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The Escape
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The night was blistery and dense as a tall, hooded figure glided across the rain-soaked grass. She lifted her head to the sky. Nothing but storm clouds and darkness. Not even the moon could shine through the thick clouds. She removed her hood, letting the rain caress her skin as she waited for him... for the only person she knew that could save her. The trees blew in the breeze, rustling gently and growing in cadence as the wind pushed against them harder. An old man came stumbling through the forest carrying a staff with a ball made of clear stone perched on top. The woman ran up to him.

"He's after me. He knows I left!" She whispered in a panic, clutching the old man, holding him upright as another gust of wind came, nearly knocking the man over.

He put his hands on her shoulders, partially to steady himself, partially for reassurance. "I know. But do not worry, Andromeda. We will hide you. It will take some time and a great deal of magic on your end. Can you manage it?" 

"Yes, please Wilbur. I’ll do whatever it takes." She shivered from both cold and fear. The risk of weakening her powers was worth the escape.

"Then come with me. We’ll disguise you as my niece. They won't likely search for you there unless they sense the connection between our pasts. I have done my best to erase it though.” Wilbur gripped his walking stick tighter and looked over Andromeda’s shoulder. “You need to disguise yourself now. Do not let them recognize you. The change you pick may become permanent, so make sure it is a figure you can live with. You will have to wear it always. Come. We need to move fast before they get here." He grasped her arm and led her through the forest, into a deep thicket of trees just as the dark, smoking figures of black horses appeared. 

"Night Mares!" Andromeda whispered. Wilbur hushed her and shoved her forward, deeper into the woods. Andromeda looked back, eyes wide with fear. 

"Stay quiet. We must get to the village gates before they do. They are swift. We can't outrun them, and they might pick up on your scent soon. Disguise yourself now. Hurry!" He stepped back as she muttered some words under her breath. Her blonde hair changed a deep, chestnut brown and her skin, slightly tanned to that of a farm girl's. Her height shrank by two inches, and she plumped her face slightly, changing her clothing to brown and green to complement her now blueish green eyes, no longer gray as most sorceresses' eyes were. Her transformation was complete. 

"Call me Felicity." She said to Wilbur.

"My niece Felicity," He replied. "Come, we must hasten!" They raced through the trees to the edge of the forest where the gate to Imyr stood, branches and bushes scratching and tugging at them with every turn. Getting to the large, stone gate was their only hope for protection now. Wilbur shoved Andromeda, now Felicity, through the woods as they heard the whinny of the Night Mares, closing in behind them. Wilbur called out to the gateman, who climbed off his tower to address them.

"Who are you and what is your business in Imyr?" He asked.

"It is I, Wilbur, Solengrad. I must come in. I had to escort my niece through the woods. She is easily lost. She is coming to live with me at my farm." He was panting now, desperate to get in. 

"Ah yes, and your name dear?" He asked, looking at Andromeda.

“Andro...um... I am Felicity." She replied, pretending to be shy, but really trying to control her breathing after rushing to the gate. She almost blew her cover. 

"A beautiful name for a very pretty girl. Come in you two, out of the storm now." Solengrad opened the gate door and let them in, "You travel very light my dear." The gateman said, as the gate door creaked open. He was eyeing her suspiciously. 

"Indeed, she does. Her family died in a fire and their farm burned down. Now I care for her. I needed help at my place." The old men eyed each other, with Solengrad, looking at his friend with curiosity. Wilbur knew he suspected his lies but was not one to pry more than that. Women travelers were rare in Imyr and when they did come, it was on horseback.

"Well come on then. Don't just stand there. Get inside, warm her up. Don't need her dying of pneumonia before the men in this town get a look at her." He replied with a chuckle, shutting the door behind them as the Night Mares rode up. 

