's the scent of another dragon in the area.

      For reasons he couldn't altogether pin down however, the scent was strange. It was the scent of his kind, but it differed in some indescribable way. It was unlike anything he'd ever known, and picking it up on the breeze left him agitated. “This friend of yours,” he asked, “is a Faelyr, huh?”

      Minx nodded. “Yes. What did you do to her?”

      “Me?” Now it was Kaleb's turn to roll his eyes. “I didn't do anything to her.” He took another whiff of the air. Whatever that is... it's not a Faelyr. It's a dragon, I'm sure of it. But there's something off about it... something I can't put a name to...

      Whatever it was, it gave him a bad feeling.
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      “What's the matter?” asked Minx.

      Kaleb had suddenly gone silent, and his expression had hardened as he'd taken to studying the woods. He shook his head, his long hair sweeping across the shoulder plates of his armor. He was tall, and beneath the black armor he wore, which was flecked with slivers of glistening red, she could tell he boasted a fair bit of muscle. His face was youthful, uncommonly handsome, with a strong jaw, well-formed nose and singularly piercing eyes. Though he walked in the form of a man now, his expression and carriage could shift at a moment's notice to express the same awe-inspiring might the roaring dragon had only minutes ago invoked.

      “It's nothing. It's just, I smelled something odd... Another dragon.” He frowned. “It's a dragon's scent, but it's strange, somehow.”

      The absolute last thing Minx needed at that moment was another dragon. She already had more than she could handle with this cocky young shifter. Though she still feared for her own safety, she was more concerned just then with Mau. Where did you go, Mau? Why can't you hear my thoughts?

      The ensuing silence was deafening.

      “So, this friend of yours. Mau, was it? Where'd she get off to?” asked the dragon shifter.

      Aside from their clash in battle, Minx had only been acquainted with this young dragon shifter a short while, but already she detested the casual, familiar way he spoke to her. Who does he think he is? Does he even know who he's talking to? I'm a Royal Fae—the Dragon Hunter. She motioned to the surrounding forest and explained begrudgingly. “I sent her on ahead before you spotted me. She was supposed to lead the charge and distract you while I launched an attack.”

      Kaleb laughed, arching a brow. “That's awfully sneaky of you. Why don't you whistle for her or something? I haven't seen her. She can't be far.”

      “There's no need,” replied Minx. “She can hear my thoughts. We communicate through telepathy.”

      “So, call out to her that way, then,” offered the dragon.

      Minx frowned, lowering her gaze. “I tried. She's... not responding.”

      Kaleb sighed. “Well, maybe we could take a look around, scout the area,” he offered.

      “Huh?” Minx regarded him with unveiled disgust. “Why are you acting so friendly? You were just sniffing around here, looking for a fight. Why should I trust you at all? For all I know, you hurt Mau and just want to lure me away so that you can kill me and start a new war between the dragons and Fae.”

      Kaleb strolled around the smoky clearing. “I guess you've got me all figured out. There's just one problem with your little theory, though.”

      “Oh? What's that?” she asked.

      “If I'd wanted to kill you, I'd have done it already,” he replied—and the fiery sharpness of his yellow eyes made her heart skip a beat. “I told you, I'm not interested in war. Drop it.”

      She still didn't believe him. With everything that'd been happening in the area—the increase in dragon sightings, the army of Wuffs, the kidnapping of her mother and other Council members—she refused to believe his appearance in Fae territory was a mere coincidence. “Stop lying. You just want access to Heilo Lake, don't you? Are you in league with the Wuffs? Did Valry put you up to this?”

      “Look,” shot back Kaleb, “whether you believe me or not doesn't matter in the least. I'm not here for any trouble. I don't have anything to do with the Wuffs, and while I'm sure your special lake is lovely, I'm not interested in that, either. I was just spending some time alone. Now, do you want some help finding your friend Mau, or not?”

      She was disarmed by this. Minx still couldn't find it in herself to believe him, but to all appearances he was telling the truth. “So, you're... you're not working with Valry?”

      Kaleb shook his head.

      “And you're... you're not interested in starting a war with the Fae?”

      Again, he shook his head. “I'm no more interested in war than you are.”

      I don't understand, she thought. I've always been told that dragons are monsters—that they'd stop at nothing to destroy us, and that they're never to be trusted. But he... he doesn't seem so bad. And, I mean, he's pretty cute, too. She stopped herself before furthering that last line of thought. I'm sure his good looks are just some kind of dragon spell. He's probably hideous... But he doesn't seem to be a liar. Is he really going to help me look for Mau? What's in it for him?

      There was one other problem. No matter how honest or helpful Kaleb was, there was no getting around the fact that Minx still needed a dragon hide. Two of them, in fact. She'd been unable to handle him in battle, but wondered whether she'd be able to overpower him now that he'd taken on a more manageable size. Maybe, after Mau turns up, we can surprise him and take him out before he transforms again. He's big, kind of muscular, but he doesn't look so tough now...

      “What were you and Mau doing out here?” chanced the dragon as if reading her thoughts. “Are you guys just really keen on enforcing your borders, or what?”

      “We were, uh...” Here, she allowed herself a little smile. “We're actually in need of a Royal Dragon's hide. Two of them. The Wuffs, along with numerous Plurn and Krah, took my mother and some other members of our High Council hostage and demanded a dragon's hide in exchange for their lives. And we need one for ourselves, too, to re-cast the warding spell that protects our territory.”

      He jabbed a finger at her. “You came looking for a Royal Dragon's hide? Sorry to break it to you, but I'm still pretty attached to mine. Can't help you there. But if it's any consolation, I didn't come here seeking trouble. Now, I'm going to extend this offer one more time. You want help finding your buddy Mau, or not?”

      “Sure,” she said, unable to cast off her suspicions. “But... why? Why are you helping me? What's in it for you?”

      The dragon rolled his eyes. “Why's there have to be something in it for me? Can't a guy just do something nice? You've got a pretty nasty opinion of my kind, I can tell. If I help you find the Faelyr, maybe you won't think all of us are warmongers. That'll be reward enough, I suppose.”

      “OK, then,” she said. “Let's try and find her.” She thought to thank him for his aid, but couldn't force out the words. The closest she could come was to think to herself, Maybe, when this is over, Mau and I will find a different dragon to hunt. Kaleb here can hold onto his hide—that's thanks enough, right?

      Together, the unlikely duo prepared to search for the missing Faelyr.
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      Search and rescue missions, Minx fast discovered, tend to go a bit more smoothly with a dragon in your corner. She watched as the handsome youth took on his dragon form, the terrifying red beast once again filling the clearing with its shadow. With a few wingbeats, the creature took flight, and when he had risen well above the tops of the trees, Kaleb began to glide over the woods, scouring the ground below for signs of Mau. He mingled with the clouds, casting dark shadows over the land as he soared. She felt a bit jealous as she watched him. Dragons are the worst—treacherous and cocky. I can't stand them. But... even though I'd never admit it, that looks pretty fun. I wouldn't mind being able to fly around like that. It would be easier than walking everywhere.

