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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Dragons, Werewolves, Cat-Shifters, and Vampires. This four-book-bundle has it all.

Hunting Dragons

Eighteen-year-old Rima enlists in the fight against dragons after an elf tells her that her future lies with the army.

She believes this to be true. After all, the dragon that they are hunting is the same one that had killed her entire family.

Life in the army isn't too bad. She gets a roof over her head and three meals a day.  Except she has two big secrets that she needs to keep hidden by any means necessary. Her first secret is that she's a woman in an army of men and she shudders to think what they would do to her if they find out. She serves a bloodthirsty captain who is as hateful and ill-tempered as everyone warns her that he'll be. It is difficult to keep her secret when they spend so much time together, when her sole purpose in the army is to satisfy his whims and carry out every task to cross his mind.

She grits her teeth and does everything that's needed of her. She really shouldn't be falling for the terrible-mannered captain, not even when he starts warming up to her and shows her that there is kindness and compassion under his cruel mask, when he cradles her face and tells her to trust him.

She thinks he might have figured out her secret, but that’s fine as long as he doesn’t figure out her second secret. Rima’s second secret is even bigger than her first.

You see, Rima isn't human at all.

Rima's second secret is that she's a dragon.

Start Reading Here

Kidnapping The Wrong Werewolf

Kira's younger sister is about to ruin her life by running off with a married man. As her responsible and practical older sister, it is decided that Kira be the one to do something about it. The answer, she decides, is to kidnap the man in question. This shouldn't be too hard, seeing as she's a Werecat, known for their stealth and quick wit.

Unfortunately, Kira kidnaps the wrong man... and the tables are turned when she finds herself in the power of a very angry Alpha Werewolf, Damien Hunter, who declares that if she doesn't want to be handed over to the Shifter Authorities on a serious charge, she better do as he says and marry him.

Faced with an alternative of a life in prison, Kira has no choice by to agree, but what kind of man decides to marry his kidnapper? What terrible secret is he hiding? And there's still the matter of the man that her sister is adamant on running away with!

Start Reading Here

Rehabilitation for Feral Cats

When Anita defends herself against an Alpha Cat Shifter who attempts to coerce her into submitting to him, she is sentenced to a Rehabilitation Facility for Feral Cats. She is far from feral, but is left with little choice but to comply with the unfair decision. Loneliness eats away at her in the quiet cell with nothing to keep her company but her own shadows and the noises in the dark. She languishes there, thinking she would never see the light of day again...

Except that doesn't happen. The warden of the facility finds her and offers her salvation in the form of a little more freedom within the confines of the facility. She can mingle with other prisoners who are there for lesser crimes. She is wary of the kindness offered by the imposing Alpha Werewolf, who promises he wants nothing in return except for her company and conversation.

He is a powerful man, a good Alpha with enough influence to have anyone he wants. She doesn't know why he's paying so much attention to her or why he's choosing to spend time with her. The man is frightening and captivating in equal measures and she doesn't know what to do with him- with everything he's offering her.

Everybody wants something. She just has to figure out what he wants from her... before she starts falling for him.

Maybe it's too late already.

Start Reading Here

The Vampire Murders

Someone is murdering fledgling vampires, the conception of which is complicated and taboo in it of itself. Such matters would be disregarded and dismissed as Vampire Business if not for the fact that the same person who is doing is is also targeting the upper society, rich elites that would not be so easily cowered by vampire nobility.

It is up to Ophelia to figure out whodunnit while coming to grips with her own lineage. She is one of the members of the Supernatural Force of investigators responsible for Supernatural Business, but is also the only one who is allowed to investigate and question those involved due to her  unique bloodline. Ophelia knows scarcely about her own background than the people who are so interested in her, but is willing to use that to her advantage. She is, apparently, of Dragon Descent.

Jason Bell is a vampire who is notoriously private and dangerously powerful. Rumor has it that he has not left his home for more than a decade. His noble and ancient lineage opens doors for the investigation and he has come forward to help with the investigation on the condition that Ophelia be the one to accompany him, though helping is not the term Ophelia would use.

As the duo draws closer to the truth, they also draw closer to each other. Will she be able to resist the temptation as they solve the murder, or will Jason prove too much of a distraction? What if that is his plan all along? A distraction to prevent her from finding the murderer? What if he isn’t?

Start Reading Here
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Eighteen-year-old Rima enlists in the fight against dragons after an elf tells her that her future lies with the army.

She believes this to be true. After all, the dragon that they are hunting is the same one that had killed her entire family.

Life in the army isn't too bad. She gets a roof over her head and three meals a day.  Except she has two big secrets that she needs to keep hidden by any means necessary. Her first secret is that she's a woman in an army of men and she shudders to think what they would do to her if they find out. She serves a bloodthirsty captain who is as hateful and ill-tempered as everyone warns her that he'll be. It is difficult to keep her secret when they spend so much time together, when her sole purpose in the army is to satisfy his whims and carry out every task to cross his mind.

She grits her teeth and does everything that's needed of her. She really shouldn't be falling for the terrible-mannered captain, not even when he starts warming up to her and shows her that there is kindness and compassion under his cruel mask, when he cradles her face and tells her to trust him.

She thinks he might have figured out her secret, but that’s fine as long as he doesn’t figure out her second secret. Rima’s second secret is even bigger than her first.

You see, Rima isn't human at all.

Rima's second secret is that she's a dragon.
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The paths wind like serpents between ugly cluster of tents, small huts and flickering campfires illuminating the whole debilitating affair. To a bird overhead, the unsightly heap looks like a metropolis had mushroomed on the edge of the quiet Hanokh River. The inhabitants of this city are mostly supplymen, nurses, mages, and soldiers. Mostly soldiers, though the last two can be one and the same. It's a wary combination that makes Rima shudder, but she doesn't let herself think about it.

What she should be afraid of is their numbers. Two hundred and fifty thousand. The sheer size of them has turned this swollen camp into one of the largest cities on the continent. And they are all out to hunt dragons.

The soldiers are getting restless, ready to snatch up the least bit of rumor and spin whole campaigns out of it. They hotly debate presumed maneuvers to the point of blows, having nothing better to do besides eat or drill. These soldiers are farm boys mostly; boys who are bored of their work and inspired by the news of killing dragons. Stuff of legends. They left their farms and families to take part in the great battle for humankind, to rid the world of the abominations. That's what they claim anyways, but Rima knows better. They're here so that their town's pretty girls and their mothers would cry over them and proclaim them heroes.

The company camped in the apple orchard near the edge of the forest isn't much different from all the rest. There is no one of particular importance here except for the Captain who had survived the attack at Burrow's Height: Alastair Damier.

Rima has been hearing an awful lot about Alastair Damier as she is marched towards Company Z.

"His mum's a mage. Got burned at the stake during the whole burning thing," says one recruit.

Rima knows about the 'whole burning thing'. It's hard to believe that it was less than twenty years ago when mages where being prosecuted as 'abominations' themselves and burned for their perceived crimes of.. simply existing. Now, they serve the King.