"Thank you, friend." Wilbur replied. They walked away from the gate, hastening through the town to the fields at the far end. “Move fast but don’t run. We can’t attract attention.” Wilbur whispered to Felicity. She nodded, lifting the hem of her skit that had mud caked on it up to her knees. By the time they arrived at the farm, they were dirty, scratched up, and exhausted, though the adrenaline kept them going this far. They were silent as the storm picked up and it was too loud for them to hear each other, let alone have the breath to speak. Wilbur threw open the wooden door to his farmhouse. They set their things down as he started a fire, then he turned to Felicity and spoke.

"I am sorry to say that Solengrad is very inappropriate sometimes. Don't pay him any mind. He doesn’t always say rude things." Wilbur told her as a clap of thunder shook the tiny house. Wilbur grabbed a kettle of water, placed it on a hook over the fire, and sat in the chair next to Felicity. 

"It's ok. I’m not too worried about it. It's a fair exchange for safety tonight." Felicity replied.

"A good point. Come, let me show you your room. It’s small. It was once my daughter's and then your mother's when she stayed with me." He indicated to a ladder next to the fireplace that led to a loft. Wilbur’s bed was tucked behind the ladder on the main floor next to the fire. 

"Thank you again. So very much.” Felicity replied.

“Anything for family.” Wilbur chuckled at that statement. 

"Dear Uncle, with your sense of humor." She chuckled, now feeling the fear in her subside. This was the new normal now. She would have to hold up this ruse for the rest of her life. She would need to stay hidden where her mother was once hidden. Sadness overwhelmed her as a tear slid down her face. She took a stone out of her bag and stared at it. Was this thing worth it? It shook a little. Outside, it was a beautiful, red stone, or so it seemed. Inside, no one knew it contained a dragon. Felicity gave it a hug. It was safe for now. It was, as far as she knew, the only dragon egg that was left in Domandunn, where she had escaped from. Now, Tristan and his father had no dragons. She had to keep it that way. Her heart sank thinking about the man she loved. Tristan. She cried harder, wiping her tears on a handkerchief from her dress pocked. She hugged the dragon egg again. “You’ll be safe now, little one.” She whispered. 
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It had been a close call...again. The Mage Prince sent his soldiers out to keep looking for Felicity and the dragon's egg. One of his scouts had seen her the night Wilbur saved her. She had just passed beyond the gates. Felicity had to leave and find another safe place to stay. She couldn't risk putting anyone else in danger. Besides, she had her disguise and that should be enough to keep her hidden, right? But Wilbur refused to let her go. He said it would look suspicious if she left just as she arrived, and that she would be safer with walls around her and the egg than she would in the woods away from protection. So, she stayed. Not because she believed in what Wilbur was saying, though maybe to an extent she did, but because she knew that the egg needed to be protected. Her mother had tried to save all the eggs, but it had led to destruction. Now, it was her turn and she NEEDED to be successful this time around. 

Felicity went out into the barn. She tossed her dark hair over her shoulder, not realizing she was being watched. She walked up to one of the horses, a chestnut brown mare that was with child and due any day now. She bent down low and checked her belly and rear. She was starting to dilate but wasn't quite ready for delivery yet. Felicity put fresh straw into the stall and brought her some water. The mare was restless, and it was almost time to call Wilbur in from the fields to help her deliver the horse. She had never done this before but was feeling excited.  

Where Felicity was from, their mares were made of smoke and fire because of their magic. It was rare to find a horse with blood and bone. Here, they were just regular horses, the ones their Night Mares were made to copy. The Mage King wouldn’t allow them to have mortal animals. He saw them as weak and not fit for battle. Everything was about war with him. And it wasn't that Felicity hadn't seen real animals before, but she had never been in charge of them. Her gift of being able to heal and care for animals had to be kept a secret. She had to hide her powers even when she thought she was safe. Her mother told her that because of the gift they had over magical and mortal creatures, she would be hunted down and forced to help their King with his evil plan of weaponizing dragons, or worse, she would be killed if she denied him. Felicity was terrified at that thought. This made her more cautious, at least until Tristan. 