      While Kaleb busied himself above, Minx carefully left the glade and tried to find the earlier path she and Mau had taken from Pan. Her battle with Kaleb had left many trees uprooted and still others smoldering, and even after a few minutes of searching she struggled to light upon the earlier path. From time to time, as she paced through the forest, she called out to Mau—both mentally and vocally—though neither method produced any kind of response.

      The silence in the wake of each call to Mau left her chilled to the bone. The faithful Faelyr had been her companion for many years—a gift from her parents on her twelfth birthday. She couldn't imagine going on without Mau. She held out hope that she was still all right, that they'd merely been separated, but if something had happened to Mau, she would punish the one responsible. No, Mau is fine, you'll see. She's tough as nails and quick as lightning. If she didn't fight Kaleb, then she probably just got lost. She'll be back soon, I'm sure.

      She watched the dragon circling overhead, wondering if he'd spotted any trace of Mau, or of the dragon whose scent he'd allegedly picked up after their battle. He remained aloft for quite a long time, surveying the forest for miles around, while she busied herself on the ground in search of clues. There were none, however. Wherever Mau had gone, she hadn't left a trace. Something wasn't adding up. Minx slumped against a tree, kneading her brow. Panic set in as the day's struggles hit her one after another.

      Her best friend had vanished, and with every passing moment the trail was getting colder.

      Her people were relying on her to secure a dragon's hide for use in protecting Pandling Grounds and Heilo Lake—and she couldn't bear to let them down. Already the shielding spell was weakening. If she didn't get the elders the hide they needed, Pan and her people would be defenseless. And that wasn't all. Though she hadn't considered it earlier, the ritual in question was a two-day affair. If she wanted to ensure the spell was cast within a week, she had to deliver the hide to the elders in just five days, rather than a full seven. The job was difficult enough without the time crunch; the narrower the window for delivery, the more daunting it all became.

      And then there was Valry and her army. There was no telling how her mother and the other hostages were faring, or whether the vicious Wuffs would honor their part of the deal if Minx could somehow deliver them a second hide. It was possible that her mother and the rest were already dead, or that they would be subjected to cruel tortures. The longer it took Minx to act, the likelier it was that the hostages would suffer greatly at Valry's hands. She pictured her mother being dragged off in chains and felt a tremor of fear in her breast.

      Minx plodded through the forest, her heart heavy. When her father had tasked her early that day with her first dragon hunt, she'd been naive and excited. Now, after everything that had come to pass, she was tumbling into despair. Finding no trace of Mau, she returned to the glade, where Kaleb awaited her in his human form.

      “Any luck?” asked the dragon shifter.

      Minx only shook her head.

      “Ah, well, I'm sure she'll turn up,” continued Kaleb, attempting to sound comforting. “She can't possibly have gone too far.”

      The Fae huntress could barely hold it together. Gritting her teeth, she adjusted the quiver of arrows on her back and looked up at the dimming sky. Night would soon be upon them. “I'm not sure what to do,” she admitted. “My mother and other Fae leaders have been kidnapped by Valry and her army. They want a dragon's hide. And my people need one, too, to protect our lands. And now Mau is missing. I've never been separated from her in this way. We've been together since I was a girl.” She felt silly, spilling her guts to this young dragon, but there was no one else around to listen.

      “They took your mother?” asked Kaleb, approaching her. His fiery eyes, usually so fierce, had softened somewhat. If he was faking concern, he was doing an incredible job. “That's pretty underhanded. And they're demanding a dragon's hide for her life, huh?”

      Minx nodded. “I have a week to deliver it, else she and the others will be killed.”

      The youth combed a lock of black hair behind his ear and took note of the darkening sky. “Tell you what. If we work together, I'm sure we can find your pal Mau before too long. And when we've found her, we can look for some way to handle these Wuffs. How does that sound?”

      She looked up at him with wide eyes, stunned at his willingness to help. “You'll... you'll help me save my mother?”

      “Sure,” he offered. Then, grinning, he added, “If Valry gets her way, some poor dragon will lose his hide in the deal, and for all I know, it'll be mine.”

      This time, she couldn't deny him words of thanks. It stung her pride to accept this stranger's help, especially after he'd bested her in battle, but she lowered her gaze and uttered a brief, “Thank you, Kaleb”.

      “No problem,” said the young dragon, pointing up at the sky. “It's getting dark. We should prepare for the long night ahead. Want to help me set up a simple camp?”

      There was nothing to do but work together. “All right,” said Minx, setting down her bow and quiver.
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      Night had fallen oppressively over the land, and the unlikely duo of dragon and Fae eyed each other suspiciously in the glow of their modest campfire. They had taken up refuge in the glade where their battle had taken place in the hopes that Mau would wander back there and meet them. The night passed with no sign of the Faelyr, however.

      Minx stirred the embers with a long stick, sending sparks swirling through the air. With everything on her plate, she knew there was nothing to be done but to take her ordeals one at a time. First, she would need to find Mau. Then, when they'd been reunited, she could focus completely on the other pressing matters ahead.

      “This friend of yours, Mau, doesn't have a habit of running off, I take it?” asked Kaleb, seated by the fire's edge and peering up at the stars. “I wonder where she could have gone to. I'm surprised I didn't find any trace of her when I scouted the area earlier.”

      Perhaps it was merely the encroaching shadows of the forest or the way Kaleb's handsome face was lent something of the sinister by the bobbing of the firelight, but as she sat there, eyeing him, she felt a fresh wave of suspicion wash over her. “No, she's always by my side,” said Minx emphatically. “This isn't like her at all. That is, unless, someone hurt her or captured her...” She shot the dragon shifter a narrow glance, then turned away.

      “It's possible,” replied Kaleb, stretching his legs. “But who?”

      Recalling that Kaleb had picked up the scent of a dragon earlier, Minx was more than happy to throw the blame on his kind. “I don't know, but maybe that's a question you ought to be asking your friends, the dragons. After all, you picked up a strange dragon's scent around here, didn't you?”

      “I did...” He hesitated to go on further.

      Minx snickered, turning away from him and tucking her hands around her torso. The night was cool, and despite the warmth issuing from the blaze she still shivered. “For all I know, you're in on it. You're just playing along while one of your fellow dragons takes Mau to some far-off place.” She squared him with a steely gaze. “How do I know you're not involved?”

      “You don't,” replied Kaleb with a yawn. “I guess you'll just have to trust me.”

      “Trust a dragon?” she muttered. “Fat chance.”