"I heard he cuts off his enemies' hearts and eats them to make himself stronger."

Doubtful, but hearts are rather nutritious.

"I heard he lost half his face at Burrow's Height."

If they had encountered an actual dragon, losing half his face and not his life would be considered a success. She licks her lips and lifts the collar of her shirt up a little more to hide her neck.

"I heard he killed his last aide for talking back to him."

"I heard he killed him for looking at him wrong."

"I heard he was just in a bad mood."

"How'd you hear all this?" asks one fresh-faced boy. Rima turns to him appreciatively, having wondered the same thing herself. These are all new recruits, like herself. They have been marching for weeks and she has no idea when they had the time to pick up all this gossip.

"We have only been in camp an hour," says another, which is also true and is a testament to how huge this whole camp is. They've been here and hour and they haven't reached their Company yet.

"People talk," says the original gossip with a shrug.

Rima doesn't talk. She shoulders her pack and grunts something close enough to an affirmation. The little posse of recruits has been travelling together for two weeks and she keeps her head  down as a rule, only saying enough to keep them from being suspicious. The other infantrymen ignore her amiably enough, thinking that she might be homesick or shy. Rima is neither. What she is, is extremely careful not to let anything slip.

Rima has multiple secrets, but the one that is easiest to pull apart is the fact that she is not a man at all.

She had been alone for years, living on scraps and struggling to get by. Her family is dead. Her father and mother, brothers and sisters, all gone. She slipped on boy's clothes in the woods and worked in a farm because that is safer than a young girl living in the woods on her own. Less suspicious.

It used to be easier to pass herself off as a boy, but as she grows taller, fuller, her disguise becomes less convincing. She makes herself a ghost of the streets, a shadow who couldn't be caught or catalogued. There are many other orphans like her, but at the same time, there is no one like her at all.

Clever girl, the elf who had disguised herself as human had said, startling her half to death when she caught her by her wrist. Come with me.

All the elves are dead, she remembered saying when she saw the woman, so old that she is half bent over. Her ears are round, but her scent gives her away. Elves always smell like woods, like nature, even in the middle of the city where everyone smells like decay and sickness.

So are all the dragons, she said in return.

Not yet, she retorted fiercely.

Indeed, not yet, she smiles, crooked teeth making her smile look a lot more sinister than kind.

Afterwards, the elf - her name's something unpronounceable - fed her and told her to enlist, that it would be the way for her survival. She had been nervous, changing into her uniform, nervous every night she slept near the recruits. At this point, she wonders if she's not actually a rabbit shifter, with the way her heart beats, erratic and panicked.

All these other recruits are bare-cheeked teenagers, which is good; it makes her own face stand out less. Beneath her dull blue jacket and once-white shirt, the familiar tightness of her breast band constricts the roundness of her breasts. There is not much flesh to hide. Malnutrition had seen to that, the slim rations keeping her small and bony. She has learned to cultivate a habit of filth, keeping grime on her face and choosing not to wash, both to ward off her companions and avoid publicly bathing. Pissing is always a problem, but one that she deals with by going while squatting to shit.

A firm hand on her arm distracts Rima from her thoughts. Her muscles leap under the touch and she practically lurches away from the boy next to her. He blinks at her overreaction, hand still outstretched.

"Sorry," he says, frowning. "I- you should avoid that," he gestures at the puddle that he's stopped her from stomping into.

"Thanks," she mumbles instead of saying it wouldn't make much of a difference. Her boots are already muddy and an additional coating of mud will hardly impede their pace more than their exhaustion and hunger already has. Still, she steps around the slush puddle the boy had been warding her from and nods her thanks to him again.

He falls in line next to her, thinking his favor had rendered them friends. "I've never seen so many people in my life," he says to her, voice faint with wonder.

Rima glances at him. His name is Harold or something sweet like that and he came from a little village  in the middle of nowhere. Same as her really. The middle of nowhere, part, at least. She looks around warily now, taking in the soldier's tents that they walk past. All these men. All this violence.

After calling out for directions a number of times, the recruits finally arrive at Company Z's orchard spot. The soldiers around these campfires are veterans, grizzled and angry with judging eyes as they glare at the new soldiers joining their ranks. Uncertain, Rima's group idles in place.

"Tell Rory the newbies are here!" shouts one man into camp.

A few minutes later, a trim red-haired lieutenant appears from the bowels of the camp, looking like he had just woken up from a nice afternoon nap and is incredibly pissed to be disturbed.

The recruits stand at attention, remembering their manners. He has a list in his hand and he paces carefully from man to man, asking names and sending them off in one direction or another to set up their tents. He finally gets to Rima and she wills her tension to slip from her body and tells herself that he can't tell her gender just by staring, nor is he able to discern the her true nature. Not even mages can tell what she is just by looking at her.

"Rima Barr?" he drawls.

"Yes, sir."

Rory looks down at her with a faint curl of disgust twisting his lips. "Guess they don't care about age anymore," he snorts.

She's aware that she is shorter and smaller than the men, but she isn't pubescents like he's accusing. "I'm old enough, sir."

He doesn't look convinced. "What kind of parent would name their son Rima?" She does not think he is in the position to judge her, seeing as his name is no more masculine than her own.

"The kind who wanted a girl," she deadpans.

He snorts, but accepts that reasoning. "Says here you're literate?"

"Yes."

He scratches his beard idly and then looks back at the roster, probably trying to see if there's anyone other than her capable of the job he has in mind before deciding that no, she'll have to do. "You'll be an aide for the captain," he decides. "Stand to the side. I'll take you to him after I'm done."

She nods and gets out of his way for the time being. She believes that officer's aids are expected to travel through camps bearing messages and whatever task her captain sets her to, but she can't be sure. It keeps her from fighting at the front lines, which isn't ideal, but for now, it will keep her away from the crowd and let her keep her secret. It is perfect.

Rory keeps on giving the rest of recruits their tasks, sending them away and separating newly formed friendships before they can grow roots. Finally, he finishes with the last of the men and stalks back towards her, expression irate.

"This way," he says, gesturing her to follow.

Rima clears her thoughts and silently falls in behind him as he marches away. Drills have dispersed for the day, so the soldiers are crowded around their campfires, trading jokes and sharing tales, their breath plumes in the air as the night draws nearly. Some of them are slurping from battered metal tins, which makes her stomach growl. She ignores it. Rima is used to hunger.

They come to a campsite set further back from the rest, near the tree line. There's a high awning strung over four saplings, shielding a simple table and a few overturned supply boxes that serve as chairs. An unlit firepit sits dark and discarded to the side and a large triangular tent is set up at the back of the awning. Her eyes fall on the very large pair of boots sticking out from it's door-flap.

"Captain Damier, the new troops have arrived." Rory snaps into a salute, prompting Rima to follow suit.

"And?" rumbles a deep voice from the tent, the owner of the vocal chords sounding supremely hoarse and annoyed.

"Your new aide is here."

"I don't need an aid, Rory."

"The King insists-"

"The King can-" he stops himself before insulting the ruling regime, but barely. "I told you not to disturb me," the voice snarls, violence rising.

