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Chapter 1: Riders at the Gate

The dawn came slow and gold. Mist hung in the valley, turning the ridge soft and warm, the kind of light that made a man forget there was work to do. I stood on the porch with a cup of nettle tea that was still too hot to drink, watching the light climb the ridge.

Bramble stood beside me. Her hand rested on my bandaged forearm, her fingers gentle over the cloth strips where the razorfang’s claws had torn three lines through my skin a week ago. The wounds were healing clean, thanks to Nettle’s salves, but the bandage stayed. Bramble changed it every morning and every night, and I’d stopped telling her the cuts were fine because the changing was for her, not for me.

She’d been quieter since the wolf fight. Not distant. The opposite. She stood closer, touched more, her hand finding mine under the table at supper, her shoulder pressing against my arm when we stood together at the kitchen counter. But the words were fewer. The space she’d always filled with kitchen authority and food metaphors had gone still, like a pond before a stone drops.

The tea burned my lip. I set the cup on the railing.

“Riders,” I said.

Bramble’s fingers tightened on my forearm.

They were still distant, just shapes on the ridge road where it crested the high pasture above the valley. Five of them. Maybe six. Horses in formation, single-file where the road narrowed, spreading wider where it opened up. Moving at a walk. Not hurrying. People who expected their arrival to do the talking for them.

Coming from the direction of Dunhill’s farm.

“I’ll put the kettle on,” Bramble said.

Her voice was steady. Her hand left my arm slowly, the withdrawal deliberate, giving me the heat of her contact for as long as she could before the work of being the Matriarch required her elsewhere. She went inside. The door didn’t slam. It closed softly, deliberately. Fear was not going to run her kitchen.

I counted the riders again. Six. Definitely six.

The farm was quiet around me in the way that farms are quiet at dawn: not silent, but full of sounds that belonged. Clover bleating from her pen. The three chickens scratching at the door of their coop, waiting for Pip to let them loose. The creek running along the eastern boundary, the willows rustling in the light breeze. Nettle’s herb garden releasing the faint scent of rosemary and thyme as the morning warmed.

I gripped the porch railing. The wood was solid under my hands, the posts straight, the rail level. Thistle had rebuilt this section after the original rotted through. Her joints were tight. Her work lasted.

Behind me, from somewhere in the barn, I heard the scrape of a blade on a whetstone. Thistle was already sharpening something. She’d been up since before dawn, and whatever she was working on, she’d stopped doing it the moment she heard hoofbeats on the ridge.

The riders descended from the ridge. At this distance I could make out details: horses, not ponies. Good stock. One rider in front, the rest fanned behind. The leader wore a wide-brimmed hat. The others wore matching leather vests.

Dunhill’s men. Not Dunhill himself. The prosperous bigot was smart enough to send his hands when the errand was unpleasant.

I stepped off the porch and walked to the front gate, which was a generous name for the gap in the fence where the path met the road. Thistle had built proper gateposts here two weeks ago, thick ash trunks sunk deep with stone packing at the base, but the gate itself was still a crossbar that lifted off the pegs. We’d run out of hinges.

Behind me, the farm woke up to the threat in the way each of them handled danger.

Thistle materialized at the fence line thirty feet to my left, her ash staff in one hand and her hatchet on her belt. She’d changed into her leather chest-wrap and cut-off leggings, the working clothes she wore when she expected trouble. Her gold eyes were locked on the approaching riders with a fixed, predatory stillness. She looked like what she was: a fighter who’d killed a man with a rock and put down razorfang wolves with a hatchet, compressed into a four-foot-nine frame that vibrated with violent potential.

From the barn loft, a faint scraping sound. Pip had taken position up there with a pitchfork. I hadn’t asked her to. After the wolf fight, she’d developed an instinct for high ground and sharp objects. The girl who’d charged a wolf to save Thistle’s life wasn’t going to sit inside while strangers rode up to the gate.

At the garden bench beside the farmhouse, I caught a glimpse of Nettle’s dark emerald skin. She was mixing something in a clay pot, her goggles down, her movements quick and precise. One of her smoke compounds, probably. The capsaicin irritant she’d brewed from wild peppers to blind the wolves. Effective on predators. Probably effective on men, too.

Bramble stepped out of the kitchen door with the kettle in her hand and set it on the windowsill. Her apron was clean, her hair pulled back in its usual working bun, her breasts straining the cotton blouse she’d washed and pressed yesterday. She folded her hands in front of her apron and watched the road with the steady calm of a woman who’d survived eight years in a labor camp and learned that fear was something you felt after the danger passed.

Six riders. Six horses. Coming for my goblins.

The lead rider was a man I hadn’t seen before. Lean, humorless, sitting his horse like someone who considered the animal beneath him a tool rather than a partner. Narrow face, sun-dried skin, a jaw that could have been carved from the same stone Thistle used for foundation fill. He wore a hat that was too nice for a foreman and a coat that was too practical for a gentleman, which put him squarely where I expected: a man comfortable wearing borrowed authority and not shy about it.

The five behind him were farmhands. Big, weather-beaten, the kind of men who’d spent their lives taking orders and found comfort in the simplicity of it. Matching leather vests. Two of them I recognized from the tavern in Willowford, the ones who’d been discussing “vermin” in the eastern woods. They recognized me, too. One of them looked away. The other didn’t.

The lead rider reined up at my gate. His horse was well-fed, brown, with a blaze on its nose. The horse looked more pleasant than the man on it.

“Morning,” the man said. His voice was flat. Not unfriendly. Just empty of anything that wasn’t business. “You’d be Ashvale.”

“Thorn Ashvale. This is my land.”

“Cale Redwick. I serve as foreman for Mister Dunhill’s operations.” He said it the way a man says his title at a courthouse: with the full expectation that the title alone settled most questions. “I’m here on behalf of the Greenvale Landholders’ Council.”

He reached into his coat and produced a folded document. Thick paper, sealed with wax. He held it out over the gate.

I took it. The wax seal was fresh, pressed with a mark I didn’t recognize, some kind of wheat-sheaf design that someone with more money than taste had probably designed over dinner. The paper was good quality. Dunhill spent money on the things that announced his importance.

I broke the seal and unfolded the document.

The script was neat and formal, a clerk’s handwriting, billed by the hour. The language used three words where one would do, burying the simple ugliness of its purpose under layers of procedural vocabulary. But the message underneath the ornamentation was plain enough.

To Thorn Ashvale, property holder of the eastern parcel known as Ashvale Farm.

A formal notice from the Greenvale Landholders’ Council, signed by Garret Dunhill and two other names I didn’t recognize. The document stated that the presence of “non-human labor” on my property constituted a threat to valley safety, health, and economic stability. That goblin populations were known vectors for livestock disease, crop contamination, and territorial expansion beyond property boundaries. That the Council had determined, by majority vote, that all goblin persons residing on or affiliated with the Ashvale property must vacate within thirty days of the date of this notice. Failure to comply would result in “lawful removal” undertaken by the Council under the authority of regional security statutes.

Thirty days.

I read it twice. Then I folded it, carefully, and looked up at Redwick.

His face hadn’t changed. He sat his horse with the patience of a man who delivered bad news for a living and didn’t care about the receiving end. Behind him, his five farmhands held their reins and looked at everything except me. Two of them looked at the fence line where Thistle stood, staff in hand, gold eyes burning. They looked away quickly.

“Tell Dunhill my workers are staying,” I said.

Redwick’s jaw shifted. Not surprise. Preparation. He’d expected this.

“I’d advise you to read that document carefully, Mister Ashvale. The Council has authority…”

“The Council is Dunhill and two men who owe him money. I know how valleys work. Tell him my workers are staying.” I paused. Let the silence settle the way Bramble had taught me silence worked, the way a pause in the right place said more than the words around it. “And tell him I found my uncle’s paperwork.”

That landed.