      At this, he sat up, eyes flaring in annoyance. “I spared your life, Minx. I've helped you look for Mau and I'm sitting here with you now. But you still doubt my word?” He held his hands to the fire, warming them pensively. “I guess what they say is true. You Fae are mighty fickle, aren't you?” He preempted her reply by adding, “Where I come from, the word of an honest man means something. It would appear that's not enough for you.”

      Angry and worried though she was, it made little sense for her to antagonize her only ally in this struggle. Minx dropped it, tending once more to the fire. “Well, anyway, we've got a long time before dawn. We should arrange a night-watch so we can both sleep. Do you want to go first, or should I?”

      “A night-watch?” asked Kaleb, chuckling. “No need.”

      “Of course there's a need,” she spat back. Everything with this dragon shifter was destined to become an argument. “What if someone tries to attack us while we're sleeping? What if Mau comes back and we miss her because no one's keeping watch? Is this your first time camping out, spending time on the road? This is elementary stuff, Kaleb.”

      Kaleb withdrew from the fire a few paces and then donned his dragon form, a massive scaly body springing up where only a man had stood moments prior. The tremendous creature settled upon the ground softly and curled into a tight position, his red scales locking tightly into one another and effectively blocking his every vulnerability behind a shield of glistening red. His large yellow eye glared at her smugly for a moment before it, too, was closed.

      “Oh, neat trick,” she muttered. “I guess dragons don't need to keep watch at night, huh?” The Fae huntress had no such trick up her sleeves, however. Remaining fireside, she peered down into the flames and did her best to calm her mind. I guess I'll be keeping watch solo. That's not so bad, right? With that loudmouth sleeping, at least things will be quiet.

      While staring into the tongues of flame, she reviewed the troubles of the previous day, giving special attention to those last moments she'd spent with Mau. She'd ordered the Faelyr to approach Kaleb and prepare for a sudden attack, and by all appearances, Mau had been prepared to follow through. In the minute or two between Mau's flight from her side and her own battle against the dragon, something had happened, though.

      Where did you go, Mau? she wondered, hoping for a telepathic reply. When none came, Minx looked over at the slumbering dragon and grimaced. Does he have something to do with it? He claimed to smell another dragon in the area. Was it a friend of his? A friend intent on capturing Mau—or worse? She didn't have any evidence to prop up this claim, and in all fairness, Kaleb had seemed as honest and forthright as any dragon could be. Even so, she remained skeptical. The timing of Mau's disappearance was simply too suspicious. Mau vanishes just as I'm about to begin my first dragon hunt, and there are signs of another dragon in the area? What are the odds?

      The cooing of nested birds broke through the still night, joining the popping of the fire and the hum of far-off bugs. Minx rubbed at her eyes, then stretched out her legs to warm her feet. She'd spent many nights in the field, roughing it without complaint, but had never done it without Mau at her side. She considered her new companion and nearly groaned. Though powerful, the dragon shifter hardly seemed like an upgrade. She wondered how long she'd be stuck hanging around with him, how long it would take for the two of them to find Mau.

      Maybe I should kidnap Kaleb, she thought. If I hold him ransom, perhaps this dragon friend of his will return with Mau and we can swap hostages... Eyeing the dragon, she quickly backtracked. Then again... he's kind of huge. There isn't enough rope in all of Pandling Grounds for me to keep him bound up.

      No, the only path forward was to trust him. The handsome young dragon had spoken much about honesty and the value of one's word. She had no choice but to take him at his, however bad a taste it left in her mouth.

      The night wore on and the surrounding woods echoed with the sounds of insects. Curious luminescent bugs hovered between the trees and from deeper in came the calls of night-birds and frogs. Leaning close to the fire, Minx soaked up the warmth and felt her eyes getting heavy. Kaleb hadn't made a sound since settling down, and was likely to sleep soundly till daybreak. She, on the other hand, needed to stay awake. If Mau came around and she missed her, Minx would never forgive herself. And if someone caught sight of their campfire and came looking for trouble, she'd need to be prepared...

      The heaviness in her head became too much for her to bear. She turned away from the fire to keep from falling into it and propped herself up on one arm, stretching out across the warm grass. It felt good to extend her tired limbs, to let the warmth wash over her entire body. Don't get too comfortable, she warned herself, her head lolling as though mounted on a hinge. She caught herself drooping and snapped her eyes open, inhaling sharply. Relax, but not too... too... much...

      Before she knew it, the colossal dragon faded from sight completely and she was plunged into peaceful slumber. Sleep had seized her despite her efforts, and as her mind powered down, something aside from mere darkness came to fill it.

      The eye of Minx's mind was filled with a faint, bluish light. It was less harsh than the light of the fire, and more like the glow of the insects hovering between the trees. This blue luminescence slowly gave rise to a shape she could recognize—a placid and verdant shore.

      It was the shore of Heilo Lake.

      Minx dreamt of the crystal clear waters, of the smooth, flat stones along the shore, of the charming green plants that sprouted from the mineral-rich flow, and of the soft cooing of its resident birds. The moon was perfectly reflected across the water, and its light was slowly diffused throughout the whole of the scene, bringing the beautiful lake into ghostly relief.

      But no sooner had she grown comfortable with this dream of the treasured lake did something else intrude upon her sleeping mind.

      It was a voice.

      The voice, very smooth and low, seemed to come from a great distance. It washed over her ears in soft waves like the warmth of the campfire, and seemed to rise up from the still waters stretching out before her. The Silence needs you, came the voice—though her sleeping mind didn't know what to do with the words.

      Minx sank deeper into sleep, and as she did so the voice sounded more clearly. The Silence needs you. A foul darkness draws near and threatens to snuff out the light. As if to mirror this predicted dimming, the faint blue light began to retreat, leaving her once again in almost total darkness. The Silence needs you, insisted the voice once more.

      And then, all was still.

      Suddenly, Minx startled awake. She rolled over, finding herself still on the cool ground. There was no sign of Heilo Lake to be found in her surroundings, but the fire before her had nearly died out and the red dragon continued its peaceful sleep across the way, apparently unbothered by the night's chill.

      Minx rose, unnerved by the dream imagery. It was almost as if the lake had reached out to her—had sent her a message. “The Silence...” she whispered. “What does that mean?” Her father had alluded to something called The Silence earlier that day, but she had not understood his meaning. It's just a weird dream. You're stressed out, and you were thinking about what your father said. Don't pay it any mind.

      Where usually Minx had no trouble disregarding dreams as little more than fantasies, she had a hard time shaking this one. It had felt like a warning. Something might be coming to blot out the light of the lake, she thought to herself. But what? Is this supposed to be a message about what'll happen if I fail to find a dragon hide? Or is this something else...? I've never received a message in this way before. Is it even possible for the lake to contact me through dreams? She massaged her temples, trying to make sense of the incident. That's impossible, right? That stuff doesn't happen in real life—and certainly not to people like me.