There's a prickling sensation on her skin that warns her that a predator is nearby. It is a peculiar sensation. One that she isn't used to because it is so rare for there to be predators bigger than herself. "Sorry sir," Rory says, jaw clenched tight.

He doesn't move, so she stays where she is as well.

A low growl resonates from the tent. A moment later, there's the sound of something large moving. She irrationally thinks of a Werewolf lumbering out of it's cave, but werewolves are just as hunted as dragons. He would be a moron to be here. Peripherally, she can see a tall shape unfolding at the mouth of the tent, and she can certainly pick up on the stream of vile curses flowing from that vicinity. When the figure moves towards them, her eyes widen at the way his boots manage to stomp loudly even on the packed dirt.

"This the one?" the same coarse voice asks scornfully, suddenly near.

She bites the inside of her cheek and tells herself not to flinch or fidget. She refuses to be weak or to show any sign of weakness. This is going to be her job and if she can't even stand being in his presence, being glared at, then she's screwed. All the gossip from marching through camp returns to her mind with a vengeance. It's difficult to keep herself calm in the face of danger that looms so closely to the edge of her vision. It takes all of her discipline not to turn her gaze towards him.

"Yes, sir," Rory says.

A pregnant pause follows. Her heartbeat speeds up and she wonders if someone will see through her disguise, if the dirt and her breast band aren't enough to cover what she is. Most people don't notice what they're not looking for and the last thing anyone is looking for here is a woman disguised as a man.

"Look at me," the captain demands.

She looks up stiffly, swallowing the lump in her throat as she does. And then she keeps looking up and up because Alastair Damier is a bear of a man, taller than anyone she's ever met. She sees the broadness of his chest and powerful muscles hiding under too-tight clothing, and then the gold rows hanging loose on either side of his opened frock coat before resting her gaze on his face.

Oh.

I heard he lost half his face at Burrow's Height.
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I heard he lost half his face at Burrow's Height.

She had thought that gossip an exaggeration, that an encounter with a dragon close enough to hurt him- to take half his face- would have surely killed him.

His face is hollow from lack of proper nutrition, dark circles and red rims encircling his eyes, leaving no doubt of his lack of sleep. The right side of his face looks as though someone had tried to melt it off. Dragon fire would do that to flesh. Ugly scars render his face thick and knotted and raw, the muscles pulling when he glares down at her.

The eye on his left is a vibrant green but his other eye is gray, whitened with clouds and she can't look away from him even if she had tried.

"Captain," she acknowledges, her voice steadier than all the rest of her.

The captain's eyes narrow. He stares at her so intently that she feels he must see through her.  Which of her secrets is he able to pry from her with just a gaze, she wonders. He takes her by her chin with one gloved hand and tips it up slightly. His grip is far from gentle and she is not used to being touched- let alone being touched so roughly, but she manages to keep herself from lashing out.

"Did you choose him specifically because you think we match?" he asks with disdain.

It takes Rima a second to realize that he's not speaking to her.

"He was the only recruit able to read and write," Rory answers.

She swallows, throat bobbing as the words sink in. She usually knots a handkerchief around her neck, but the march to camp had been arduous and sweaty and she'd stuffed the cloth in her pocket. Without the cover, both men and see the burn mark that starts from the bottom of her chin down to her neck, the rest of the scar concealed by her clothing.

He tips her head up more, as if greedy to see more of the scar that keeps her awake at night.

"You've encountered a dragon before." It isn't a question.

She stares at the way his scars crinkle when he speaks and wonders if it aches the way her own scars do. He notices her stare and shakes her head, his grip on her chin hard enough to bruise. The grime coating her skin keeps him from getting a firm grip and his fingers end up slipping, releasing her head altogether. She looks down immediately, unable to bear the intensity of his glare.

"Answer me," he demands.

Rima swallows. "Yes, sir," she says quietly.

"Is it dead?" he asks bluntly.

She squeezes her eyes shut involuntarily and pushes back the pain. "Not yet, sir," she says in a whisper. She forces herself to open her eyes and look directly back at the captain.

He has an ugly twist of his lips, his bad side making it look like he's leering. "Mine is dead," he says. Then, he turns to Rory and nods curtly. "I suppose he'll do."

The captain tromps back to his tent and ducks back inside, dismissing her without another word.

Rima lets out a breath. It feels like she's just passed a test, though she doesn't know how she's done it all the same. She looks over at Rory uncertainly and is glad to see that she isn't the only one thrown by the entire interaction. Rory takes a shuddering inhale and points to a nearby stretch of grass. "Set up your tent there," he says. "You can cut branches from the forest if you need."

She nods.

"You're to be the captain's aide. When he calls for you, you come here straight away and do whatever he asks of you."

"Yes, sir," she says, throwing him a salute. She keeps her face calm even as her guts are churning from the memory of the captain's sightless eye staring out at her. And then, because it seems polite, she adds, "Thank you, sir."

He gives her an odd look, like he can't quite parse what to make of her, and then he's turning the corner and disappears from her sight.

Rory strides away, leaving her alone on the packed dirt under the awning. She lingers in place for a moment, unsure of what to do with herself with no clear instruction and no hapless recruit to mimic.

She takes a tentative step towards the tent's door-flap, thinking the man inside the tent would have some use for her, only to hear a single snarled, "Dismissed."

She jumps at the noise and turns around. She begins marching away as if pushed by an external force.

His mum's a mage.

She wonders that's the gift his mother had left him.

Compulsion.  Or more likely she's just eager to get out of his sight. Self preservation and all that.

She lets her legs bring her to where the other recruits are lingering and stops in front of a man parsing out supplies to the other new recruits. Harold stands in front of her line with a look of the a man in a state of shock. It hadn't settled in until now, perhaps, that he's going to be doing this, to be a soldier and fight dragons.

She doesn't say a thing to Harold and returns to her side of the camp.

Her heart beats strangely in her chest, hands clutching tightly at the straps of the pack that holds the tent. She's done it. She's done the impossible and infiltrated the camp that's on the mission to obliterate dragons. All of her kind.

She's only after the one dragon.

After she's done that, she'll leave.

She takes a deep breath and then exhales it slowly.

Her heart beating at a calmer pace now, she opens her eyes and starts to unpack her tent, gaze flickering occasionally towards the captain's quarters. Captain Damier doesn't appear again, not even everyone has gathered for dinner.

She closes her eyes and dreams of fire.
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Rima wakes shivering and gets up like someone had yanked her up with a hand on the front of her shirt. The sun is just rising over the hills and she understands why she had woken up when the bugle sounds again.

She crawls out from under her pitiful shelter and the stretches stiffly. A tent is better than nothing, but it's cold nights like this that makes her crave the closeness of her family, her siblings all huddling up together in the coldest winters and the Dragon Fire that would keep them warm throughout the night. She smiles dimly at the memory and strengthens her resolve to get this right.

"Assembly!" a voice calls.

She pulls on the rest of her uniform and jogs towards the camp, following the voice that's calling everyone to line up for roll call.