Redwick’s jaw tightened. His hands, which had been resting loosely on his reins, went still. Behind him, one of the farmhands glanced at another. A quick, nervous exchange that told me more than the document had.

Dunhill was worried about the paperwork. Aldric’s counter-claim. The water rights dispute that had been sitting in legal limbo for fourteen years, waiting for a magistrate who never came and a nephew who didn’t exist until now.

I’d been bluffing. I hadn’t reviewed all the documents yet. Nettle and I had spread Aldric’s maps on the kitchen table two days ago and she’d gotten excited about aquifer boundaries and settlement-era survey methodology, but we hadn’t formed a strategy. The bluff was a stone thrown into dark water to see what surfaced.

What surfaced was fear.

“Your uncle’s business is your own concern,” Redwick said. His voice was the same flat tone, but the words came faster. “The Council’s notice stands regardless. Thirty days.”

“Thirty days,” I repeated. “I’ll be here on day thirty-one.”

Redwick looked at me. Looked at Thistle on the fence line. Looked at the barn loft, where Pip’s copper-red hair was visible above the hayloft door, a pitchfork glinting beside her. Looked at the garden, where Nettle had stopped mixing and was watching with sage-green eyes that missed nothing. Looked at the farmhouse, where Bramble stood in the doorway with her arms crossed over her apron and an expression that could have frozen a hearth fire.

“We’ll be back,” Redwick said.

“Bring better lawyers.”

He turned his horse. The five farmhands followed. They rode out the way they’d come, single-file where the path narrowed, and I stood at the gate and watched them until they were shapes on the ridge again, getting smaller, heading back to the man who’d sent them.

My hand was white on the gatebar. I loosened it. Breathed.

Behind me, the farm released its held breath in a sequence.

Thistle’s staff thumped against the ground. She’d been gripping it hard enough to leave finger marks in the ashwood. “I could have caught the last one. The fat one on the bay.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t.”

“I know that too.”

She made a sound that was half-growl, half-acceptance, and stalked toward the north fence, where she kept her tools and her temper in roughly equal proportion.

Pip descended from the barn loft via the ladder, pitchfork over her shoulder, her bright skin flushed vivid with the adrenaline she hadn’t been able to discharge. She bounced across the yard with the energy of a girl who’d prepared for a fight and gotten a document instead. “Are they gone? What did the paper say? Can they really make us leave? Because I’m not leaving. I’ll fight them. I fought a wolf. I can fight a guy on a horse. Horses are bigger than wolves but they’re slower, I think, and…”

“Pip.”

“Yes?”

“Come inside.”

Nettle met us at the kitchen door, clay pot in one hand, journal in the other. She’d already been writing. “I observed their approach vector and their body language during the exchange,” she said, pushing her goggles up to her forehead. “The foreman was tense but controlled. Three of the farmhands showed visible discomfort with the situation, consistent with men carrying out orders they don’t personally endorse. The other two were more engaged. Those will be the ones to watch.”

“Good. We’ll talk about it.”

“I’ve started a behavioral profile document.” She paused. Adjusted her goggles. “Also, the smoke compound is ready. Just in case.”

The kitchen table was where plans happened. Bramble understood this instinctively: the table was the heart of the farm, and the heart was where you brought things that mattered. She’d set out five mugs, the kettle, a plate of yesterday’s flatbread, and a small pot of butter that Pip had produced through the grudging cooperation of Clover the goat and two milkings a day.

We sat. Pip bounced in her chair, unable to be still. Nettle spread her journal open and uncapped her ink bottle. Thistle leaned against the wall by the door, arms crossed, the blade still at her hip, her fierce stare fixed on a point somewhere past the kitchen wall in the direction Dunhill’s men had gone.

I unfolded the document on the table.

“Thirty days,” I said. “That’s what they’ve given us.”

Bramble’s hands were wrapped around her mug. She looked at the document with an expression I’d seen once before: when she’d told me about the camps, on that rainy afternoon when the truth came out and her composure cracked for the first time since I’d known her. Not fear. Recognition. She’d stood at this edge before.

“Thirty days,” she said. “That’s how long we had at the camp before they moved us the first time. Three weeks to pack what they let us keep. A week’s march to the new site. Thirty days between one cage and the next.” She looked at me. Her brown-gold eyes were steady, but the knuckles on her mug were white. “I won’t do it again, Thorn.”

“You won’t have to.”

“Don’t promise what you can’t…”

“I’m not promising. I’m telling you.”

The kitchen was quiet. The kettle clicked on the windowsill as it cooled. Outside, the chickens clucked. Clover bleated. The farm went about its morning the way farms do, indifferent to the politics of the people who worked them.

“Can they actually do that?” Pip asked. Her voice was small. The chatter had drained out of her, leaving the girl underneath, the one who’d been disposable in the camps and carried the fear of it in her bones. “Force us out?”

“Not without a magistrate’s order,” Nettle said. She was scanning the document, her quill moving alongside the text, making annotations in the margin of her journal. “The ‘Greenvale Landholders’ Council’ has no legal standing to compel removal of persons from privately held property. This is a pressure document, not a legal instrument. They’re relying on intimidation rather than actual authority.” She looked up. Her sage-green eyes were sharp behind her goggles. “However. If Dunhill controls village sentiment, he could make a case to the county magistrate for a formal removal order. The question is whether we have a counter-argument strong enough to prevent that.”

“We do,” I said.

Nettle’s ears perked. That slight, involuntary goblin motion that telegraphed interest, the pointed tips rising a quarter-inch above her dark hair.

“Aldric’s counter-claim,” I said. “The water rights. The settlement survey.”

Thistle pushed off the wall. “I don’t care about papers. Papers don’t stop men on horses.”

“Papers stop the men who send the men on horses,” Bramble said. She turned to me. “Show us.”

I went to the storage room. The false panel in the back wall was where Aldric had kept his leather document case, the one Maren had hinted about and Nettle had helped me find two days after the wolf fight. The case was old, cracked, and smelled like pipe smoke and damp earth. Inside: maps. Surveys. Letters in Aldric’s tilted handwriting, filed with the meticulous care of a man who’d understood that records outlasted the people who made them.

I spread the maps on the kitchen table. Nettle was on them immediately, her goggles coming down, her fingers tracing survey lines with the precision of a cartographer.

“Here,” she said, her voice quickening. “The settlement-era survey. Forty-seven years old. This maps the aquifer as an independent groundwater source, entirely separate from the north fork surface water that Dunhill holds rights to.” She traced the boundary line with her ink-stained finger. “The aquifer feeds the well and the creek through a subterranean channel that predates any surface water licensing. Dunhill’s surface rights don’t apply to groundwater. That’s basic hydrology.”

“In language Pip can understand,” Bramble said.

“Hey!” Pip protested.

Nettle glanced up. A tiny smile. “The water under Thorn’s land isn’t the same water Dunhill controls. It’s older, deeper, and it belongs to whoever owns the property above it. Which is Thorn.”

“And the counter-claim?” I asked.

“Your uncle filed it fourteen years ago.” Nettle held up a letter, Aldric’s handwriting leaning hard to the right. “He argued that property owners have inherent rights to groundwater beneath their land, independent of surface-water licensing. The magistrate at the time retired before ruling. It’s been in legal limbo since.” She set the letter down and looked at me with the expression she wore when a particularly interesting seedling breached the soil. “But the claim itself is valid. If we file it with the current county magistrate and present the survey as evidence, Dunhill’s leverage evaporates. He can’t threaten to cut off our water if the water isn’t his to cut.”

“So we file it,” Thistle said. She’d moved from the wall to the table, drawn in despite herself. Her arms were still crossed, but she was looking at the maps.

“We file it. But a legal fight takes months. Dunhill won’t wait months.”

“No,” Bramble said. “He won’t.”

Nobody spoke. Five people around a kitchen table, looking at old maps and older grievances, understanding that the next thirty days would decide whether this was home or another place they had to leave.