At the time, she had fallen in love with the King's son. She was set to marry him that year. She felt safe enough with him to confide in him when it came to her powers. She had demonstrated to him, using a bird with a hurt wing. She healed the bird watching it fly off. Tristan betrayed her and told his father about her magic. He said that she was the one to hatch the dragons and heal them, so they’d never die. The King sent some men to collect her, and her mother died, fighting them off. Felicity escaped and made her way to Wilbur, who was now protecting her.

Felicity went back to tending to the mare and feeding the other animals. Wilbur told her he had a farm hand, but she had been there a month and hadn't seen him. Wilbur said that he had to care for his dying mother and younger siblings, but that he would be returning to the farm that day. She hoped that he knew how to deliver a foal because she wasn't prepared to do anything of the sort. Wilbur said he would help her if the farm hand didn’t show, but once he started plowing, it was hard to get his attention and make him stop. Felicity started mucking out all the stalls and putting in fresh hay when the most beautiful man walked into the barn. Though she was still hurting, she had never seen someone so perfect in her life. 

He smiled at her, taking her in. "Hello. You must be Felicity." The man replied. He couldn't have been older than twenty-four. 

"Um, yes. I-I-I am." She stuttered, completely embarrassed by her reply. She noticed the smell of muck on her shoes and hoped the man wouldn’t notice it too. 

"Wonderful. Wilbur said you’d be here. I'm Thomas, but you can call me Tom for short. I’m the farm hand that Wilbur hired several summers ago. I am so sorry you've been stuck with the extra work. My mother had passed, and I had to care for our family for a short time. I hope it wasn't too much of an inconvenience for you." He gave her another smile that showed off his dimpled cheeks and perfect teeth. Felicity's heart stopped. He wasn’t what she expected a farm hand to look like. Tom waited for her to respond. 

Felicity took a breath and said, "Oh it was fine. I don't mind the hard work. Keeps me busy since I’m still new here." 

"I'm glad you found some solace in it then. I can take over now though," he paused, "unless you wanted to stay and work together. Then I could come help you with other chores." He looked at her and smiled the most perfect smile she’d ever seen. Felicity could feel herself blush before busying herself with the mare. 

Felicity noticed the mare was fully dilated and ready to push. She could see the muscles contracting in her chestnut belly. "Of course! That would be nice. This mare is ready to labor now anyways. I’ve never done this before. Are you skilled in this?" She felt awkward asking him to deliver a horse with her upon their first meeting, but it would save time getting Wilbur. 

"Of course! I’ve raised Belle since she was a filly. I was the one who delivered her here and now I get to deliver her foal. I feel like today is going to be a day of luck." He smiled again at Felicity. 

She was glad her 'uncle' had hired this man. He was kind and she needed someone to be kind to her right now. 

"Could you fetch some clean towels? Wilbur has some in that wooden box over there, specifically for animal births." He pointed to a large, wooden crate in the corner of the barn. Felicity went and pulled out several large towels and sheets. She brought them over to Tom and he set them near the water, "Unlike a human baby, you don't have to keep them warm and covered up. But it helps to have these to clear the face off and if the heart drops on the foal, we will have to deliver quickly and keep them both warm. Luckily, it's fall, and the weather isn't quite as cold yet, so we don't have to worry about snow and temperature drops. But if it was winter, we would need these for both mom and baby." He was very knowledgeable about a lot of things. Felicity wondered why he wasn't a teacher instead of a farm hand. 

"You know so much about these animals. Shouldn't you be a scholar instead of working with my uncle?" She blurted out without thinking.

"I should have but I couldn't. There wasn't enough money to send me to school. I read and write, and I can do math, but things like science and all the other amazing things you learn in the cities and other places just aren't in my future." Tom said it so matter-of-factly that Felicity felt sad for him. She wished she could make that happen for him one day. She wondered if Wilbur was trying to help him with it too.

Felicity sighed deeply. She felt sorry for him. "I hope one day you get to go." She whispered. She could see that he was ear to stomach with Belle now but couldn’t stop looking at him. He had a sad but strong look on his face. She knew this was something he was used to hearing and it pained him. 