      She spent the remainder of the night sitting up by the fire. She added more wood to it and succeeded in keeping it burning till morning, when Kaleb finally rose. He shifted back into his human form, running his hands through his hair and appearing quite rested. “Good morning,” he said as the sun began to peek out from between the trees. “How'd you sleep?”

      She met him with heavy eyes and a miserable frown. “Never mind that. Are you ready to get moving?”

      “Of course,” replied Kaleb, warming himself briefly by the fire. “How'd that night-watch go? Run into any villains while I was asleep?” he asked with a grin.

      She didn't answer him. Instead, taking on her bow and quiver, she nodded eastward. “Well, let's get a move on. Every minute I waste here with you is another minute we could spend looking for Mau.”

      Kaleb took the lead, marching through the dense woods and seeking out a reasonable trail into the eastern territories. After walking more than an hour and failing to find one, he took on his dragon form and spent some time soaring above the trees, searching out a path from above. Finally, he discovered a slender road some miles from where Minx was waiting, and he returned to her, leading the way. “Found something—a road. It might take us to where we want to go.” He eyed Minx with an uneasy smile, gaze lingering on her shuffling step and her pained expression. “You all right? You're not looking too good. Want to stop and rest?”

      She waved him off, sucking in a deep breath and pushing herself harder than her quivering legs wanted to go. “Enough talk. Let's just move it, OK? I'm fine.”

      Kaleb didn't seem to believe her, but said nothing more, leading her to the winding dirt path. As they went, his lead on her steadily increased. She wasn't able to keep up with his long stride, and her own steps appeared weak and confused. She panted terribly, as though out of shape, and could scarcely walk in a straight line. Now and then, the dragon shifter would pause to wait for her, resuming only when she'd closed the gap between them. While he surveyed the distance and got the lay of the land, Minx only seemed able to stare at the ground with dazed eyes.

      They kept on in this manner for hours, Kaleb becoming increasingly concerned about the Fae huntress' behavior. He kept his mouth shut for fear of starting a fight, and even slowed his pace to accommodate her. Finally, by midday, they had ceased their aimless wanderings and had found themselves on a proper road with legible markings.

      But for Minx, the strain of the night before proved too much.

      Shuffling behind Kaleb with a pounding head and heavy eyes, her limbs felt like lead. The young dragon remarked on the road, on the lands ahead, but she couldn't muster the energy to give him more than one or two words in reply.

      They had only made it a few miles down the secluded road when she collapsed.
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      Kaleb felt the Fae stirring in his grasp. Oh, guess she's finally rested...

      He watched as Minx opened her eyes, a delicious breeze teasing her hair. She stretched a bit, her sore limbs having relaxed and her head no longer so heavy. Her entire body seemed filled with that wonderful feeling of floating that sometimes visits those walking the line between sleep and wakefulness.

      When the bleariness in her eyes cleared and she took a good look around, she discovered she was floating, high, high up in the sky. Rather than a cloud, she was reclining within Kaleb's massive talons. “W-What am I doing up here? Where are you taking me?” she demanded.

      Come on, I didn't drop you! he thought. I guess this is the thanks I get for hauling you across the path, huh? Kaleb glided lower, coasting across a vast plain and eventually touching down in a large field near a wide dirt road. With great care, he released Minx and shifted back into his human form. “I see you're finally awake,” he said.

      Minx knelt on the ground. Her legs looked to be shaking too hard for her to stand. “W-What were you thinking? You could have dropped me! I never asked you to do that—to carry me around!” She gulped, raking a hand through her windswept hair. “You could have killed me, you know that?”

      “Maybe, but I didn't really feel like it,” he quipped. “If I'd wanted you dead, I wouldn't have waited for you to wake up.”

      She dissected him with a sharp gaze, lips pursed.

      “Sorry, you looked like you needed the rest,” he said. “You passed out back there—face-planted on the trail. Remember?” He grinned. “For a bit there, you were sleeping like a baby. Have any good dreams?”

      She looked like she wanted to spit at him. “As if I'd tell you,” she said, her cheeks flushed with color.

      Try as he might, he couldn't resist the girl's charm. She was a handful, combative and dismissive to a fault, but she wasn't hard on the eyes. She'd been looking rough earlier on the road, but now, with some sleep in the tank, she looked fresh and vital. She hurriedly put her dark hair up into a manageable style, her sharp eyes lowered in embarrassment. He could see how her constant assertiveness might grate, but under the circumstances found her attempts at projecting authority endearing. Still, he tempered his expectations. She's cute, but she's a Fae. You can't trust them. They've been poisoned against your kind from the very start.

      “What happened while I was asleep?” she demanded. “Any sign of Mau?” She looked around, took a few steps up the path. “Where are we, anyway?”

      “No sign of the Faelyr, unfortunately,” replied Kaleb. “We flew further east. I thought we'd be better off checking out the eastern reaches of the borderland forest. There's a city up ahead, Karn. It's the largest of the human cities. Have you ever heard of it?”

      “Of course I've heard of it,” snapped the Fae. Then, more quietly, she added, “Though, I've never been there.”

      “For a city built by humankind, it's all right. I thought we might pass through and search for your friend there. Perhaps we'll run into someone who can set us on the right path.” Kaleb led the way. “And maybe we can get a bite to eat, while we're at it.”

      Minx fell into step behind him. “So... there's really been no sign of Mau?” she asked, voice lilting as if she secretly hoped he'd withheld information.

      Unfortunately, he had nothing to report. Their progress that day had been easygoing and uneventful, and though he'd kept his eyes to the ground he'd neither seen nor heard any sign of the missing Faelyr. Whether the city of Karn would give them fresh leads remained to be seen, but as one of the larger settlements in the region, it seemed as good a place to poke around as any. “No,” he finally admitted, “I really haven't seen any sign of her. But we're going to find her, trust me. It'll just take a bit of doing, that's all. If this Faelyr is as stubborn as you, she's going to play hard to get, though.”

      The Fae looked over at him narrowly, her lack of trust evident in her stony gaze.

      Aw, come on, don't look at me like that. It's a Faelyr! How far could it have possibly gone? He signaled toward the shape of the large city in the distance, the horizon crowded with towering buildings. Travelers were entering into view now, coming and going from the city gate with heavy packs and weapons. A loaded wagon rolled by as well, along with a few passersby on horseback. “We're just about there. We'll pass through the main gate and have ourselves a look around. It's really not bad—for a human city, that is.”

      Just as he was about to further plan their itinerary, he stopped in his tracks.

      Something reached him on the wind; a strange, but not unfamiliar scent.

      “What's the matter?” asked Minx.

      Kaleb worked the air for a few moments, then nodded. “It's that scent again. The dragon scent, from yesterday.” He frowned, still perplexed by it. There's no mistaking it. It's the exact same. But who does this scent belong to? he wondered. It doesn't sit well... Something about this gives me a bad feeling, but I can't put my finger on why...