Pip broke it. She’d pulled one of the survey documents toward her and was studying it upside-down, her brow furrowed, her lower lip caught between her teeth.

“What’s an aquifer?” she asked.

“Underground water,” Nettle said.

“Like a river under the dirt?”

“More like a sponge of saturated rock that…”

“I could spell it if I wanted to,” Pip announced, pushing the document back. “I just don’t want to.”

Bramble’s hand found mine under the table. A quick squeeze. Her warm eyes met mine across the maps and the document and the five mugs of tea going cold.

“We’ll need to move fast,” she said. “The filing, the farm, everything. If he’s going to make our lives miserable until the clock runs out, we need to be ready.”

“What does ready look like?”

“Self-sufficient. Enough food stored that we don’t need Willowford for the autumn. Enough water from the well that the creek could run dry and we’d survive. Enough fence that a dozen men couldn’t breach it in the dark.” She looked at Thistle. “Enough sharp things that they wouldn’t want to try.”

Thistle’s mouth twitched. Not a smile. An endorsement.

“Nettle,” Bramble continued. “The filing. Everything you need from Aldric’s documents, organized and ready. We send it to the county seat through Maren’s connections.”

Nettle nodded. Her quill was already moving, a list forming on the journal page. “I’ll need two days to compile the survey evidence, draft the filing language, and prepare a summary of the counter-claim’s legal basis. Orin taught me legal terminology through pharmacological licensing documentation. It’s not identical, but the framework transfers.”

“Good.”

“Pip, I need you in the fields. Everything we can harvest early, we harvest. Everything we can plant for autumn, we plant. The root cellar needs to be full before Dunhill tries to choke our trade.”

“On it!” Pip was already vibrating in her chair, the fear draining out of her as the work took its place. She was good at work. Work was where the girl who’d been disposable proved she wasn’t.

“Thistle.”

“Fences,” Thistle said before Bramble could finish. “I know.”

“Fences. Perimeter. Warning systems. Anything that makes a man on horseback think twice about riding onto this property in the dark.”

Thistle picked up her hatchet from the table where she’d set it. Examined the edge. “I’ll make them think more than twice.”

Bramble looked at me. The Matriarch had deployed her army. Now she was waiting for the general to confirm the campaign.

“I’ll ride to Willowford tomorrow,” I said. “Maren needs the filing in person. And I need to know what Dunhill’s been telling the village about us.”

“Be careful.”

“I always am.”

“No, you’re not. You ate a raw carrot last week.”

“It was my carrot.”

“It was covered in dirt.”

Pip giggled. The sound broke something in the room, released a pressure that had been building since the riders crested the ridge. Nettle’s lips curved. Thistle made a sound that might have been a short exhale of amusement, which from her was practically hysterical laughter. Bramble’s expression held, but her eyes softened.

We were scared. But we were scared together, and the kitchen smelled like bread, and the map on the table showed water that belonged to us.

The others dispersed to their work. Pip sprinted toward the south field, already tugging at her cloth band in the morning heat. Nettle carried the document case to the garden bench where her potting equipment shared space with her growing stack of journals. Thistle grabbed her tool belt from the hook and stalked toward the north fence with the controlled fury of a woman who finally had an enemy worth building against.

Bramble stayed.

She stood at the kitchen counter, her back to me, washing the mugs we’d used. Her shoulders were tight. The fabric of her blouse pulled across her back, the cotton straining over the generous curve of her body as she worked, the seams fighting the width of her hips and the impossible fullness of what lay above. Her hands moved through the dishwater with the steady, automatic rhythm of someone who’d washed dishes every day for a decade because it was the one thing the camps couldn’t take from her. Steam rose from the basin, and the heat had loosened her blouse at the collar, the neckline slipping to expose the slope of one deep emerald shoulder, smooth and warm in the firelight.

I came up behind her. Not touching. Close enough that she could feel the heat of me. Close enough that I could see the way her chest shifted inside her blouse with each motion of her arms, the heavy sway of them visible even from behind, the fabric lifting and falling as she scrubbed.

She stopped washing.

Her hands went still in the water. The steam curled between us. I could smell her: bread dough and woodsmoke and rosemary and underneath those familiar layers something warmer, something alive and immediate, the scent of her skin heated by the dishwater and the closeness.

“You stood between them and us,” she said. Her voice was low. “Six men on horses and you stood at the gate and told them no.”

“That’s what gates are for.”

She turned. The motion brought her body against mine, and the contact was deliberate, the full press of her front against my chest with nothing held back. Her breasts compressed against my ribs through the thin cotton, heavy and warm, the softness of them spreading against me with a weight that made my hands ache to cup what was pressing into me. My cock stiffened instantly, the blood rushing south so fast it left me lightheaded. She felt it. I knew she felt it because her breath caught and her hips shifted, not away but into me, tilting her pelvis until the hardening length of me pressed against the soft warmth of her belly through our clothes.

She was warm. Hotter than a human woman, the goblin heat radiating through two layers of fabric. Her scent was the same kitchen scent she always carried, but underneath the familiar layers something deeper now, darker, the musk of a woman whose body had made a decision her mouth hadn’t spoken yet.

Her hands were shaking. Not her whole body. Just her hands, where they rested on my forearms, the tremor visible in her deep emerald fingers against my sun-brown skin. Not fear. Something else. Something that had been building behind her walls for weeks and was forcing its way through the cracks, inch by inch, refusing to be contained.

“Do you know what that does to me?” she whispered. Her eyes were locked on mine, brown-gold and fierce and holding something that looked like it had been locked in a cellar for eight years and was kicking the door off its hinges. “Watching you protect us. Watching you stand in front of men who want to take everything and not flinch. Not raise your voice. Not even move.” Her voice dropped lower. “Eight years, Thorn. Eight years without a man standing between me and the world. And you did it like it was nothing. Like breathing.”

Her hips rolled against mine. Slowly, deliberately. The friction sent a jolt through me that tightened every muscle in my body. My cock was fully hard now, straining against my trousers, and she ground against the length of it with a pressure that was both calculated and desperate. Her pupils dilated until the brown-gold was nearly black. Her ears, dark green against her hair, flushed darker, the blood flooding the pointed tips. Her heavy breasts heaved against my chest with her quickening breath, the dark green nipples visibly hardening through the thin cotton, pressing hard enough to feel through both layers of fabric.

My hands found her waist. Involuntary. My calloused palms against the warm cotton over her wide hips, my fingers tightening, and the sound she made at my grip was soft and sharp, a tiny intake of breath through parted lips that sent a second jolt straight to my cock.

“Soon, dear,” she said. The word “dear” was the same endearment she used for everyone, but the way she said it now was different. Lower. Rougher at the edges. Soaked through with a hunger that her careful control could barely contain. “When I’m ready, I won’t be gentle about it.” She pressed closer, her lips brushing my jaw, her warm breath on my ear. “And I’m almost ready.”

She held my gaze for three heartbeats. Four. I could feel her pulse where her wrist pressed against my forearm, fast and hard, her body saying everything her self-control wouldn’t let her mouth say yet. My throat tightened. My hands were shaking on her hips, the rough calluses trembling against the cotton, and I was harder than I’d been since the barn with Thistle, the strain against my trousers almost painful.

Then she stepped back. Smoothed her apron. The composure slid into place with the speed of long practice, but her cheeks were flushed deep green, and the front of her blouse was damp where her breasts had pressed against me, the fabric clinging to the heavy curves, the dark green nipples still hard and visible through the wet cotton.

She picked up a mug and went back to washing.

“Go check on Nettle,” she said. Her voice was steady again, the warmth in her eyes banked behind something harder. “She’ll get lost in those documents and forget to eat.”

Her hips swayed as she moved between the basin and the counter. The wide, generous hips that filled her skirt, the heavy sway that was natural on a body built like hers, but I caught the deliberate half-beat she added. The extra roll. The way her chest shifted with the motion, the straining fabric riding up, then settling. The slight pause at the turn where she bent to place a bowl on the lower shelf, her skirt pulling tight across her full rear, giving me a view that made my hands close into fists at my sides.

