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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!

Forcing her body into a stumbling run, she staggers through the forest, not trying to be quiet anymore. They can't catch her. She can't have it end here. Her heart beats faster and faster as she races through the trees, her chest burning with the exertion of her flight. Her legs can barely hold out. But she grits her fangs and pushes through it.

There!

Through the trees, there's a small town! She can hide there. It would make it harder for the Mercs to find her in a village. She won't be as exposed as she is here in the forest, her scales shimmering in the moonlight. The opalescent shine that she's always loved makes her more of a target. She wishes for a brief moment to have had dull scales.

Pushing her body, her lungs screaming and her legs feeling like pudding. She races to the one hope she has.

Before she can reach the treeline, there is a whistling noise and an impact, her ankles searing in pain. Her body pitches toward the ground, leaves and dirt filling her mouth and nostrils. A scream looses itself as she falls, her ankle feels like it's on fire. She lies there for a breath, her thoughts drumming at her. Demanding she get up. The Mercs are almost on her.

Shoving herself to sit up, Ayla scrabbles at the rope on her ankle, trying to untangle her legs from the bolo. It holds her hostage in the thick loamy leaves around her. The shouts of the Mercs grow wilder, louder, closer.

They have her.

There!

She shoots to her feet, almost tripping over her damned dress, cursing, she runs. Have to run, have to run. The words pound into her mind, they're almost on her. She races to the town. Her lungs still burning, her body failing, and her energy was almost depleted. She can't make it, she has to make it.

She’s too late.

A scream pierces the air as the Mercs catch her, their hands and stinking breath wash over her as they grab her in their rough, calloused hands. She writhes against them, their touch revolting and horrendous. She struggles to get away.

They crow and pat themselves on the back as she's trussed up, a stinking cloth shoved in her maw, causing her to gag at the taste. Gods, has it ever been washed? Bile rises in her throat, it is so bitter and disgusting. She pulls on the binding rope and tries to pull her hands out of the rough fibers.

One of the males kneels in front of her, touching a knife to her chest. She goes still, her eyes rolling in panic as she watches the male's face. Her breath great heaves through the foul rag and her heart beats a staccato rhythm.

“Yer ours now,” The male croons, his voice oily and slimy. “Ye got nowheres teh go now.”

Her head spins, she’s well and truly fucked now. Gods, why did she take this job again?

The male taps his blade against her chest. "Ye might make a pretty plaything, too bad the bossman wants ye."

A whimper slips from her maw. Oh gods, she pleads in her head as the panic still rips its way through her, let me live through this.

Clicking his tongue, the man holds out a hand to his side, and the man next to him places a damp cloth in his palm. An evil grin splits his muzzle. "Night night," He croons.

The damp cloth presses against her snout, the sickly sweet almond scent fills her thoughts, her mind slowly fogging as she struggles to get away from the cloth. But the male holds it tight to her nose. The liquid fills her mind with blackness and she knows no more.
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