Tom sat back up and looked at Felicity. "I do too, but now is not the time for it. I think Belle is ready to push!" He moved some of the hay around Belle and went from kneeling to crouching. “You’re going to want to watch the foal’s hooves. They sometimes kick when they come out.” Felicity backed up a bit, looking at Tom sheepishly. He gave her a small smile and that made her feel more confident. 

It was a long labor, and they were all exhausted, but in the end, Belle delivered a beautiful black and brown colt, that they named Jonas. They cleaned him up and got him to cuddle up next to Belle who was panting, exhausted from the extensive labor. Tom brought her some water and she drank it up. Jonas was strong and already trying to move around a lot. He wasn’t nursing yet, but Tom said it took some time for the new colt to adjust. 

"I should go tell my uncle he was born. He wanted a male." Felicity replied standing up and trying not to slip in the mess of birth. She didn't want to leave Tom, but she had to. The urge to kiss him in celebration over this new horse would be crossing the line and she didn’t want to scare Tom off. 

"Alright then. I will finish cleaning up here though you should probably clean yourself up a bit before going to the field. He might get startled seeing you covered in blood. You've a bit of horse mess on the hem of your dress and your sleeves too." Felicity flushed as she inspected herself. There was indeed some horse poo and lots of other unknown fluids that soaked her. She was sticky and hay was clinging to her. Felicity could feel her face hot with embarrassment. 

"Right. Of course." She ran to the house to change and wash up, then back out to the field where Wilbur had just set down his plow to drink water from a bucket. He was thrilled when he heard the news. He dropped everything and raced back towards the barn to see the new colt. 

“Did you name him?” He asked Felicity, panting. He wasn’t as young as he used to be. 

“Jonas.” Felicity said. 

“A fitting name for such a fine horse.” He said. “I can’t wait to see what he becomes.” This hit Felicity differently. Wilbur was such a wonderful person. He always saw the good in others and was eager to help people and animals whenever possible. Felicity knew now why her mom wanted her to see him when she was in danger. He would protect her till his last breath. She could feel it. 
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The next few days were very busy. With Jonas to care for, house and farm chores to catch up on now that Tom was back and able to help, and now the town social coming up, Felicity had work to do from sunup to sundown. She would pitter patter around the house the way her mother used to. This made Wilbur chuckle.

On the other hand, now that Tom was back, Wilbur had less work and was more than happy to interfere with his charge and her life. He had secretly gone into town and bought Felicity a beautiful pink dress to compliment her disguised features. He was hoping that she would wear it to the town social and that she would go with Tom. He normally wouldn't have done that, but he could see the way that she was looking at Tom as they worked, and the way Tom was looking at her. He wasn't one for distractions, having married once and his only child passing during childbirth along with his wife, but it didn't mean that he couldn't give a little push to these two lovebirds if he wanted. He knew that Tom would be taken with her even more at the social if she showed up all dressed up and not covered in manure and other mashes of filth. And besides, who was he to get in the way of love between two young people in love?

Wilbur was not much of a romantic, but he was a troublemaker, and he did promise Andromeda's mom, no, Felicity's mom, that he was going to look after her and keep her safe if she should ever contact him. He had to for the fate of an entire race and possibly the world. Felicity didn't know much about his relationship with her mom. She didn't know that they were technically cousins. It was part of the reason he wanted her to call him uncle. He didn’t want the true connection discovered, though this one would be close enough if Hadrion tried to discover them. She didn't know that he had magic like her too, but it had been lost after the first war for the dragon’s safety. She didn’t know much about the war either or why her mom was killed since she had only been a teen. Her mother kept her in the dark as much as she could. There was too much at stake and they had to protect her. Wilbur had been part of the reason her mom was killed. He wanted to keep that part a secret but was not sure how. He wanted to protect Felicity as her mom had, but he wondered how long he could keep up that ruse. He wasn't prepared to tell her that he was part of the reason she was an orphan. She had already lost her father before the war due to illness. She didn't need to lose him too. He didn’t want her to have that sort of pain again. 
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