She knew I was watching. She wanted me to watch.

I went to check on Nettle. Walking was uncomfortable. My cock strained against my trousers for the next twenty minutes, and every time I closed my eyes I saw the dark green nipples pressing through wet cotton and felt the slow, deliberate roll of her hips against mine.

The morning passed the way mornings pass on a farm under siege: one task at a time, each one carrying more weight than it had the day before. Thistle drove fence posts with a fury that left her palm bloody. Pip planted the autumn succession seeds with her jaw set. Nettle catalogued documents with the controlled intensity of someone loading a weapon.

I spent the afternoon splitting firewood. The physical work burned off the adrenaline the riders had left behind. Each swing of the axe, Aldric’s axe with the bitten handle that still needed replacing, drove the tension down into the wood and left it there. Split oak. Split ash. Stacked the pile against the farmhouse wall, where the wood would season in the afternoon sun and be ready for the hearth come autumn.

The farm was preparing for winter the way people prepare for war. Same mechanics. Different enemy.

By evening, the day’s work was visible. Thistle had reinforced the gateposts with cross-bracing and started on a proper gate with iron hinges she’d been saving from a set of broken barn hardware. Pip had cleared and replanted two beds in the south field, the autumn seeds going in where the first harvest had come out. Nettle had organized Aldric’s documents into a filing sequence, labeled and indexed in her small, precise handwriting, and drafted the opening language of the counter-claim.

Bramble had cooked a stew that smelled like the hearth was trying to make the rest of the world irrelevant.

Supper was quiet. Not the comfortable quiet of a family at ease, but the working quiet of people who were thinking and eating at the same time. The stew was thick with root vegetables and wild herbs, served in the iron pot I’d bought with wolf pelt money, and it filled the farmhouse with the warmth that was Bramble’s constant gift to the world.

Pip ate three bowls and fell asleep with her head on the table, her copper-red hair fanning across the wood. Nettle ate one bowl and wrote through the second. Thistle ate standing up, by the door, her hatchet on her belt, watching the last light die on the ridge road where the riders had gone.

Bramble and I cleared the table. Side by side at the basin. The domestic rhythm that was becoming our language.

“The filing will be ready in two days,” I said.

“Good.”

“Maren can get it to the county seat.”

“Good.”

“We’ll have enough food stored for autumn by the time the deadline passes.”

“I know.”

“Bramble.”

She stopped washing. The cloth hung limp between her fingers. She didn’t look at me.

“We’re going to be fine,” I said.

She looked at me then. Her eyes held the years. The camps, the escape, the three weeks of walking, the barn, the trust she’d given me one careful piece at a time. And underneath all of it, the thing she’d said on this same porch step a week ago: I want something for myself too.

“I know,” she said. “I know because I watched you this morning. And because the filing will work. And because Thistle will make this property a fortress and Nettle will make the law our weapon and Pip will grow enough food to survive a siege.” She paused. “And because the kettle is on and the bread is rising and my kitchen is mine.”

She dried her hands. Hung the cloth on its hook. Touched my face, her green fingers gentle against my jaw, the same gesture she’d given me on the porch step the night of the first harvest.

“Thirty days,” she said. “Let’s use them.”

She went to check on the girls. I heard her voice in the next room, low and warm, the lullaby she sang at night drifting through the stone walls. Goblin words I couldn’t understand but had learned to recognize as the sound of safety.

I stepped onto the porch. The ridge was dark and the stars were coming out, hard and bright, the way they only get in valleys where the nearest lantern is two hours’ walk away.

Thistle’s shadow moved along the fence line. Her hatchet caught the starlight.

Thirty days.


Chapter 2: Paper Trail

Nettle worked through the night.

I knew because I heard the scratch of her quill at midnight when I got up to check the perimeter, and again at two when Clover bleated from her pen and woke me. The garden bench sat close enough to the farmhouse’s back wall that the sound carried through the stone: Nettle’s quill, moving fast and steady, because she’d found a problem she could solve with her brain and sleep could wait.

By dawn, she’d organized Aldric’s entire document case into four stacks, each labeled with tags she’d cut from the edges of her journal pages. The settlement-era survey maps in one pile, annotated in her small handwriting with notes about boundary definitions and aquifer topology. Aldric’s original counter-claim filing in another, with cross-references to the survey coordinates. A third stack of supplementary evidence: correspondence with the retired magistrate, land records from the Willowford parish registry that she’d somehow found in the bottom of the case, and a hand-drawn diagram of the aquifer’s flow pattern that she’d created herself from the survey data.

The fourth stack was her own work. A draft filing in legal language so precise it sounded like it had been written by a clerk with thirty years of practice, not a twenty-year-old goblin girl with goggles on her forehead and ink stains on both hands up to the wrists.

“The draft is ready,” she said when I brought her tea. She was sitting on the garden bench, her green skin almost black in the pre-dawn shadows, her neat braid falling over one shoulder. Her sage-green eyes were bloodshot behind her goggles, and she had a smudge of ink on her cheek that she hadn’t noticed. The potting bench beside her was covered in documents instead of seedlings.

“You didn’t sleep.”

“Sleep is a physiological necessity that can be temporarily deferred in circumstances of acute strategic importance.” She took the tea. Her hand was shaking. She noticed. “Also, I couldn’t stop. The legal framework is quite elegant. Your uncle’s counter-claim exploits a genuine gap in the regional water licensing statute that was never closed because the settlement survey predates the statute itself. The aquifer is mapped as a distinct hydrological feature, which means…”

“Nettle.”

She stopped. Looked at me over the rim of her mug. Her ears were trembling with exhaustion and excitement in equal measure, the tips vibrating like the tuning fork Hollis used to test his anvil.

“Thank you,” I said.

The ears went still. Then the color deepened at the tips, the involuntary goblin blush that none of them could control no matter how hard they tried. She adjusted her goggles. “It’s merely an application of the analytical skills that Orin cultivated. The intellectual challenge is stimulating, but the primary motivation is, of course, the security of the household and the preservation of our…” She trailed off. Her eyes dropped to the documents. “You’re welcome.”

She was beautiful in the blue dawn light, bent over her work. Her thick dark hair, usually so neat, had loosened from its braid during the night, and tendrils fell across her face, framing the green of her cheeks and the sharp intelligence in her pale eyes. Her work apron had ridden up while she sat, the hem bunched against her wide hips, and her leggings stretched obscenely tight across her thighs where they were folded beneath her on the bench, the thin fabric pulled taut enough to show the outline of every curve. The rear view was impossible to look away from, even from a side angle: her spectacular round ass compressed against the bench, the leggings straining at the seams, green skin visible through the stretched fabric. Every time she reached for a new document, she bent forward, and the apron gaped at the neck, giving me a full view of her heavy breasts pressed together by the angle, the dark green cleavage deep and warm, the shadow between them drawing my gaze like gravity.

I forgot about the tea in my hands. My grip tightened on the mug.

She caught me looking. Not at her eyes. Lower. At the place where her breasts swelled against each other, where the apron couldn’t contain what the tunic was barely holding.

For a half second she froze, her analytical mind colliding with something it couldn’t categorize. Her dark emerald skin flushed darker across her throat and the exposed skin above her neckline. Then she did something new. Instead of retreating behind her goggles and her journals and the botanical terminology she used as armor, she held my gaze. Two heartbeats. Her ears burned green, the blood flooding the delicate pointed tips until they were nearly black. Her lips parted, full and soft, and her tongue slid across the lower one, a slow, wet reflex she probably wasn’t aware of but that sent a jolt of heat straight through my stomach and lower.

Three heartbeats. Her breathing had changed. Shallow, quick, the rise and fall of her chest visible in the way her heavy breasts lifted and settled beneath the gaping apron. Her legs shifted, the leggings creaking faintly, her body tightening in places she probably didn’t realize I could see.