      “The same scent?” asked the Fae huntress, eyes wide.

      He nodded. “It looks like we might be on the right track. This seems like more than a coincidence to me.” He quickened his step, passing a handful of travelers. “Come on, let's hurry.”

      For once, she didn't argue as she came up beside him.
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      This great city of men, large and busy though it was, struck her as primitive compared to her own home. Reportedly the pinnacle of human society, Karn felt anything but civilized or modern. Its architecture was bland, utilitarian, and there was very little greenery to be seen between its crumbling outer walls. The varied characters that shambled through its streets, too, were of the surliest and seediest kinds—it seemed a city of hooded vagrants. She held her bow close as they drifted through the crowds, taking in the sights. Just when I thought my opinion of humans couldn't get any lower... she thought with a grimace.

      Minx followed the young dragon shifter through the main gate, passing a number of large buildings. Beggars lined the streets, seeking charity, and would-be pickpockets in search of easy marks hung back near the alleys and byways, watching the crowd. To their right gurgled a fountain, its clear water reflecting the sunlight in brilliant glimmers—just about the only pretty thing in sight. Deeper in, positively choked by a large crowd, was what appeared to be an open-air bazaar. “What's going on over there?” she asked, giving Kaleb's arm a tug.

      He'd been too busy trying to lock onto that dragon smell again to notice. “Oh, it's a marketplace. Trading, buying, selling—don't you have those back home?”

      It took all her strength not to sock him in the gut. “Of course we do. Fae cities are the greatest and most sophisticated in the world.”

      The pair started into the market area, wandering by swathes of howling merchants and muttering buyers. “Have a look around. Maybe you'll find a little nicknack worth buying. Traders come here from all over. It's said you can buy almost anything in Karn—and looking around here, I believe it,” said Kaleb, strolling casually with his hands behind his back.

      It took only a few minutes of wandering through this open-air market to discover that the wares on offer were unlike those Minx had dealt with elsewhere. Many vendors set up along the square worked in living stock—strange creatures of every shape and size were being sold at varying prices. Some among them looked familiar, boasting qualities of Wuff, Krah or Plurn heritage, though others, sickly and malformed, possessed more unheard of characteristics. These creatures, bred by the Zuscha, squealed and growled from large enclosures all around them.

      The Zuscha, known informally by her kind as the “Dark Fae”, were not evil as their common name might suggest, but were rather fond of unethical biological experiments. It had been the Zuscha who, through their perseverance in the darker ley-line arts, had created the artificial races that now populated every corner of the world. Their dark work had brought forth certain successful species, such as the Wuff, along with less spectacular specimens, like the Krah. The Zuscha possessed an unquenchable curiosity regarding the mingling of species, and had used their peculiar talents to breed many different creatures—the least successful of which were now being sold at this marketplace. One could purchase highly unnatural organisms in this place, born from combinations impossible in nature, and utilize them for hard labor, defense and more.

      The sight of these strange creatures was distressing to her, but as she and Kaleb walked through the bazaar, she pondered something. All of these strange creatures. Could Mau have been brought here? “Do they sell Faelyrs?” she asked, stepping past the dragon shifter. She looked around narrowly, seeking her companion in the rows of cages.

      “Probably,” he replied, eyeing a certain of the species on offer with particular disgust. “This slave-trade is rather barbaric, isn't it?”

      Merchants hawking their goods called out in loud voices across the square, trying to lure buyers to their stalls. “Come and get 'em,” shouted one. “Fine work-beasts here. They're skilled at heavy lifting and farming work.” Still another voice rose up over the crowd noise. “Half-off, today only! When they're gone, they're gone! You're gonna regret missing out on these. You—yeah, you! I think you need to come and take a look. These prices are truly rock-bottom!”

      Minx pushed past a number of idling shoppers. “Can I interest you in a necklace, miss?” asked a merchant to her right, holding out a number of gaudy pendants. “Can't beat these prices!” She ignored him and pressed on, nearly losing Kaleb in the crowd. Mau, are you here? she chanced, hoping that the Faelyr would pick up on her thoughts.

      There was no reply, though.

      Still undeterred, she hung a tight right and found herself walking through a new wing of the bazaar, this one stocked with larger cages. She studied their contents, gritting her teeth. Come on, Mau. If you're here, let me know. We've always shared a special connection. If you can hear me, please give me a sign of some kind! I can't stand this.

      “Hey,” uttered Kaleb, tapping her arm and nodding at a mass of cages across the way. “Maybe we ought to give this guy's wares a closer look...”

      Within one of the cages Kaleb had pointed out, she spied something that made her heart soar and her stomach lurch all at once.

      Inside the cage was a lonely-looking Faelyr, ears low and tail limp.

      “Faelyrs for sale!” shouted the merchant, pacing up and down a narrow strip of the square. He worked a large stand, behind which were dozens of steel cages, and wore a sand-colored garb with a wide straw hat that kept the sun off of him. Within the cages, peering out dourly, were Faelyrs of every size and color. The poor creatures looked pitiful as they awaited willing buyers.

      “Kaleb!” Minx grabbed the dragon shifter's shoulder and pointed at the stand. “Look! They do have Faelyrs!” She tugged him onward. “We need to see if Mau is here!” Without stopping to speak to the merchant or even to feign interest in buying, Minx started quickly to the nearest cage and peered into it. The Faelyr within perked up at seeing her and loosed a great purr.

      It wasn't Mau, though. Sorry, little one. I'm looking for someone in particular—my best friend. Quickly, she climbed atop the cage and started onto the next, glancing between the bars of every cell in view.

      “Hey!” snapped the merchant. “Get down from there! If you've got a question about the merchandise, you've gotta ask me!”

      Kaleb watched from the sidelines as Minx disappeared behind the edge of the stall. “Don't get yourself killed!” he warned.

      A large mass of cages awaited her behind the seller's stand, each of them bearing at least a single Faelyr—and in some cases, two or more. She studied the faces of the poor things, seeking that of her old friend, but finding only unfamiliar eyes staring back at her.

      And something else.

      From behind one of the cages there stepped a large man with a blade in his hand. He was dressed in rags and easily dwarfed her in both height and width. Minx knew the kind very well; he was a hired gun, a mercenary tasked with looking after the goods at the slave market and ensuring the safety of the merchandise. “You stop right where you are, little miss,” he snarled, holding out his blade as a warning. “You aren't allowed back here.”

      Minx didn't care about following procedure. She was going to scour this barbaric place in search of her friend. It didn't matter how many armed men they sent after her. “Get out of my way,” she ordered. “I'm looking for someone.”