Rory appears to be tasked with this, calling out names and scowling whenever the name is met with silence. She recognizes some of the names from the new recruits she's been travelling with while others are entirely unfamiliar to her. She tries to put a face to the names at first before reminding herself sternly that she's not here to make friends. It would be foolhardy to befriend any of these people. One of them may end up being her killer one day.

As soon as the roll call is done, yet another bugle sounds to dismiss them for breakfast and chores.

Rima returns to the captain with a feeling of dread that she quickly finds out is entirely warranted when she finds Captain Damier sitting out under his awning, looking as hideous as she remembers. The daylight isn't kind to his scars or the state of his long, rumpled coat. His hair looks as though it has not been washed for weeks- perhaps even months, and he has even more grime on his face than she does, which is saying something because she had been travelling for weeks whereas he has no excuse, what with the camp being so close to the river.

A fire crackles in the firepit and he's sipping a tin cup of what smells like coffee.

His eyes fix on her as she approaches and she feels a jolt of unease at how perfectly his whole body stills, like a mountain lion sighting its prey. She tries to straighten up to look less like edible.

"Where were you?" he demands, lowering his cup and staring at her with those mix-matched eyes. She wonders if he had seen a healing mage for that- and then immediately shakes her head at the thought. Dragon Fire can't be healed by mages. Mages can control the hurt and make sure it doesn't spread, but only dragons can heal Dragon Fire burns. She, of all people, should know that.

"Roll call, sir," she says.

He keeps that intimidating glare at her as he lowers his cup. "Do you know what aide means?" he asks.

"I'm supposed to uh... Help, sir?" she hazards a guess from her work description given by Rory the day before.

"Yes," he says. "You're to be my help," he says 'help' with the same tone that someone would say 'defecate'.

"Okay," she says simply for something to fill the awkward silence with.

"That means from now on, you will be gathering firewood to keep that burning," he gestures to the campfire that looks as though it has not been used for weeks, snow covering the wood. "Making my coffee and bringing my meals. That includes breakfast."

"Oh," she says, cheeks reddening when it dawns on her that she's done exactly zero of those things. "I-"

"Your purpose, from now on, is me," he says, cutting her off. "And if you're not helping me, then you are not much use to me, are you?"

She opens her mouth, snaps it shut, knowing nothing she says will make this better.

"Are you?" he barks, rising from his seat with a violent lurch. His coffee spills to the ground.

She flinches back. She didn't think she needed to respond to being insulted, but obviously she had been wrong to think that. "No, sir."

"That's correct," he says, glaring at her. His whole face has gone livid in the space of mere seconds. His scars seem to glow, vibrate. "I don't need an aide," he declares darkly and her heart falls to the pit of her stomach. "Nor do I want one. Especially a fresh-faced rookie who doesn't even know the proper way to set up his own tent," he snarls.

She glances at her tent. Sure, it's tilting a little to the side, but it works well enough for her.

"But it appears I have no choice in the matter," he continues.

He takes a step closer and she takes a step back.

"If you give me any excuse, I will have you transferred for incompetence," his voice tightens further. "If you give me any reason to doubt your sincerity towards our cause, I will blame your death on a misfire. Am I perfectly clear?"

The bullets that they have are spelled specifically to kill her kind. It is not an idle threat. Despite the thudding of her heart, she finds herself meeting his gaze with steel in her own. "Yes, sir," she says.

The captain considers her, the emerald green in his eyes feeling like it's stripping her down to her bones. "You will complete the tasks I outline from now on. If you displease me, I will use your corpse as kindling."

Light a fire under me. I won't burn, she thinks immediately, but says out loud, "Yes, sir."

"Fine," he says brusquely. "Now, fetch my breakfast. And more coffee."
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It is a kindness, she supposes, to have her daydreams about squashed on the first day at camp. Knowing that the captain absolutely despises her sets the mood for the following week and helps put the following days in perspective.

Captain Damier keeps Rima away from his side as much as humanly possibly by giving her mundane tasks. On the first day, he hands her a sealed dispatch for an Officer Ricks at Company A, which is all the way on the other side of the camp. She treks for hours in the sun and then wanders for hours and miles through the army ranks asking after the name until an adjutant takes pity on her and tells her that it's unlikely a Captain would ever pen a letter to an officer of another company.

She rips the envelope open in a quiet corner, heart thudding in her chest in case she's gotten it wrong. His threat of dispatching her via a 'misfiring incident' hangs heavily over her head.

The letter is empty.

She burns it in the nearest campfire she can find and has to stop herself from spitting in his dinner.

Another day, he tasks her with cleaning the latrines - the soldier's toilets - a task that's normally reserved for soldiers so they are careful not to make a mess of the area. She couldn't stand the thought of eating that evening, the lingering smell of the latrines sticking to her skin. Her fear that bathing will reveal her secret only makes matters worse. She envies the men who can just jump into the river at the end of the day to wash away the stink from their skins.

Food is both better and worse in camp. They have been here long enough that most of the small creatures around them have been picked dry and their supplies come from elsewhere, mostly pickled and dried food that will probably last longer than any of them. Still, despite the terrible quality of the food, she is able to get food and as a result, she can no longer count the bones on her ribs as easily and her breasts are filling up as well, making it so that she has to tighten the breast bindings more. It keeps her from being able to breathe too deeply.

The day after that, Alistair sends her to the artillery battalion to help with the butchering of horses. The plow horses that haul the canons have a life expectancy of under a year. During winter, the animals are slaughtered and all it's parts distributed throughout the camp for various uses. She doesn't mind this nearly as much because their evening meals are so much more decadent, though she does feel bad for the horses.

A short while later, he has her working at the armoury sharpening the short-range weapons until her fingers are blistered and coarse. Some of the weapons are blessed by mages to make it easier to cut through dragon scale and burns her fingers when she touches it for too long. She is very careful whilst handling them, something that the blacksmiths appreciate. They think her meticulous and enjoy having her around as she does work better than the young apprentices who care little about the weapons that they are sharpening.

More often than not, his cruelty is casual. He'll pour out the coffee she has prepared right onto her boots, daring her to dodge the boiling heat. She can barely feel it through the thick layer of mud on her boots and even if he poured it on bare skin, she would not have gotten burned. He would have her surrender her breakfast to him, leaving her hungry until she's able to get something to eat from the chef who knows of Captain Damier's propensity for bullying his aides and smuggle her a thin cracker or two. He never gives her leave to sit in his presence, sometimes leaving her standing for hours while he is distracted with his task and he has not bothered learning her name, calling her 'boy' or 'half-wit'.

She bears the torment in silence, quietly completing the tasks to the best of her ability. She is not a stranger to suffering. She is used to sending her anger down deep and telling herself that everything is fleeting. It is how she managed to survive for so long.

Captain Damier watches her with his mismatched eyes, waiting for any reaction from her and she refuses to relent and give him the satisfaction.

Rima isn't as weak as he likes to believe that she is and he has not starved her or tried to kill her yet, which she sees as an improvement to the humans that she had encountered in the past.