“You should go,” she whispered. “I need to finalize the summary appendix.”

“Right.”

“The aquifer topology section requires additional annotation regarding the seasonal variation in groundwater levels and…” Her voice had gone breathy, the clinical precision wavering, and her ink-stained fingers were trembling on the document she held.

“I’ll go.”

“Yes.” The word came out small and tight.

I went. But I could feel her watching me as I walked away, her gaze hot on my back, and I heard the quill start up again before I’d gone ten paces, faster than before, scratching across the page in urgent, frantic bursts that had nothing to do with water rights.

The walk to Willowford took two hours.

The ridge road was quiet in the morning light. The valley opened up below, green and gold, the fields of neighboring farms patchworked across the landscape. Dunhill’s farm was visible to the west, sprawling and prosperous behind its whitewashed fences, an operation that made a man feel entitled to the valley and everything in it. Smoke rose from his chimney. His fields were twice the size of anyone else’s. His fences were perfect.

I wondered how many of his fences were built by men who didn’t want to be there.

Willowford sat in the valley’s low ground where the creek widened into a proper stream. Two hundred people, give or take. A main street with a general store, a smithy, a tavern called the Greenvalley Rest, and a scatter of houses and workshops that made up a village just big enough to have opinions and just small enough that one man’s opinions could control them.

Maren’s store was at the end of the main street, near the bridge. The sign said Maren’s Goods & Supply in paint that had been touched up so many times the letters had grown fat. The bell above the door rang when I entered. The interior smelled of dried goods and lamp oil and the particular mustiness of a building that had been packed with inventory for thirty years.

Maren Tulley was behind the counter, her grey hair tight in its bun, her reading glasses on their chain, her sharp blue eyes already on me before the bell finished ringing.

“Ashvale,” she said. Not a greeting. An acknowledgment. “You look like a man carrying paperwork.”

“You’re good.”

“I’ve been reading faces across this counter since before your uncle was your uncle.” She came around the end of the counter, shorter than I remembered, hunched slightly at the shoulder, but her grip when she took the document folder was strong. Old hands that had lifted crates and counted coins for decades.

She read Nettle’s filing at the counter, turning pages slowly, her glasses pushed down to the tip of her nose. I waited. The store was empty at this hour, the morning light coming through the front windows and catching the dust motes above the shelves.

“Your uncle was cleverer than anyone gave him credit for,” Maren said, setting down the last page. “This has teeth.” She looked at me over her glasses. “Who wrote this? Not you. This reads like it was drafted by a trained legal clerk.”

“My herbalist.”

“Your goblin herbalist.”

“Her name is Nettle.”

Maren’s expression didn’t change, but I watched her recalculate. She’d been tolerant of the goblin girls from the start, cautiously supportive in the way of people who see the right thing and want to help but aren’t positioned to fight openly. But what she was holding in her hands went past tolerance into something closer to respect, and I watched the shift happen behind her sharp blue eyes.

“Tell Nettle this is good work,” Maren said. She folded the filing and slid it into a leather courier envelope she produced from behind the counter. “I have a connection at the county seat. A records clerk named Gris who owed your uncle a favor and has been waiting a decade and a half for someone to bring him Aldric’s papers. I’ll get this to him within the week.”

“How long before we hear back?”

“The filing itself goes into the magistrate’s queue. Could be two months before they send someone to survey. Could be three. The law moves at the speed of men who are paid by the year.” She tied the envelope shut. “But the filing itself has immediate effect. Once it’s registered, Dunhill’s surface-water claim is formally challenged. He can’t use it as leverage while it’s in dispute.”

“He’ll know we filed.”

“He’ll know by sundown. I won’t tell him, but I don’t control the clerk’s office, and Dunhill has friends in every building with a roof in this valley.”

I nodded. Expected.

“Thorn.” Maren leaned on the counter. Her voice dropped. “He’s been busy. Since the wolves, since the word got out that you’ve got green-skinned workers up at Ashvale, he’s been having conversations. Quiet ones. At the tavern, at the parish, at every farmstead within a day’s ride. He’s telling people your goblins are stealing livestock. Spreading disease. Breeding uncontrollably.”

“None of that is true.”

“Doesn’t need to be. It needs to be repeated. That’s how valleys work. You say something enough times in enough kitchens, it becomes fact.” She straightened up. “Hollis still trades with you. A few others might. But the mood is shifting. Dunhill is patient and he’s mean, and those are a dangerous combination in a man who thinks he’s righteous.”

“I know.”

“Do you? Because your uncle knew too, and he spent fourteen years watching that man squeeze the valley while his counter-claim gathered dust.” She poked the courier envelope with one finger. “Don’t let this gather dust.”

“I won’t.”

The tavern encounter happened on the way out. Two of Dunhill’s men sat at the front table of the Greenvalley Rest, their matching leather vests visible through the open door. They were nursing ales at nine in the morning, which said something about either their work ethic or their employer’s generosity with free time for men who served as his public face.

I recognized them. The two who’d looked comfortable during the ultimatum delivery. The engaged ones, Nettle would have said.

One of them saw me through the doorway. He nudged the other. They talked. Voices low, but the doorway was close enough and the morning quiet enough that I caught fragments.

“…goblin-lover up at Ashvale…” “…filed the claim. Maren’s sending it…” “…Dunhill’s not going to like…” “…should’ve just burned them out…”

I kept walking. The words landed where they were meant to, somewhere between my ears, but they didn’t stick. In Harrowgate the words had been about me, and I’d let them slide. Here they were about people I’d kill to protect.

The walk back took two hours. The sun was high and hot by the time I reached the ridge above the farm. From here I could see the whole property: the stone farmhouse with smoke rising from its chimney, the barn with its patched roof, the south field green with the new plantings, the north field still rough but less wild than when I’d arrived. Nettle’s garden was a precise patchwork of green behind the house. The fences stood straight.

Pip met me halfway down the slope. She came running up the path, her copper-red hair flying wild behind her, her lime-green skin bright in the sunlight, wearing her usual cloth band and short wrap-skirt and nothing else. The cloth band had shifted during whatever she’d been doing in the field, riding up on one side so the lower curve of one perky breast was exposed, the bright skin smooth and gleaming with a thin sheen of sweat. Her wrap-skirt was its usual barely-there length, the hem riding high enough that every stride showed a flash of bare green hip. She saw me and her face split into a grin so wide both fang-tips showed, and she launched herself at me with the full force of eighty pounds of goblin girl moving at a dead sprint.

I caught her. She weighed nothing. My hands closed around her narrow waist, my calloused fingers nearly meeting across her back, and her legs wrapped around my torso, not reaching all the way because she was four foot seven and I was six foot one. Her bare thighs gripped my sides, the lime-green skin hot and smooth against my ribs, and she planted a kiss on my mouth that was enthusiastic, open, and absolutely not subtle. Her tongue found mine immediately, eager and searching, her small hands gripping my jaw to pull my face down to her height. She tasted like strawberries. She’d been eating the wild ones that grew along the south fence, and her lips were stained red against the lime-green, a visual that hit me somewhere primal.

“I missed you,” she said against my mouth.

“I was gone four hours.”

“That’s four hours too many.” She kissed me again, harder, her hips grinding against my stomach, her bare thighs tightening. Her body was hot through the thin cloth, her perky breasts pressing against my chest, the nipples hard as pebbles through the cloth band, dragging across my shirt with each small adjustment of her position. The wrap-skirt had ridden up completely in her leap, and my hands on her waist could feel bare skin all the way down, the tiny curve of her ass exposed where the fabric had bunched. Blood rushed south. My cock stirred against my trousers, and she was pressed close enough to feel it against her inner thigh. Her amber eyes went wide, then heavy-lidded, and her grin turned from joy to something hungrier.