      The mercenary chuckled, advancing so that his shadow now eclipsed her. “Yeah, and I'd say you found him. They don't let just anyone back here to mess with the goods. Now, you're gonna put that bow down real nice and slow, and we're gonna have a long talk with the manager, all right? Make any funny moves and I'll bleed you dry.” The fist he had locked around the handle of the blade tensed as if in promise of swift action.

      “I don't think so,” replied the Fae huntress defiantly. “Get out of my way.”

      “So, that's how it's going to be?” blurted the mercenary. “Don't say I didn't warn you!” He reared back and jabbed his blade at her, releasing a savage yell.

      Minx, though, had been on the move before he'd been able to thrust the knife. Swiveling to the side, she yanked an arrow from her quiver and held it out, the tip pressing into the strongman's throat. “I warned you, didn't I?”

      The mercenary stumbled back a few paces, a nervous laugh leaving his pale lips. “Not bad, miss, not bad.” He cleared his throat, sizing her up for a beat before suddenly launching another attack. Without warning, he reached out and seized the shaft of the arrow, wrenching it easily from her grasp. Then, with a mighty upward swing, he brought out the knife and sought to bury it in her stomach.

      And had he been dealing with a clumsier opponent, he might've been successful.

      No sooner did the blade catch the light of the high sun did Minx step just out of range. With the mercenary's arm still outstretched toward her, she took him by the wrist with both hands, leveraged the whole of her slight weight, and fell to the right, offsetting the man's balance and taking him to the ground. Then, before he could try and pry her off of him, she dealt a hard blow to the back of his elbow. His hand lost control of the knife and it clattered to the ground. On the verge of twisting his arm out of its socket, Minx leaned toward the man's sweaty face and offered one final warning. “If you come at me again, I'll take it personally. You won't get another chance.” Giving the limb an extra twist for good measure and extracting a shrill yell from the mercenary, the Fae huntress let go of him and stepped away, resuming at once her examination of the cages.

      Perhaps unsurprisingly, the mercenary guard did not follow.

      Her tour of the grounds completed, Minx found no sign of Mau. She slipped out from behind the seller's stall and was reunited with Kaleb, who'd been waiting nearby. “You didn't have to make the poor guy cry,” said the dragon shifter, pointing out the mercenary limping down the square.

      “There was no sign of her,” reported Minx. “She might be here, but I can't hear her thoughts. Are there other markets like this one? Other sellers specializing in Faelyrs?”

      “I'm not certain, but nothing would surprise me at this point.” Kaleb pointed across the way, to a smaller stall fronted by a lone man in baggy dress. “While you were searching behind the scenes, I took a look at the other sellers. Seems that gentleman is offering tickets to an exclusive auction taking place here. Might be a big deal—they're catering to the wealthier shoppers. Now, I'm not saying there's any guarantee, but do you think⁠—”

      Minx finished the sentence for him. “Do you think that's where Mau is being held? That she's going to be part of that auction?”

      Kaleb offered a shrug. “I mean, it's possible. You had a look over there and couldn't find her. If she's in this city at all, this special auction probably warrants a look. But it won't be easy to get in. First off, you caused quite the ruckus back there. I won't be surprised if other mercenary guards come stomping around in search of us. And then there's the fact that they're not just going to let the owner of a stolen Faelyr stroll into an auction where said Faelyr is being sold off, you know? We're going to have to be crafty about it.”

      “If we can find out where the auction is being held, I'll find us a way in,” she promised.

      “I'll look into it. It's possible nothing will come of this, but it seems worth investigating. Give me a minute.” Kaleb urged her to stand down while he approached the vendor hawking tickets to the exclusive auction. “I'll see what details I can glean from the guy. In the meantime... don't go killing anybody, all right?”

      Minx watched Kaleb pass through the crowd and toward the ticket seller. I hope this works, she thought. If Mau is really there, we need to save her. Time isn't on our side...
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      In his dealings with the ticket seller, Kaleb had come away with a pair of tickets to the event. The auction was set to take place the next day, in a large stone building nestled deep within the city of Karn. This building, as best they could tell during their surveillance, boasted three entry points and would likely be manned with guards at the time of the auction. The buy-in was somewhat costly, but rumors of exquisite wares and rare specimens circulated amongst the market-goers. It was decided that the two of them would stay overnight in the city, both of them taking rooms in a small inn under fake names.

      Minx went further than her counterpart in the way of caution, opting for a disguise to keep her from standing out. During the day, before checking in at the inn, she picked up a long, black cloak, the hood of which hung low over her face and obscured her true identity. While wearing it, she looked just like any other unremarkable traveler in the bustling city. She kept her quiver and bow on her at all times, walking the city armed as so many others chose to do.

      She spent the night in her gritty room, the door barred with furniture to ward off thieves or mercenaries with grudges, and was thankful to sleep on a bed, no matter how lumpy it was. She awoke early in the morning, just past daybreak, and found Kaleb awaiting her in the lobby of the inn. They reviewed their plans over breakfast and spent the remainder of the morning strolling in the vicinity of the auction building, keeping a low profile.

      Morning faded into afternoon and finally it came time for them to launch their operation.

      They could not be sure what caliber of guard would await them outside the auction house, but presumed that their combined strength—that of a Fae huntress and a fire dragon of the Pyra clan—would be more than sufficient to overpower the security. They selected the eastern entrance to the sprawling stone building for its relative seclusion and nearness to a long alley that allowed them various places to keep watch.

      A half-hour before the expected start of the auction, Kaleb and Minx split up, each of them entering the east alley from opposite routes. Strolling leisurely, careful not to attract undue attention, they met in the middle and quietly made their way to the building entrance. As expected, the door was manned by not one, but four guards. These figures stationed at the door, all of them hardy Plurn stock, were armed to the teeth with axes and garbed in form-fitting leather armor. The muscled guards muttered quietly to one another, their feline eyes scanning the crowds in search of trouble.

      “So, is this all?” asked Kaleb. “Four Plurn?”

      Minx looked upward, noting shadows on the nearby rooftops. “I don't think so. There are more waiting nearby in case of trouble.”

      “Perhaps we should warn them,” he joked. “They'll need several more men to make it a fair fight.”

      The time had come for them to attempt their infiltration. They planned to present their tickets, and if at all possible, avoid a fight with the guards. If they could blend into the crowd and merely attend the auction as regular customers, their position would be far more advantageous. It was possible that the guards were on the lookout for them—Minx, especially, due to her violence against the mercenary the day previous, as well as her associations with a certain Faelyr who might wind up on the auction floor.

      They stepped forth, heads low, and held out their tickets for the guards.

      One of the Plurn took the tickets in turn, inspecting them, and then gave a grunt. “All right, come this way,” he ordered.

      It was one of his fellows, a Plurn with a silver streak of fur over his eye, who stopped them. “Hold on a minute, let me see that.” He plucked the tickets from the other guard's grasp and held them up to the light. Then, grumbling, waved them in. “They're legit, let 'em in.”

