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      For all the girls out there

      who wouldn’t mind a hot dragon man
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      It was just barely spring when the soldiers arrived, dragging a man in chains into Roe’s farmyard.

      At the first sound of hooves, the chickens scattered, clucking their anxious protest at the disturbance of their routine. The gander hissed and flapped his wings, preparing to charge these intruders. Not many visitors found their way to her farm in this southern corner of Damaslar. It was too close to the sandy desert and the war being fought among the dunes.

      Roe swatted the gander with her besom, and only her thick wool skirt protected her from his answering nip. He thought himself too much the protector of her household.

      Then the riders came around the bend in the road, and she gripped the broom tighter, her knuckles turning white. Two squads of mounted army soldiers rode into her farmyard, road-weary and covered with trail dust. They had been riding hard and long, maybe all the way from the front, down in the sands of the Sarkan. But they weren’t alone.

      Their captain reined in his mount and gave a perfunctory look at his surroundings. “This will do.” The disgruntled words rang through the air as he dismounted.

      Roe’s mouth dried. She had no trust for the army, and no sympathy—any stake she had had in their wars with the dragons had died with Sael.

      A regiment had come through the year before and pressed all young and able-bodied men for the front, including her Sael. Roe got a notice barely a month later that the holy man had read to her. Sael had died for nothing—battle fodder for Damaslar’s squabbles. It hadn’t been a love match, but he had been good and steady, and she had cared for him. Now he was gone, leaving her and Aish alone.

      What did these men want with her farm?

      Aish yelled from inside the cottage and toddled out, holding onto their mutt Fang’s thick gray fur. She tugged on her mother’s skirts, shrieking her wordless demands.

      Roe gathered up her two-year-old daughter in her arms and stared at the captain, who removed his helm and shook out sweaty hair the color of ripe wheat.

      “Sword and shield, but this is the middle of nowhere.” His pale blue gaze landed on her, and she inwardly quailed, hating the way his eyes licked over her.

      “My name is Captain Andres Chevalier,” he said. “My squads will be staying here to guard an important prisoner until wizards can arrive from the capital to take him the rest of the way.”

      Roe bit her lip and awkwardly dropped a curtsy while holding her toddler. “Sir, I cannot feed thirty men this early into spring,” she whispered.

      “They have rations,” the captain said, waving a hand at his men. His eyes narrowed, searching behind her. “Where is your man?”

      Her breath caught. Should she lie? Tell him that Sael was merely away? But who knew how long the soldiers would stay here, camped on her land? “In the desert,” she said, voice cracking.

      It was not technically a lie. Sael was in the desert, and there he would lie for eternity, buried in a mass grave or in the belly of a beast; she didn’t know which.

      “Ah,” the captain said, one eyebrow quirking. “Well, be cheered, mistress. This prisoner may turn the tide of war for us. Your man’ll be home to you before you know it.” He waved his hand, and Roe took a good look at their captive for the first time.

      The first things she noticed were the thick, heavy chains that wrapped around his arms and neck, carved with strange symbols she didn’t understand. But after that, the prisoner was covered in blood and dirt… and naked.

      She flinched involuntarily. “Who⁠—”

      “King’s business.” The captain strode forward and gripped her chin, forcing her to look up into his face. Fang snarled, but Roe made a hasty motion with her hand, signaling him to stay.

      Captain Chevalier told her, “You will never speak of these events under pain of death, do you understand?”

      Roe nodded rapidly. The grip on her chin tightened—and then a low growl rumbled through the farmyard, pulling her gaze like a lodestone to the prisoner.

      The soldiers had forced him to his knees in the dirt, and his hands were chained behind his back, but the prisoner still managed to look powerful, even in a position of weakness. The incredibly broad and muscled chest contributed to that, probably. His tangled black hair and beard hung down to his bronze shoulders, and black eyes stared at her without a hint of white around them.

      Roe gulped. She refused to let her gaze dip lower than his chest.

      Captain Chevalier let go of her chin to ruffle Aish’s hair. But her bossy two-year-old exclaimed “No!” as she was wont to do, since it was her favorite word, and slapped at the hand intruding on her person.

      “Aish,” Roe said hastily, stepping back and setting the girl down behind Fang, who positioned himself between his mistresses and danger. “Go and play, sweet. Go inside.”

      “No!” Aish said again, but went, herded by Fang.

      “I expect supper at sunset,” the captain said.

      Roe looked up, startled. “But you said⁠—”

      “You won’t cook for them,” he said dismissively. “Just me.”

      And Roe felt afraid.
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      Roe cooked supper and fed herself and Aish first, and then put her daughter in bed with her doll and Fang.

      Then Captain Chevalier appeared in the doorway. He had washed, probably in the stream that ran along the fields, and his jaw showed signs of shaving.

      Unease twisted in her stomach. “I would have brought your food to you⁠—”

      “I wanted to eat here, get away from the enlisted rabble for a while. Even though this cottage is incredibly rustic.” The captain sat in the chair at the head of the table and stretched his legs out, watching her as she scurried to dish up another serving of stew.

      She could feel his eye trailing over her form critically. She was little enough to look at, she knew—dark hair and dusky skin, as was the norm for their region, with a figure mostly hidden by her dress and surcoat. What little flesh she had at her disposal was quickly turned to muscle by farm chores and hard work. She let her hair, coming loose from its braids, hide her face.

      “You don’t know how it is at the front. All that damned sand. Roasting in your armor as you wait for a monster to attack.” He dug into the stew, continuing to talk. “That’s not to say we haven’t bagged plenty of the beasts. There’s many a skeleton bleaching white under that blasted sun.” He smirked through a bite of stew.

      Her stomach rolled in pity for the dragons.

      He scratched his neck, a fleck of shaving soap still lingering under his ear. “But it’s the same, day in and day out. I couldn’t tell you what I felt when we saw the first real trees in months.” He eyed her speculatively. “You don’t talk much, do you?”

      “Not really,” Roe said, twisting her hands in her apron. “Only to the baby.”

      He glanced around the room. “Where is the brat?”

      She stiffened. “In the back room. She’s playing.”

      His eyelids lowered. “It must get lonely, so far out here. With only a child for company.”

      Her throat closed.

      “It’s lonely in the desert, too,” he whispered, rising to his feet.

      Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth as her stomach clenched in turmoil. Everything in her wanted to scream no! and reach for the iron fire poker, but he had thirty men right outside her door. Her baby was in the back room. He was stronger than her.

      His hand slid over her cheek, down her neck, making her skin crawl.

      Just—what if he hurts the baby—just don’t feel—go somewhere else until he’s done— Roe’s fear filled her whole being as Captain Chevalier reached for her breast.

      Then outside came a deep, bellowing roar.

      “Captain!” A man yelled. “He’s getting riled up⁠—”

      The captain cursed and stormed out of her cottage, leaving her shaking at the reprieve.

      What sort of prisoner was this? She hovered in the doorway as six men held the end of the chains tight, barely managing to restrain the prisoner as he thrashed.

      “Hold him, damn you!” Captain Chevalier screamed, pulling a sword from one of his men and striding forward. He set the blade against the prisoner’s neck. “If you test me, beast, I’ll cut off your balls and feed them to you for dinner! Don’t think I won’t!”

      Roe took a step forward into the twilight as light from the torches lit the man’s
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