She pulled back, amber eyes huge and bright and looking at me with the open possessiveness of a girl who’d found the person who made her feel wanted and intended to announce it to the entire valley. Her lips were swollen from the kiss, strawberry-red against lime-green, glistening.

“Anything interesting in town?”

“Maren took the filing. Dunhill’s propaganda campaign is underway. His men are openly hostile.”

“Cool. Bramble made honey cakes.”

The tonal shift from existential threat to baked goods was pure Pip. She hopped down from my arms, the wrap-skirt falling back into place over bare hips, and grabbed my hand. She pulled me toward the farmhouse with the gravitational insistence of someone who weighed eighty pounds and could nonetheless move a man twice her size through sheer enthusiasm.

Behind us, I noticed Thistle. She was repairing a fence post near the east boundary, her back to us, but she’d stopped working the moment Pip had jumped on me. She was standing perfectly still, her hammer forgotten at her side, her head slightly turned. Her ears were pinned flat against her choppy auburn hair. Her olive-green skin was flushed dark across the back of her neck.

Not anger. Something else. The flat ears and the rigid stillness and the way she looked away too fast when I glanced in her direction. Her fingers whitened on the hammer handle. Her chest heaved once, the leather wrap tight across her small firm breasts, and her stance shifted, hips angled away like she could hide what her body was doing from both of us.

She was remembering. My hands on her hips. The barn wall against her back. My cock inside her while she snarled and then stopped snarling and went limp and soft and small in my arms and whispered don’t put me down yet.

She wanted those hands again. She wanted the wall and the weight and the moment when the fighting stopped and there was nothing left but the trembling.

Thistle’s needs were complex and she’d bite my hand off if I addressed them directly. With Thistle, you waited. You were there. You let her come to you in whatever violent, snarling, roundabout way she needed to.

The afternoon turned to the rhythm of work and recovery. Pip dragged me to the south field where she’d been planting the autumn succession crop, the seeds I’d bought from Maren with the wolf pelt money: winter squash, kale, parsnips, rye. She chattered the whole time, her bare feet dancing between the rows, her copper hair catching the light like a flag.

“The turnip beds are cleared and replanted. The beets are in their second rotation. Nettle says the soil pH is optimal for brassicas, which is a fancy word for cabbages, I think. I planted the kale where the lettuce was because the roots were similar depth and Nettle said something about nitrogen fixation that I didn’t understand but I said ‘yes good’ and she was happy.”

“That’s a good strategy.”

“I also found new tracks by the creek.”

I stopped. “What kind?”

“Not wolf. Not human.” She pointed east, downstream past the deep pool where she bathed. “Goblin tracks. Small. Alone. And donkey prints.”

That stopped everything.

“When?”

“This morning, while you were gone. Fresh, Thorn. Like, hours old.” She looked up at me. Her face was serious, which on Pip meant the usual brightness was dimmed to a focused glow. “Someone’s out there.”

I told Bramble. She set down her knife and wiped her hands on her apron and her expression went to the place it went when she was assessing a situation through the lens of camp survival. “Another goblin. Alone.”

“With a donkey.”

“They’ll be coming from the north. The Ironhill operations push everything south when they expand.” She looked at me. “We should find them before someone else does.”

The evening perimeter walk was routine. It was the path I’d walked every dusk since the first week: along the south fence, past the creek crossing, down the eastern boundary to the deep pool, north along the tree line to the corner post, and back along the north fence to the barn. Thistle walked it in the mornings. I took the evenings. Between us, every inch of the perimeter got eyes twice a day.

Tonight I walked it with purpose. Pip’s tracks were easy to find at the creek crossing, where the soft mud held impressions like a record. The goblin prints were small, bare-footed, lighter than Pip’s. The donkey prints were deeper, heavier, dragging one hoof slightly on the left side.

I followed them downstream. Past the deep pool where Pip bathed and where, two weeks ago, she’d walked out of the water naked in the moonlight and said I’ve been sure since the first day and changed everything. Past the willows, where the creek widened and the banks got steeper and the undergrowth thickened.

The light was fading. The willows made shadows that stretched and merged. The creek gurgled. Somewhere upstream, a frog sang.

I found her at the creek’s edge, a hundred yards downstream of the property boundary, sitting on a flat rock with her legs folded and her back straight and her hands resting on her knees in a posture of absolute stillness. Beside her, lying on the bank with its legs folded underneath it, was the most exhausted donkey I’d ever seen. Short, thick, with a coat that might have been brown under the mud and the road dust. Its eyes were half-closed. Its breathing was labored. One hind leg was wrapped in a makeshift bandage of leaves and cloth strips.

The goblin girl didn’t startle when I emerged from the willows. She turned her head, slowly, and regarded me with eyes that were pale gray-green, like river stones in shallow water. They held no fear. No aggression. Just a steady, calm assessment.

She was tall for a goblin. Close to Bramble’s height, five feet or so. But where Bramble was soft and curved and built for comfort, this girl was lean. Willowy, like the trees around her. Long limbs, narrow waist, slender shoulders. Her hair was silver-white, startling against her forest-green skin, and it fell loose past her waist, tangled with twigs and leaves from weeks of travel. Her face was angular, with high cheekbones and a narrow jaw, and she had the pointed ears of all goblins, but hers were slightly longer, held close to her head, listening.

She wore the remnants of something that had been clothing once: a tunic of rough-spun fabric, torn at the hem and sleeve, tied with a cord at the waist. Her feet were bare and blistered. Her hands were scratched. She was thin. Weeks-on-the-road thin, eating whatever the land provided and the land providing nothing.

“The animals along the creek were calm,” she said. Her voice was soft. Not quiet like Nettle’s whisper or small like Pip’s when she was scared. Soft the way a river is soft. Smooth, continuous, and stronger than it sounds. “That usually means the person who lives here is safe.”

I looked at the donkey. The donkey looked at me with one eye and made a sound that was half-bray, half-accusation.

“How long have you been here?” I asked.

“Since before dawn. I was going to keep walking, but he couldn’t.” She rested her hand on the donkey’s neck. The animal’s breathing eased under her touch. “I followed the creek south because water leads to safe ground. The animals told me where the property started.”

“The animals told you.”

“Birds change their calls near settlements. Rabbits move differently when there’s a regular human presence. The creek fish are fatter here than upstream, which means someone’s protecting this stretch from overfishing.” She paused. Not for effect. Because she was done explaining and saw no reason to add more words.

I studied her. She studied me. The creek ran between us, catching the last of the sunset.

“Are you from Ironhill?” I asked.

“No.” A flicker of something in those pale eyes. Not pain. History. “From the northern forests. My community lived there for generations. The Ironhill Trading Company expanded their logging operations into our territory three months ago. Cleared our forest in weeks. The community scattered. Some were captured. Some fled east. Some went into the mountains.” She stroked the donkey’s neck. “I went south. Alone.”

“With a donkey.”

“With Stump.” She said the name the way Bramble said “dear.” With familiarity and fondness. “He was the last of our livestock herd. He wouldn’t leave me and I wouldn’t leave him.”

The donkey lifted his head at the sound of his name, looked at the goblin girl, looked at me, and made a calculated decision. He stretched his neck out and bit my left hand.

“He does that,” she said, without apology.

I shook my hand. The bite hadn’t broken skin, but it had intent. The donkey regarded me with an expression of smug satisfaction.

“I’m Thorn,” I said. “Thorn Ashvale. This is my farm.”

“Fern,” she said. She stood, unfolding her long limbs with a grace that made the motion look effortless, though I could see the stiffness in her legs and the wince she controlled when her blistered feet took her weight. “I know what you have here. I’ve watched from the creek since dawn. Four goblin women. A farm. Chickens, a goat, planted fields.” She met my eyes. “I wasn’t going to approach. The settlement looked established and I didn’t want to be unwelcome.”

“You’re not unwelcome.”

“You don’t know me.”

“I know you walked south alone for two weeks with a stubborn donkey and blistered feet and you’re still standing.” I held out my hand. The one Stump hadn’t bitten. “Come eat.”