      The first guard added gruffly, “Check any weapons in the door, there.”

      Maintaining low profiles, Minx and Kaleb slipped into the building. A Plurn waited near the door, and he accepted Minx's bow and quiver without a word. She was loathing to hand either of them over, but in the interest of maintaining her secrecy, she complied without complaint. Leaving the entrance and starting into the auction hall proper, she took in her surroundings from beneath the edge of her hood.

      Inside, the sights that awaited them proved curious.

      If the array of stock sold in the open-air bazaar was disquieting, then the menagerie held within the dim auction building was also likely to be so. The numerous cages scattered about the showroom had been draped in plush linens, meant to hide the contents of each cell and build suspense prior to the auction's start. The event appeared well-attended, with many dozens of whispering buyers, most of them cloaked and furtive in their movements, milling about the main room. What are they all here to bid on? she wondered.

      To Minx's dismay, there were more guards. A whole pride of Plurn had been stationed within the building, heavily armed as the outdoor guards had been. They were positioned around the space, mostly keeping to the cages, and dissuaded buyers from peeking with the threat of violence.

      Are you here, Mau? asked Minx as she scanned the row of covered cages. If you're here, please let me know. I've come for you, Mau. Don't be afraid.

      No reply came from any of the covered cages, however.

      “Can you reach out to your friend?” asked Kaleb quietly. “Telepathically, I mean.”

      She shook her head. “I'm not getting anything. It's possible she can't speak right now, or that she isn't here after all. I'd need to start looking in the cages to find out for sure...”

      “The time for that will come,” said the dragon shifter. “For now, we should try to blend in. If the auction starts and they reveal Mau in one of those cages, we'll break her out. Otherwise, it's better not to cause an unnecessary stir.”

      Kaleb's plan was reasonable, but it didn't stop her from wanting to inspect the cages immediately. I guess we can wait for the auction, but time is of the essence. Every minute spent looking in the wrong places is another minute that Mau remains missing. We should just start pulling these covers off and seeing what's inside. None of these guards can stop us. We'd crush them in an instant if they put their hands on us.

      Unable to sate her curiosity and itching to find Mau, Minx started across the room toward the nearest cage. She didn't make any overt moves at it, not wanting to alert the Plurn standing guard close-by, but studied its dimensions and wondered what—or who—might be stashed behind the veil. There were over a dozen such cages, all old, and the sounds escaping certain cells promised just about anything but a Faelyr. She walked slowly past the succession of cages, listening closely for familiar noises and attempting, from time to time, to reach out telepathically. It's me, Mau. If you're here, say something. Tell me where you are.

      Moments after she'd finished her second trip around the cages, she noticed one of the Plurn guards had eyes on her. She lowered her gaze, letting the cowl cover more of her face, but this move only made her seem more suspicious. “Hey,” uttered the beastly guard. “You there.”

      Minx shot him a withering glance from beneath the edge of the cowl. “Who, me?” she asked, affecting a deeper voice than usual.

      The guard stepped away from his post, striding toward her purposefully with axe in hand. “Yeah, you. What's your name?”

      She tensed. She was on the verge of being found out. “My name?”

      Another guard, stationed nearby, pointed at her with the tip of his axe. “Remove that hood immediately.”

      “What's your name?” demanded the first guard, growing impatient now. He stood over Minx and dared to grasp her cowl. Pulling it down forcefully, he studied the Fae's fair features and suddenly doubled back. “You... you're the...”

      From behind the Plurn came a flash of fire-yellow eyes. “That's Minx, a Royal Fae, you've got there.” Kaleb had come up behind the guard, and was now speaking directly into his pointed ear. The dragon shifter had grasped the Plurn's axe-wielding arm and was now twisting it violently behind his back. The Plurn were powerful warriors, noted for their immense physical strength, but compared to the strength of a Royal Dragon this Plurn foot soldier was powerless. “I suggest you unhand her,” warned Kaleb as the guard's weapon struck the stone floor.

      “It's her!” barked one of the other guards. “The Fae hunter! She's here!”

      “Who let her in?” spat another of the Plurn, leaving his post with axe held aloft.

      The assembled buyers staggered away from the pair as guards from all around the room descended upon them. Five, then eight, then ten armed Plurn rushed to meet them at room's center. Within a moment, Minx and Kaleb were surrounded.

      “That's the one who's been looking for the Faelyr,” said one of the guards. “Don't let her leave here!”

      Kaleb did not let go of the guard's arm, but now lifted him off the ground by it, the Plurn's joints cracking in the process. As though the guard were weightless, Kaleb tossed him backward. The stunned Plurn crashed into one of the veiled cages with such violence that the bars were forced out of shape and the cover fell away, revealing some terrifying barking creature. No sooner had the dragon shifter moved there were three axe blades trained upon him.

      Minx tore the cloak from her body, tossing it in the face of an advancing guard, and then rolled to her right, narrowly avoiding the business-end of a swinging axe. The weapon cleaved through the air with great force and its blade met the stone floor, where it abruptly shattered on impact.

      “So,” said Kaleb, catching the handle of an approaching axe and wrenching it from the guard's furry grasp, “I guess this means we won't get to stick around for the auction?” Wielding the axe, he blocked a furious blow from one of the other guards, steel ringing against steel. “That's kind of unfair, isn't it? We bought tickets, after all!”

      The Plurn warriors fell into a fury of snarls and roars. Other ticket-holders began rushing toward the doors, and from the exits additional guards began arriving. There would soon be more Plurn in the building than auction buyers. Those fleeing did so to the sounds of crashing furniture and smashing glass; murmurs, gasps and cries filled the air at the spectacle unfolding.

      For Minx, there was nothing but to handle each guard as they came. With surgical skill, she struck the leather-bound ribcage of a rampaging Plurn, and as he reeled, she drew him in by the arm, promptly dispatching him with a blow to the throat. No sooner did the beast-man plunge to his knees was another rushing toward her. The sweep of a great axe from mere feet away set her raven hair swaying in the air, missing by an uncomfortably small margin. The attacker loosened a roar of anger at having missed his mark and hoisted the weapon high in a second-attempt—but was too slow for the nimble Fae. Planting her heel against the top of the guard's foot, she had only to deliver a hard shove to knock him off balance. The Plurn tumbled backward, flailing into one of his fellows and catching the back-swing of another's axe handle to his side.

      The dragon shifter was handling himself capably as well, and despite the rushing Plurn all around her, Minx couldn't help but watch Kaleb's progress through the mass of guards. His expression, hard as the steel blades they swung at him, scarcely shifted as he worked his way through the attackers. The heft of his armor kept him from matching her own swiftness, but his every move demonstrated an almost-frightening level of stopping power. To the rampaging Plurn, Kaleb appeared a young, handsome man—a talented fighter, but a lone man all the same. Minx knew what he really was, though—and in the bone-rattling strikes he dealt, in the armor-rending swipes and violent throws he passed out in quick succession, she sensed the awe-inspiring power of a royal dragon.