The chores, while exhausting, allow her to fall asleep easily. It is a luxury that he does not have. She hears him at night sometimes, waking with a choked breath and groaning in pain. She imagines dragon burns on humans are different from dragon burns on a dragon. They have such delicate skin. So prone to being burned by heat. Her wound doesn't hurt because she knows how to soothe and heal it. She had thought of helping him with his ailment at first, but her goodwill towards him have been chipped away to nothing after a few short weeks of living under his torment.

"Good morning, sir," she says without fail every dawn. She wakes before Captain Damier, before all the rest of camp, really, because she enjoys starting the fire. All the heat in her lungs gets cooped up without an outlet, so she enjoys breathing fire into the wood and watching it burn. It had taken her years of practice before getting the fire to act like actual fire and not Dragon Fire, though if someone were to put their hand to the flame, they will be in for a nasty surprise.

The captain just glares at her. There's nothing good about his mornings, especially after many sleepless nights.

She feeds the fire more twigs, smiling as the fire burns brighter, melting the ice that have gathered around it over the night. It's easier to ignore the captain when she isn't facing him directly and she can just as easily ignore the way he's kicking over a chair in his ire. It's not aimed at her, at least. Progress.

It is almost the end of the third week with the captain when he blinks at her instead of shouting out instructions. She wonders - hopes, really - that the lack of sleep have melted his brain. More likely is that he had run out of the inane tasks to assign to her. Perhaps he had not expected her to last this long. He peels off his coat and throws it at her.

She catches it and almost buckles under his weight. Are the buttons on the coat steel? Does he have stones in the pockets?

"There's a hole in the coat. Fix it," he grumbles.

She bites her lip to keep from asking which hole he wants her to fix. There are multiple. "Do you have a needle and thread?" she asks cautiously. He does not seem the sort to have needles and threads, but she has never been in his living quarters. He could be into knitting during his spare time for all she knows about him. She imagines him trying to work a needle and thread with those massive hands and shakes her head. The needles would sooner break than do what he bids them to.

He raises a brow at her and ignores the question, deeming it too idiotic to deserve an answer. Then, he bends over and reads the correspondence that he had received that morning from capital. There's no insult from him that morning and she glances at him warily as he idly itches the scars on his face. She grimaces. Scratching Dragon Fire burns will cause the scars to open up and- "Ah," she cries out when he does exactly that, scratching a painful gouge on his chin. "You shouldn't- you shouldn't scratch. It'll make the scar open up again," she murmurs.

When he meets her eyes, she quickly continues. "I'll find the thread and return," she says quickly and hurries away before he can start shouting at her for giving unsolicited advice.

This is the easiest task he's given her so far, even without providing all the necessary items to achieve it. She wracks her brains for any infantrymen who might own a needle. She hadn't talked to many of them, but they do have meals together and she hears things. Cardiff is a sergeant that she's never heard speak, but he has an impressively large pack of supplies. Even if he didn't have it, he could point her in the right direction.

She approaches the man cautiously and calls out when she's near. "Excuse me," she says and waits for the man to see her before continuing. "Do you happen to have a needle and thread?" She lifts up the coat she's still holding onto and shoves her fingers through a particularly huge hole, wriggling it to demonstrate what she's trying to do. Not everyone on camp speaks the same language and she suspects his taciturn nature has more to do with lack of ability than a refusal to interact. "It's for the captain."

"Cap'ain?" he asks, recognizing the word.

"Yes, Captain Damier," she says and shakes out the captain's jacket so it's more recognizable. "To fix all the holes."

He clicks his tongue. "Wait," he says at last and strolls back towards his hut.

She waits uncertainly and eyes the sergeant's hut with envy. The structure the sergeant lives in is enclosed by wooden posts with an actual roof and chimney, the original tent perched on top as a makeshift roof. They have been here a while, now that she thinks of it. It makes sense to build something more lasting and comfortable. She thinks of the little tent that she has shivered in for many nights and licks her lips, an idea forming in her head.

"Thank you," she says sincerely when he returns with a needle and a spindle of black thread. The man nods and sits down on his log with a thump. He is an older man, heavyset with kind eyes. She wonders what a man like him is doing at a place like this, what kind of role he would play when the time comes to fight an actual dragon.

By the time she makes it back to her captain's tent, he has given up writing replies to the mail from the city and is flipping listlessly through pages of a book. He's wrapped a blanket around his shoulders for warmth and has moved close to the fire. She hopes he doesn't get too close.

"You're back," he says like it's a personal affront to him and she barely stops herself from rolling her eyes at him.

"Yes, sir," she says. "May I sit, sir?" she asks, feeling a little bolder than usual because he had assigned her on midnight guard shift yesterday and she had spent hours pacing the frozen ground, subtly breathing fire into her palms when her fellow infantrymen weren't watching.

He only grunts, which is as close to a 'yes' as she can get.

Carefully, she seats herself on a hardtack crate by the table. From the position, she can keep one eye on the captain where he sits by the fire. His temper is subdued today. She eyes the letters on the table and wonders if he had received news from home to make him this way. She's never thought of him as someone who had someone who wrote to him from home before. Does he has a wife, perhaps? He seems of the age to take a wife and sire children of his own.

Shaking those useless thoughts from her mind, she focuses on the task at hand. Her nostrils flare as she gets a good whiff of the fabric grasped tightly in her hand. She had been too distracted earlier to smell it, but now that her attention is wholly focused on the cloak, it smells utterly rank. She probably doesn't smell any better, but she can't pick up her own scent. It would be a kindness to throw this into the fire and be rid of it.

A thump rouses her from her daydream of setting the captain's cloak on fire instead of fixing it and she looks up to see that the captain has laid himself down on the ground by the fire, still wrapped in his blanket.

"Should I leave?" she asks cautiously. "This may take some time."

"Stay," he says gruffly without looking at her.

She wonders if she had misheard him. He had been so adamant on getting her out of his way for weeks ono end and the sudden want for her company has her suspicious, but he does no move from his spot and defying him would only cause his ire. She bites her tongue to keep herself from pointing out the obvious, that there's a perfectly good tent behind him that might provide him with more comfort and security, and then settles down and begins her work.

She had picked up sewing from a seamstress who saw her begging for scraps in the streets and dragged her into a factory to sew with her. The factory owner does not make a habit of paying the people who wander into the factory, but does not mind feeding them and letting them sleep on the floor in the evenings. It is better than sleeping in the streets. The seamstress who had brought her in told her to keep her head down and not make trouble. It had been a sad day when the factory burned down.

It's actually peaceful under the awning, with the captain asleep- or at least trying to sleep anyways. She can hear the captain's breathing echoing slightly and it makes her feel oddly soothed.

Without consciously thinking of it, she begins humming under her breath.

She had picked up a lot of tunes while working with the other seamstresses. The owner had allowed it because it did not distract them from their work and improved morale.

