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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 is one of the things that they’re hunting. Rima is a dragon.
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Chapter One
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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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Chapter Two
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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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Chapter Three
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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. 
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