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    To my loves

Both of you are my world and I hope to keep sharing my stories with you.
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Breath hisses through the dragon's lungs as she races through the forest, branches whipping past her scaled snout. Thorns snag at her loose robes, the dress too long to be comfortable for travel. She curses herself for insisting on the damned fabric. Her heart beats wildly as her feet pound through the leaf litter. Her ears strained for any sound of the males chasing her. Coming to a halt against a tree, she leans against it wearily. The bark digs into her soft palm scales, a biting pain, but nothing compared to the sharp stabbing pain as she tries to breathe in enough air.

The shouting seems to have stopped, but she might not be able to hear it, the blood pounding in her ears is strong. The sound a loud thudding drumming against her skull like a pickaxe. Trying to still her breathing, she turns her back against the tree, her scales catching against the rough bark as she slides down to a sitting position.

Struggling to take deep breaths, Ayla makes sure to keep an eye around her, the sounds of the Mercs may have faded, but that doesn't mean the trackers hadn't found her trail. She looks down at her soggy boots, those few males that spend their lives finding things by tracks and scent, it's so primal, feral. It's unnerving. But she had tried to avoid their detection by stepping through a stream. Hopefully, it blocked enough of her scent that they won't be able to follow.

Her feet ache and throb, her lungs demand air, and her whole body seems to hate her right now. The run through the forest was a lot. She's used to sitting on her arse and doing spells and paperwork, not this running and physical shite.

Sighing, she leans her frilled head against the tree, her eyes fluttering closed. Her gusting breath finally slows, her heart no longer a cacophony in her ears. The world around her, though dark with the night, is no longer blurry around the edges. She takes a few more deep breaths, touching the small bag that rests at her hip under her skirt. Making sure the jagged artifact still rests there. The sharp metal sears her skin through her dress and the thick leather of the pouch, cold and biting like the frost-bitten cave she had taken it from. The dark chill that drips off the jagged figure had alarmed her at first. But, the king had asked her to fetch it for him. As the court mages' apprentice, she had jumped at the opportunity, but now she is not so sure it was a good idea.

Shaking her head, she feels exhaustion creep over her. Gods, she's bone tired and still has such a long way to go. But she said she would do this mission, and she will. Just let her catch her breath first. Her lids flutter, she's so tired. Maybe she can chance a nap. Her mind is so foggy, but with a start, she realizes she's too exposed here, too open. Those Mercs will definitely find her if she stays here.

Shoving to her feet, she has to lean against the tree for a moment, her legs trembling as she tries to take another step.

Her foot catches on something as she goes to move, sending her back down, sprawling in the leaflitter with a yelp. As the sound escapes her, she claps a hand over her snout, her breath stuttering in fear, the panic stabbing through her like an icy knife. The Mercs must have heard her. Gods, she's in so much danger.

Scrambling to her feet again, she stumbles through the forest, making her way north to the capital city, to her king. She has to succeed. This is how she will be able to surpass her training. She’ll be a full court mage. She has to be.

The panic swims through her, every sound spearing her with fear and panic. Her heart almost stops as she hears a shout behind her. No... they found her!
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