It doesn't sound as good on her own as it did with all the others around her, but it brings back memories of her sitting amongst people who didn't have any ulterior motives towards her, people who were only trying to make a living as well. She is so lost in her thoughts that she starts singing aloud the next verse. It is an old song about waiting for lovers to return, for better days ahead. She makes it halfway through before the captain shifts abruptly from where he lays on the ground and she freezes.

Had her voice gone too high? She had forgotten her place.

Alastair squints up at her, groggy. "That was you singing?" he rumbles.

She mentally curses herself and considers denying it. Perhaps he had been on the cusp of sleeping and would think the whole thing a dream. The silence drags on for a beat too long and she knows that the opportunity to say no had slipped through her fingers. "Yes, sir."

He keeps his gaze on her, white-gray eye seeming to pierce through its clouds, staring at her for longer than possible. She reflexively scratches at her bare cheeks, trying to cover the soft line of her jaw, the way stubble isn't even close to gracing her skin.

"Keep singing," he growls finally, closing his eyes once more.

She sags with relief for a second before the worlds filter through her panicked mind and she's blinking at him now, confused. "Sir?"

He doesn't respond and she is once more left pondering if she had misheard him. Singing is something that she enjoys doing and she is reluctant to taint that with the captain, but the thought of displeasing the man is so unpleasant that she finds her voice.

Oh, come back to me, my love.

Take my hand and come away...

She peeks from her stitching and sees that the captain has reclined his head with his cap over his face. Relieved, she continues her work and continues singing, the tunes flowing easily enough with memory. By the time she finishes stitching all the holes in his coat, she has forgotten once more where she is and is surprised to find that captain fast asleep, lightly snoring.

She stares down at him, taking the rare chance to study the man without feeling like she's being flayed alive. She wonders if she should wake him, but that would be cruel. He sleeps so little already. There is, for a second, a peculiar impulse to drape the coat over him to keep him warm, but she manages to restrain herself from doing something so stupid. She folds his coat and sets it on the table before stepping away.
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Chapter Five
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If she had expected the man's attitude towards her to change after that, the expectation is quickly crushed when he makes her clean the latrines again the following day. She pretends it's his stupid face that she's scrubbing as she goes about her task, her cloth tied over her nose to help preserve what little sense of smell remained.

"Message for the captain," a man's voice says when she returns to the camp that evening. The fire she had started that morning is still strong and she hopes nobody is paranoid enough to look closely at it, because then, they would see that there's no longer any wood in the pile and the fire should have gone out already. She throws a handful of wood into the firepit and turns to the messenger.

"From?" she asks searchingly, trying to place the other aide. He is a portly young man with brown hair and a slight stubble. She wonders what they have to eat over at his Company for him to be able to get so much meat and fat on his bones. Do they serve better food elsewhere?

"Company D," he says. "This is for your captain," he extends a sealed letter towards her. "If he wants a reply, just bring it to me or my captain." He looks her up and down and then scrunches his nose when he undoubtedly begins to pick up the smell from her.

Anywhere else, this would have made her feel self conscious, but the terrible stench keeps her secret.

"Here," he says at last, reaching into his inner pocket and handing it to her.

She reaches for it before she sees that he's giving her an apple. "Oh!" she beams at him. She misses fruits. "Thank you," she says gratefully.

He shoots  glance over at the captain's tent and then looks back at her with a wink. "We aides ought to stick together. What's your name?" he asks.

"Rima," she says through a mouthful of apple. The explosion of juice in her mouth makes her moan. "I didn't know we had fruits here," she says. She loves fruit season. She used to sneak into orchards with her siblings and eat until they're stuffed.

He has an odd expression on his face when she looks up at him, but he quickly clears his throat and says, "The season just started and we had some sent from home. My name's West."

"Thank you, West," she says gratefully and he sets off, whistling.

She finishes the rest of her apple in a few quick bites, core and all, and quickly wipes her hands on her pants before standing outside Captain Alastair's tent. "There's a dispatch for-" she starts.

"I heard," he says cuttingly and emerges from the tent.

She stumbles out of his way to avoid being trampled on as he tromps to his table and sits down heavily on a crate, not looking at her.

"Well? Give it here," he says, extending a hand towards her and gesturing for the letter. He makes a face and adds, "You smell disgusting."

Anger flares in her chest, but the shoves it away and drops the letter into his hand and stalks back to the fire pit, hoping the heat would singe away the smell clinging to her clothes - her skin. It's probably inside of her pores at this point. She thinks of retiring in her tent, but notices the captain squinting at the letter in his hand. She works up the courage and asks, "Would you like me to read you the dispatch, sire?"

He glares up at her. "What did you say?"

"I-" she feels she should stop talking, but her mouth moves on it's own and she continues. "I asked if you'd like me to read you the dispatch?" she repeats.

His back stiffens. "Why would I need you to do that for me?" he asks.

"I- um-" she swallows the lump in her throat. She knows that by talking, she's only digging a deeper hole for herself, but she can't seem to stop. "Because of your bad eye, sir?"

"Bad eye?" he echoes softly.

Oh no.

Slowly, she tries to inch her way back into her tent, as if the little tent would be capable of shielding her from his wrath in any way. His gray eyes stares out from his skull.

"What bad eye?" he growls.

Her words die on her lips, finally catching up to the fact that she should keep her mouth shut.

With a violent spasm, he grabs the axe resting by his table and shouts an order for her to hold her place.

She freezes.

"I want you to chop firewood for the rest of the night," he says and, to her horror, hefts  the axes into a throwing stance. He cocks his head and then deliberately shuts his good eye.

She has just enough time to fear for her life before he flings the axe towards her. The air hisses with its passage and her gut clenches. For a split second, her head is filled with the image of the axe hitting her in the neck, decapitating her. It is sheer panic that stops her from moving.

Thud.

The axe blade quivers between her boots.

"What bad eye, private?" he asks icily.

She takes a shuddering inhale and picks up the axe handle, tugging it out with some effort. Then, she makes a quick retreat into the woods, leaving the captain alone with his wounded pride.

Truthfully, she had been thinking about chopping some wood. Doing so in the middle of the night is not what she had in mind, though, especially when the cold begins to set in and she does not have a fire to keep her warm. She chops through the night, not wanting to suffer her captain's ire by returning too early and takes several breaks to rest her sore arms.

By morning, she had built an impressive pile of firewood and several longer pieces for her own purpose.

It had surprised her how little there is for them to do. She had expected there to be expeditions out into the forest, for them to go marching into the dragon dens, but there's  just a whole lot of waiting. They are waiting for instructions from the King as well as message from the scouts. There had been more to do in the past, according to the veterans. There used to be a lot more dragons and they would go marching every fortnight, sometimes all at once, often just a few companies at a time.

This particular expedition had required so many people because they aren't just hunting any dragon. Most dragons are average-sized, with a few smaller still. But there are the rare few that are the size of castles.

They're hunting one such dragon now, a castle-sized beast that had razed kingdoms and faced battalions bigger than theirs and won.