She looked at my hand. Looked at my face. Her steady gaze searched for something, and whatever she found was enough. She took my hand. Her fingers were thin and rough and warm, her green skin lighter than Bramble’s but darker than Pip’s, a true forest green that belonged to the trees around her.

“Thank you,” she said.

Stump stood up, groaned, and immediately tried to eat my shirt.

I walked them both up the creek path to the farm, through the willows and past the deep pool and along the eastern fence. Fern walked beside me in silence. Not the uncomfortable silence of strangers or the defensive silence of someone on guard. Just quiet. She observed. The fence line, the chicken coop visible past the barn, the farmhouse with its lit windows and the smoke from Bramble’s hearth. She saw everything and commented on nothing.

The farmhouse door opened before we reached it. Bramble stood in the doorway, backlit by the hearth, her silhouette broad and warm. She’d known I was coming back with someone. The kettle was already on. A bowl of stew steamed on the table.

She looked at Fern. Fern looked at her. A look passed between them that I couldn’t read. Two goblin women, different roads, same world. They understood each other before either said a word.

“When did you last eat?” Bramble asked.

“Two days ago. Some berries and a grass shoot.”

Bramble’s composure held, but her jaw tightened. Not at Fern. At the world that kept starving goblin girls and sending them to her kitchen.

“Sit down,” Bramble said. “Eat. We’ll talk after.”

Fern sat. She ate the way Thistle ate: controlled, steady, not ravenous despite the hunger, maintaining the discipline of someone who’d learned that eating too fast after a fast made you sick. She held the spoon with both hands and she closed her eyes when the first taste of Bramble’s stew hit her tongue, and her ears rose slowly, the pointed tips lifting like flowers toward sun.

Pip appeared from the barn, took one look at Fern, and said, “Oh, she’s pretty. Is she staying? She should stay. Bramble, can she stay? She has SILVER HAIR. That’s so cool. I’ve never seen silver hair on a goblin. Is that natural? Can I touch it?”

“Pip,” Bramble said.

“I’ll be quiet.”

She was not quiet. She sat across from Fern and peppered her with questions between bites of her own second supper, her amber eyes wide with fascination, her copper hair a bright contrast to Fern’s silver in the lamplight.

Nettle came in from the garden, journal in hand, goggles crooked, ink on both cheeks now. She saw Fern, assessed her with the clinical precision she applied to new specimens, and sat down with her journal open. “Species-consistent phenotype,” she murmured, writing. “Silver-white hair coloration is unusual. Possible genetic variant associated with northern forest populations. Lean build consistent with nomadic lifestyle. I’ll need to conduct a more thorough…”

“She’s a person, Nettle, not a seedling,” Bramble said.

“I’m aware. Persons can also be catalogued.” But she put down her quill.

Thistle appeared in the doorway. She’d been on perimeter patrol, her ash staff in hand, and she took one look at Fern with the full assessment of a fighter evaluating a potential threat. Small. Thin. No weapons. No scars that suggested combat experience. The donkey, visible through the open barn door, was no threat to anything except trouser hems and exposed fingers.

“Another mouth to feed,” Thistle said. Her voice was flat. Her arms crossed over her leather chest-wrap, the muscles in her forearms taut.

“Another pair of hands,” Bramble said. And then, with the edge she reserved for moments when Thistle’s defensiveness needed a wall to bounce off: “You granite-skulled…”

Thistle retreated before the sentence finished. She didn’t leave the doorway, but she leaned against the frame and looked at the ceiling and said nothing, which from Thistle meant she’d heard the point and was deciding whether to concede it.

Fern ate her stew. She didn’t react to Thistle’s hostility, didn’t flinch at Pip’s interrogation, didn’t blush at Nettle’s clinical observation. She ate, and when the bowl was empty, she looked at Bramble and said, “Thank you. I haven’t eaten anything that good since…” She paused. Considered. “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten anything that good.”

Bramble’s face did the thing it did when someone complimented her cooking: a flash of pleasure, there and gone, before she was all business again. “There’s more.”

Stump brayed from the barn. The chickens squawked. Clover bleated. The farm’s animal population had opinions about the new arrivals.

“Tell me about the donkey,” I said.

Fern’s expression softened. The first visible emotion I’d seen on her face beyond calm assessment. “Stump. He was the last of our herd. Cattle, goats, chickens, two donkeys. The Ironhill men took what they could catch and scattered the rest. Stump refused to be caught.” A pause. “He also refused to be scattered. He followed me.”

“He bites,” I said.

“He bites people he doesn’t respect.” She looked at me, her expression unreadable and calm. “He’ll come around.”

Outside, Stump tried to eat the porch railing. Thistle kicked at him. Stump dodged and bit the air where her foot had been. Thistle stared at him with an expression of grudging respect.

“It’s adequate,” she said, which was the highest compliment in Thistle’s vocabulary.

The evening settled. Pip fell asleep with her head on the table, as usual, her red hair pooling on the wood like spilled paint. Nettle retreated to her garden bench with her journal and a candle, the quill scratching away at whatever observations she was committing to the page. Thistle took her evening patrol, ash staff on her shoulder, gold eyes scanning the tree line with the vigilance that was her gift to the household.

Bramble set up a pallet in the barn for Fern, with clean hay and a horse blanket and a bowl of water for Stump. She did it quickly, without fuss, with hands that had made hundreds of beds like this before.

“You’ll sleep in the house when we sort rooms,” Bramble said. “For now, the barn is warm and the hay is clean.”

Fern touched Bramble’s arm. Light, brief. “I know what you did for those girls. I’ve heard stories in the forests. The goblin woman who planned an escape from Ironhill Camp Three and led her people to freedom through the mountains.” She paused. “I’m glad the stories were true.”

Bramble’s hand went to the rope scars on her wrist, the reflex she had whenever the camps came up, covering the marks with her other hand. Then she stopped. Let her wrist show. The scars were visible in the lamplight: pale ridges on deep emerald skin.

“The stories are true,” she said. “And we’re not done yet.”

She went inside. I heard the lullaby start, muffled by stone walls, the goblin words rising and falling in the cadence that meant goodnight and meant safe and meant tomorrow the work continues.

I went inside. The farmhouse was warm. Bramble had banked the fire. The bread was rising in its bowl on the counter, covered in cloth, the yeast doing its work in the dark.

I lay down on my bedroll and closed my eyes. Sleep came eventually, but before it did, I heard a sound from the barn. Soft, barely audible through the walls. Not Fern. Not Stump.

A woman humming. A different melody from Bramble’s lullaby, but in the same language. Fern, singing to the animals, her voice as soft as the creek over stones.


Chapter 3: The Fifth Root

Bramble had Fern’s blistered feet bandaged and a third bowl of stew inside her before the sun cleared the ridge.

I watched from the kitchen door, leaning against the frame with my tea, while Bramble worked. She’d been in full caretaker mode since before dawn: heating water, tearing bandage strips from a clean rag, preparing a poultice that smelled of Nettle’s yarrow and calendula blend. Fern sat on the kitchen bench with her bare feet extended and her silver-white hair falling around her shoulders like a curtain, and she watched Bramble work, her pale eyes tracking every motion as if memorizing the hands that helped her.

“The blisters will heal in three days with this application,” Bramble said, wrapping the cloth around Fern’s left foot. Her dark green fingers moved with the same decisive efficiency she applied to bread dough. “You’ll need to stay off them as much as you can.”

“I can work.”

“You can eat. Work comes after you’ve stopped falling over.” Bramble tied the bandage and gave Fern’s ankle a pat that was half comfort, half command. The matter was settled. She didn’t entertain appeals.

Thistle appeared at the kitchen door behind me. She’d been watching from the yard, arms crossed, tool belt loaded, hatchet at her hip. Her bright, fierce eyes moved over Fern the way they moved over broken fence posts: assessing, measuring, deciding what the weakness would cost them.