      Seven or eight Plurn had been struck down, left dazed or severely injured, before the remainder of the auction house defense grew weary of further engaging with the pair. Kaleb shrugged off the jab of a short sword, then struck the arm that had delivered it with the back of his fist, resulting in a snap heard all around the room. The others flinched at this display and took several paces away from pair, axes held close to their chests.

      Sensing an opportunity, Minx started toward the succession of cages, ripping the veils from them with abandon in search of Mau. To her surprise, the guards appeared nervous to intervene. A trio of them came up on her flank, but she had only to spare them a sharp gaze to get them to maintain a reasonable distance. It was not like the Plurn—famous for their power and savagery—to flinch at the prospect of a fight, but having seen so many of the others struck down, those remaining knew their odds of success were slim.

      In yanking away the velvet coverings of the cages, Minx discovered strange and terrifying creatures the likes of which she'd never dreamt, much less seen. One cage, specially reinforced to keep its slender-legged denizen from escaping, was a hideous creature bred by the Zuscha. This beast, spider-like and nearly as tall as she was, bore a vaguely human face and skittered around the ceiling of its cage on eight razor-sharp legs. The Fae huntress backed away from the cage with disgust, the odd creature chittering as it watched from above.

      The other vessels revealed creatures of similar strangeness—unnatural combinations of Fae, animal and other races—but no sign of Mau whatsoever. Still clutching one of the red curtains and wringing it out in her hands, she called back to Kaleb. “Mau's not here.”

      The dragon shifter took a step toward Minx, and the ring of Plurn surrounding him startled as if expecting an attack. “Oh? She's not here, then?” He eyed the guards, sparing them a little grin. “Oops. I guess we had the wrong place, huh?” He shrugged. “No harm, no foul. Right, guys?”

      One of the Plurn shadowing Minx let out a growl. “You're looking for the Faelyr, aren't you?” he asked, gripping his axe with both hands.

      She turned on her heels to meet him, wielding daggers for eyes. “That's right. Where is she?”

      The guard bumped into one of the cages as he sought to back away from her. “W-Well, she's not here,” stammered the Plurn.

      Minx grabbed up one of the axes a fallen Plurn had dropped and pointed it at the guard, backing him against the cage. “If you know where she is, you'd better start talking. And if I find out that you or any of your friends here harmed so much as a hair on her head, you're going to be sorry. Very sorry.”

      One of the Plurn she'd met outside, the one with the streak of silver fur over one eye, had entered the building at hearing the commotion and replied gruffly. “They aren't going to kill your pet. They want it alive. Harder to make a sale if you kill the merchandise.” The guard—seemingly the one in charge—bared his fangs and motioned to his subordinates. “As you can see, she's not here.”

      Kaleb strolled over, stepping gingerly over the heap of fallen Plurn. “Excellent. So, I'm a bit embarrassed after all we've been through, but might you direct us to the place she's being held?” He ran a hand through his flowing hair, eyes flaring with a coal-like glow. “Unless you want us to stick around, that is.”

      A few more guards poured in through the main entrances, stunned at the state of the auction floor. “What's going on in here?” demanded one. “Chief, we've got some Krah mercenaries on the way, just like you asked!” called another.

      So, thought Minx, they won't tell us, will they? They want a fight? She peered at Kaleb in the corner of her eye and found he hadn't even broken a sweat. He hasn't even begun to fight. She couldn't help but marvel at his strength. “OK, then,” she said, taking a step toward the chief Plurn. “Have it your way.”

      The mass of guards tensed and began to close in on them, waiting for orders from their chief.

      They were outnumbered ten to one, and at any moment she knew one of the Plurn might rush in and attempt to cut them down. Even so, Minx couldn't wipe the grin from her lips. We fight pretty well together, Kaleb and I. His raw power, coupled with her speed and instincts, made for a great pairing. Except for Mau, she'd never felt this good fighting alongside anyone before. We haven't known each other for very long, but we're actually pretty good at this. It's like we have a connection... like we complement each other.

      Kaleb caught her lingering gaze and spared her a little smile—and though she couldn't be sure, she thought she sensed agreement in it.

      Before the next round of battle could commence, there came a low voice from behind her. It issued from the direction of the cages—deeper into the auction hall—and Minx turned to look. There, huddled behind the rearmost cage, was a very large figure. “Please,” urged the voice, “come this way.”

      The presence of this figure surprised the Plurn, too, who peered over suspiciously. “Who's there?” barked one of the guards.

      The mysterious interloper stepped out from behind the cage, and at sight of her both Minx and Kaleb were at a loss for words. It was a woman, but with green skin and large, curved tusks. To what race this woman belonged neither could guess; there might have been something of the Krah in her, but the woman's great height and tusks were alien even to that reptilian species. Despite her odd appearance, the woman did not appear threatening—in fact, she motioned to Minx gently and called out in a low, pleading voice. “Please, miss... this way...” Her large, green hand beckoned to some dim space further on.

      “Who're you?” asked Minx, keeping one eye on the Plurn in case they decided to launch an attack.

      Kaleb studied the figure closely, muttering, “Is she with the guards?”

      “There isn't much time,” urged the green woman, straightening the tan robe around her lengthy trunk. “Please, this way!” Then, taking a step back into the darkness, she added, “I can help you find the one you're looking for.”

      “Huh?” blurted Minx, looking to the dragon shifter and nudging his arm. “She knows where Mau is?”

      Kaleb said nothing, watching the woman in the shadows under hooded lids and seeming to weigh their options. “Possibly,” he finally replied.

      “Can we trust her?” whispered Minx.

      Grinning at the Plurn in their midst, Kaleb shook his head. “Maybe. More than we can trust these guys, anyway.” He pointed at the Plurn chief and then motioned to the door. “We're going to do you a favor and leave this place. Forget we were here.”

      The guards were not in a position to merely let the duo walk out after all the chaos they'd caused, but couldn't hope to stop them, either. They growled and muttered amongst themselves, and Minx knew that if they didn't get away from the auction building quickly, the guards would surely return—and in greater numbers.

      Who is this woman? Has she been here all along? She couldn't be sure whether this woman in the shadows could be trusted, but was confident that she and Kaleb could take care of themselves in the event of treachery. She followed the dragon shifter into the rear of the main auction room, joining the woman who had already begun toward a small back door.

      “Come,” said the woman, eyeing the Plurn cautiously. “Quickly. They're going to tail us.”

      Kaleb arched a brow and followed the woman out the door as she eased it open. He seemed to be thinking the same thing she was.

      Minx went along, too. I don't know if we can trust her, but if she has a solid lead on Mau's whereabouts, we don't have a choice but to follow.
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