Dragons generally prefer warm weather and hibernate through the colder months. The plan, she's heard through the grapevine, is to send scouts and find the location for the dragon's nest and come at it from all angles, slaughter it while it sleeps. The only problem is that it is so big that it would require everything they have to kill it and the risk of it waking is high enough that they are willing to have the entire battalion hunt it down together, sacrificing as many men as necessary for the sake of killing one dragon.

It's not all in vain, though.

They are getting paid to do this- to wait, and then to potentially die while facing the dragon.

"You'll get a hefty payout if you're at the frontlines, more if you cut the dragon and can prove it," a veteran had said to the new recruits. "And if you die, your little lady's going to get all the money."

A lot of the men, she has found, have wives or sweethearts back at home. Many of them have some kind of feminine keepsake hidden on their person: a lock of hair, a handkerchief, or something less the proper.

"Kodi's got a pair of panties!"

"Ohh, give it here! I wanna give it a sniff."

"Fuck off!"

"I'll pay you for it!"

Rima hunches over her cup of soup and thanks the stars that the men are not so friendly with her that they feel the need to involve her in that sort of banter. She is nearly a scholar by now on the subject of whores and wives and their various assets as well as the length of the men's members, ranked from longest to shortest and thinnest to girthiest. They had an actual measurement contest a few weeks back that has her pretending to be busy doing just about anything else. They are unwilling to get on her bad side, seeing as she is the person on their camp who spent the most time with their captain and nobody is eager to take up her position should she decide to pitch her loyalties elsewhere. As if such a thing were possible.

It is easier than she had expected to hide, even in the midst of an army of men who care very little about privacy. Her proximity to the captain ensures that the men do not try to include her in their shenanigans, as if she would say anything to the captain.

"You're late," the captain snaps immediately upon seeing her that morning.

His scars had gotten red and inflamed over the night, probably with him scratching them unknowingly while he slept. "Sorry, sir," she says instead of trying to reason with him that she's here at her usual time. He's just early because he hasn't gotten any sleep. "Your coffee, sir," she adds, hoping the caffeine would put him in a better mood.

He slaps it from her hand with a growl.

Sometimes, she wonders if he's the one who's a dragon instead of her.

"I don't want fucking coffee," he snarls, baring his teeth at her and unknowingly proving her point. His expression is set in a grotesque scowl, his scars rippling over his skull like furrows. Rivulets of blood trickles down his chin and she grimaces at the sight of them, her hand coming up to her neck almost involuntarily. She's glad that she's a dragon, that she has the knowledge needed to make sure her burns don't fester like his obviously did.

"How do you-" he starts, staring at where her hand is, and then shakes his head. "Get me a bottle of whisky," he demands.

She glances over at the still-rising sun. "Right now?" she asks, incredulous.

"Yes, right now!" he snarls, red-ringed eyes glaring at her. He probably hadn't slept at all yesterday. "The fucking itch," he mutters, scratching vigorously.

She is struck by a sudden memory of her younger sibling suffering from a bout of hiccups that resulted in Dragon Fire everywhere. She had burned herself and hadn't known the better, scratching her wound open every time it's close to healing. Her parents had to put her in mittens to get her to stop. She doesn't think the captain would react well to the suggestion of wrapping his hands in mittens. The gouges start to bleed anew and she watches more trickle in a slow, ugly trail down his face.

She knows she should leave, but she's a  bit fascinated despite herself.

His chest swells with a very deep breath and he holds himself stiffly. "And fetch the sergeants," he says evenly.

"Yes, sir," she says.

His sergeants are brutes of men, larger than everyone else in camp. She suspects there to be a bit of Werewolf blood in them, but it isn't something that she could ask, nor would they answer honestly. They move towards the captain's tent like a well-trained unit and she makes an executive decision to get the whiskey after she finds out why Captain Alastair had gathered the men so early in the morning and why they all appear to be so used to this, none of them questioning her when she asked for their presence.

As soon as Captain Alastair spots them, he shrugs off his coat and rolls up his shirtsleeves. She feels the sergeants tense subtly around her and slows her pace so that she can hide behind the men. It is not a difficult task, considering how much larger they are compared to her.

"Come," Captain Alastair growls and the five men all start moving at once, launching themselves towards the captain without preamble.

Rima gasp at the sight of the captain fighting his own men. Five men against one is hardly a fair battle, but he is holding his ground, grappling Cardiff whilst ignoring Oshaz, who is hammering his ribs to make him loosen his grip and failing. Tusk makes a dive for the captain's legs, forcing him to lose his footing, taking three men down with him onto the ground.

She had grown used to Captain Alastair's incredible size, but seeing him overpowering the three men and twisting himself free from the men's grasp. He ducks a punch from Lotter and decks Oshaz in the gut as the man struggles to get up, his upper lip pulling back into a victorious snarl as the man tumbles back, clutching his stomach. She realizes with a jolt that the captain isn't snarling. He's grinning. He's actually enjoying the violence.

He stands facing the four remaining sergeants and makes a 'come at me' gesture. They charge at him all at once and he ducks a punch to his gut, but takes one to his face, blood splattering the ground. Two of them grab Alasair and haul him back while another strikes his gut. He spits out blood and headbutts Cardiff when he gets too close, then yanks himself free and kicks Oshaz. The sounds of their grunts of pain and wet smack of muscle against muscle makes her grimace. He catches Lotter by his waist and hauls him over his head as if the man does not weigh two hundred pounds - at least - and throw him at Tusk, sending both to the ground.

The whole thing lasts only a few minutes and the captain is the only one standing.

Rima is caught between horror and outrage at the stupidity of men.

"Dismissed," he pants with a savage grin, breathing hard as he helps his sergeants to their feet and pats them on their backs. They grin back at him, as if they, too, had enjoyed the beating.

He lays down on the ground as they limp away, all sporting various bumps and bruises, but none serious enough to require the infirmary.

Rima lingers, unsure of what she is meant to do with her captain on the ground.

"Should I get you your whiskey?" she asks at last.

Captain Alastair jolts, turning his face until he can see her with his good eye. "Water," he says.

She unslings her canteen from her shoulder and walks towards Alastair. Once she's within arm's length, she uncaps the canteen with the full intention of just handing it to him, but his eyes are closed. He looks boneless. Relaxed. There's blood on his face. There's blood everywhere on him, really, but he is the calmest she has ever seen him.

Sighing, she squats down and tilts the canteen over his lip. Most of it spills over, but he swallows a few mouthfuls. "You have blood on your face," she says.

"Yes," he hums. "I suppose I do." He wipes his mouth.

She struggles within herself, wondering if - why she even bother, and then loses the battle to be practical. "Your wound will never heal if you keep scratching it and letting the blood coagulate on the scars," she says.

He bristles, face falling back into it's usual scowl. She clenches her fist at her side, hoping he doesn't lash out at her now.

"I suppose you know better?" he growls.

"Yes. I would." She doesn't grimace when his eyes open and his gaze finds the scars on her neck, hidden mostly by the soldier's uniform that she wears, but there nevertheless.

"Fine," he says instead, taking her by surprise. "Be quick about it."

Her eyes go wide, realizing too late what she's set herself up for. Something like panic bubbles in her gut. "I'll take you to the infirmary," she offers quickly because she doesn't know the proper way to do this - the human way to do this.

"No," the word comes out harsh from his lips. "I'm not going there."

She swallows and parts her lips to argue that they would know better than her what medicine to use on him, but that would be a lie. Just another one of many, a little voice in her head whispers. And they are hunting the dragon that she's after, right now. They are on the same side, at least for the time being, and it would not hurt for him to get more rest. Perhaps he would be in a better mood if he is not in pain all the time, if he can get some sleep and his face does not feel like it is melting off. "Okay," she says at last. "Okay," she repeats to herself, building up the courage to move closer to the man who had - has been making her so miserable for so long.

She has no desire to touch his bare skin - to touch anyone's bare skin, really. But he is laying there with an air of expectancy around him and she doesn't know of a way to extricate herself from the task without risking his ire. She takes off the cloth from around her neck and splashes water onto the faded cloth. Then, she casts a baleful look at his face. There's blood all over, even on his good side, and she debates cleaning that instead.

I'll be quick, she tells herself, fingers trembling.

She lifts the wet clothe to his opened scar.

He hisses and retracts his head, eyes wide open in shock.

"Sorry," she says, belatedly realizing she should have warned the man before touching him. "I'm- I'm going to clean the wounds first, sir," she says.

His jaw twists. Then, he nods and closes his eyes again. She wants to move quickly, but worries of hurting him. Open wounds hurt and his must sting a lot, especially with the way he had been picking at it, reopening the wound over and over. She swipes the cloth along his scar and inhales deep, taking the dragon fire back to herself. It is a different flavor than hers, a different flame... But it is still Dragon Fire and she is able hide it in her all the same. It merges with her own fire and she grimaces as the foreign sensation of it settles inside of her.

Her parents had taught her how to do this, made her learn how to ease Dragon Fire burns. It is easier to do this on someone else. Bits of blue and red peels from his pores like wisps of smoke and goes into her slightly parted lips. Only a dragon can heal Dragon Fire burns. She makes sure his eyes are still closed as she starts on the next one. Up close, the gouges he's made are uglier than ever, raw and half-scabbed, the flesh toughened and stiff. He had gotten dirt in the cuts from his fight. She tries to wipe them clean as carefully as she can, but some of the scratches are deep.

She leans in close and inhales as deep as she can. It's a terrible burn. She doesn't know how he's survived a burn to his face like this. Her burn was different. It's not so much a burn as it is a mark of possession. For other dragons to know that she's spoken for. It hurts, but not in the same way as his because her scars are not meant to kill her.

His eyes open suddenly and she pulls back, heart stopping in her chest at the horrible thought that he had seen her, noticed the way she's pulling fire from his skin.

"You needn't do it if you're so disgusted," he snaps.

"I'm not-"

"No," he growls. face dark with anger. "Don't patronize me. I'm aware of how I look," he snarls, but there is something else in his expression that she's never seen before. for a second, he had seemed saddened, almost ashamed. "Give me the rag."

She doesn't know what possesses her to pull the rag away from him. "No," she says. "I'm not done," she continues even though she knows she can't keep doing what she's doing with his eyes wide open.

He surges forward like that beast the she had suspected he is and has her pinned on the ground before she has even realized  what's happened. He's fast. And strong. It's unfair, really, that she is so weak for what she is. She tries to push him off, but he's heavy.

"Let go," she hisses, but he isn't listening to her.

He tilts his head, eyes focusing on the scars on her neck. To her horror, he tugs the collar of her shirt, revealing more of her burn marks on her skin. His fingers are rough where he's touching her and the collar of the shirt doesn't have much give to it. She's worried that it would tear, but he must have realized how inappropriate he's being because he stops just shy of ripping her shirt open. She isn't breathing- isn't doing anything at all. Her heart has leapt to her throat and she forgets how to move her body.

"How low does this go?" he wonders out loud.

She closes her eyes and tilts her head up. "Please," she whimpers, not knowing what she's asking for.

He pulls his fingers back and stumbles away from her abruptly and she can breathe again without him pinning her down so roughly. Her whole body still feels as though it's on fire, the bare skin that he's touched throbbing in a way that is not altogether unpleasant. He stumbles into his tent without saying another word to her and she's left panting on the ground to get her bearings about her.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Six
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She still doesn't know what to think of the entire exchange when she makes her way towards the supply tents. The captain had not emerged from a long time after stalking into it and she isn't keen on entering to ask him for her day's duties.

When he finally emerges later that evening, his dinner already waiting at his usual place, she is bent over the spot where her tent used to be and working with the red clay on the ground.

"What are you doing?" he asks.

"I'm making a chimney, sir," she says, wiping her hands on her pants, staining them and not caring too much about that.

He snorts. The two of them look at her structure, large stones cemented in place by the thick red clay that she had dug up during one of those inane tasks that he had given her. She had already forgotten, honestly, the purpose of the hole he had made her dig a few days prior. She had thought to ask, but finds it better to just follow his instructions without saying a thing. Her compliance appear to frustrate him and she takes a little pleasure in that too.

She has a bucket of water that she uses to moisten the clay and make it more spreadable.

So far, the structure has only risen four feet, but the sides are evenly built with one entrance for pushing in firewood. And she isn't too worried about that, really. Once she has a fire burning, she can keep it going forever.

"A chimney needs a house," he says, unimpressed.

"I'm going to build a stockade," she says, forcing herself to look into his eyes, daring him to tell him that she's not allowed to do this. She had gotten the idea from looking at sergeant Cardiff's tent. "Most of the men have already, since we seem to have settled down for the long the winter. Once the chimney is set, I'll start building the walls. I'll work around any duties that you give me."

He looks flatly at her, assessing.

"It's only going to get colder," she tries to reason with him, knowing that she needs his permission to do this.

He looks up, as if staring at the sky is enough to give him a weather forecast.

"I brought you a bottle of scotch," she grits out, remembering that he had given her the order that morning before retracting it.

"And this is how big it'll be?" he asks, seeing her marking she's made on the ground.

"Yes," she says. She had made it the length of her tent, needing it as a makeshift roof.

He huffs. "Make it bigger," he says.

Her brow creases in confusion. "Sir?"

He whips his head at her. "Make it bigger," he repeats.

She opens her mouth to protest. Her tent is already stretched to it's limit by her estimation. Maybe she can ask for a bigger tent from supplies, something that is already torn and nobody is using. She would be able to sew it together. "Yes sir," she says, knowing to pick her battles.

"Good," he says brusquely and then stomps back through the snow towards his tent.

For the next several days, the captain does not give her any additional tasks, seeming to finally be able to see reason and allow her the time she needs to get the stockade completed. The construction turns out to be a strange  source of joy for her, the process of seeing something she's making with her own hands come to completion slowly, but surely. It is made even more satisfying by the knowledge that it's a space that's meant to be hers and hers alone. It's tedious work putting all the supplies she manage to scavenge together to built it, but it makes her heart glow.
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