“She’s staying, then,” Thistle said. Not a question. A challenge.

Bramble didn’t look up from bandaging Fern’s right foot. “She’s staying, and you’re going to be civil about it, you granite-skulled mule. When’s the last time you checked Clover’s hooves?”

“I check the perimeter. I don’t milk goats.”

“And neither does anyone else, properly. She does.” Bramble nodded toward Fern. “So maybe put the hatchet down and think for half a second about what this farm needs.”

Thistle’s fangs showed. She opened her mouth, closed it, and retreated toward the north fence with the stiff-legged walk of someone who’d lost an argument and was pretending she’d chosen to leave.

Fern watched the exchange without expression. “She doesn’t trust me.”

“She doesn’t trust anyone,” Bramble said. “Give her a week. She trusts what’s useful.”

“That’s sensible. Animals are the same. The wary ones survive longest.”

Bramble’s warm, dark eyes lifted to Fern’s face. An understanding passed between them, wordless and complete: the old goblin recognizing a kindred survivor in the new one, shaped by different fires.

“Eat your stew, dear.”

Stump was in the barn. He’d eaten half a bucket of oat mash that Bramble had prepared from the grain stores, plus an armful of hay, plus the leather strap on the barn door latch, which Thistle discovered when the door swung open on its own and a small, brown, deeply unrepentant donkey walked out into the yard and tried to eat Pip’s wrap-skirt while she was wearing it.

“BRAMBLE!” Pip’s shriek carried from the south field to the farmhouse and probably all the way to Willowford. “THE DONKEY IS EATING ME!”

“He’s not eating you, dear. He’s tasting you.”

“THERE’S NO DIFFERENCE!”

I watched Pip hop backward, swatting at Stump’s nose with one hand while clutching the remains of her wrap-skirt with the other. Her lime-green skin was bright in the morning sun, her copper-red hair tangled with the leaves she’d collected at dawn, and the cloth band across her chest had shifted during the struggle so one perky breast was almost entirely exposed. She didn’t notice. Or she noticed and didn’t care. With Pip, both were equally likely.

Stump, satisfied that Pip’s wrap-skirt was not food but merely an interesting textile, released the fabric and wandered toward the chicken coop. The three chickens scattered with an urgency that suggested they’d already formed opinions about the new arrival.

Thistle appeared from the north fence. She looked at Stump. Stump looked at her. Their standoff lasted five seconds. Then Stump walked up to Thistle and pressed his head against her hip.

Thistle’s face went through a rapid series of expressions: surprise, suspicion, and something that might have been the beginning of fondness before she crushed it flat.

“He’s a stump,” she said. “Named right.”

“He likes you,” Fern said from the kitchen bench. She was watching through the open door, her gaze steady.

“He likes everything. He tried to eat the porch.”

“He tried to eat the porch because it’s made of ash. He has good taste in wood.” Fern’s voice was soft and level and entirely without irony. “He pushes his head against people he respects.”

Thistle stared at the donkey. Stump stared back. Then Thistle, with the deliberate casualness of someone pretending an action didn’t matter, scratched behind Stump’s ear. Stump closed his eyes and leaned into her hand.

“He’s adequate,” Thistle said, and walked away with an expression that suggested she’d deny the entire encounter under oath.

She walked to the barn where Clover the goat was penned, limping slightly on her bandaged feet. I followed, because I’d spent enough weeks on this farm to know when someone was about to show me something I needed to see. She leaned on the pen rail and looked at Clover for thirty seconds, her long pointed ears tilting forward in concentration. Then she opened the gate, stepped inside, and ran her hands over Clover’s belly with the practiced confidence of someone who’d done this a thousand times.

“Pregnant,” Fern said. “About three weeks along. She’ll need better grain and calcium supplement. Crushed eggshell mixed with her feed will do.” She checked Clover’s hooves, lifting each one with a gentleness that made Clover stand perfectly still, which was remarkable because Clover was a goat of strong opinions and weak patience who’d kicked Pip twice and bitten Nettle once during milking. “Slight overgrowth on the left front. I’ll trim them this afternoon.”

“How did you know?” I asked. “About the pregnancy.”

Fern looked at me like I’d asked how she knew the sky was blue. “Her udder is beginning to swell. Her appetite increased two weeks ago, based on the worn feeding trough. Her pelvis has shifted slightly to accommodate the growing kid.” She paused. “Also, she told me.”

“She told you.”

“Animals communicate constantly. Most people don’t listen.”

Nettle appeared at the barn door. She’d been hovering, journal open, goggles down over her pale eyes, watching Fern examine Clover with an expression that combined professional interest with the specific frustration of a scholar encountering expertise that operated on a completely different axis from her own.

“The soil in the north field,” Fern said, not looking up from Clover. “It’s alkaline.”

Nettle’s quill stopped. “How did you…”

“I smelled it yesterday. Walking the perimeter.” Fern stood, her hand still on Clover’s neck, her forest-green skin catching the barn light in tones that were warmer than Nettle’s dark emerald. “The south field is good loam. Slightly acidic, high nitrogen from legume cover. The north field is limestone-based, alkaline, poor drainage on the upper slope. You’ve been amending with compost but you need sulfur and more organic matter to lower the pH.”

Nettle’s goggles nearly fell off her head. “How can you tell by smell?”

Fern met her eyes. “How can you not?”

The look on Nettle’s face was the most conflicted I’d seen her. On one hand, Fern had just validated months of soil testing with a single sniff, which should have been gratifying. On the other hand, Fern had just rendered months of soil testing unnecessary with a single sniff, which was apparently worse than being wrong.

Nettle pushed her goggles higher on her forehead. Wrote furiously. Muttered something about “olfactory soil analysis” and “cross-referencing with empirical pH data” and retreated to her garden bench with her wide hips swaying and those too-tight leggings fighting for their lives as she went. Even agitated, the view was something. I looked away before she caught me, but Fern’s ears twitched in my direction, and her expression didn’t change, which I was learning was her equivalent of noticing everything.

By midmorning, Fern had reorganized the barn’s animal section with an efficiency that put Thistle’s construction to shame. Not through building, but through arrangement. The hay was restacked for airflow. The water trough was repositioned for drainage. A separate section was cleared and lined with fresh straw for what Fern called “the birthing stall,” anticipating Clover’s needs three months ahead.

“You think three months out?” I asked, helping her haul a second bale into the stall.

“Animals don’t wait for you to be ready. You prepare the space before the need arrives, or you lose the kid.” She smoothed straw flat with her bare foot, the bandage already dirty from work she’d been told not to do. “Same principle applies to fields, drainage, and feed storage. The herd doesn’t care about your timeline.”

“Your community. In the northern forests.” I set the bale down. “How big was the herd?”

Fern paused. Her hands stilled on the straw, and for the first time since I’d found her at the creek, her gaze went somewhere I couldn’t follow. Not pain, exactly. Something quieter. An absence where a whole world used to be.

“Seven acres under cultivation,” she said. “Two donkeys, twelve goats, twenty chickens, a small herd of beef cattle. Thirty-seven goblins total, though I lived at the edge, closer to the animals than the others. I managed the livestock from the time I was twelve. Breeding programs, dairy management, veterinary care.”

“And Ironhill?”

“Logging expansion. They needed timber from the northern forests. Our territory was in the way.” She said it simply, the way she said everything: without performance, without drama. Facts. “They came with axes and contracts from the Crown. Cut the forest in weeks. Burned what they couldn’t sell. My people scattered. Some were caught. Some went deeper into the mountains. Some died at the river crossings.”

“And you?”

“I took Stump and went south. He’s all that survived from our livestock.” She ran her hand along the donkey’s neck. Stump leaned into her touch, eyes half-closed. “Water leads to safe ground. I followed the creeks until I found one where the animals along the bank weren’t afraid. That meant whoever lived here was safe.”

She looked at me. Those steady eyes.

“The animals were right.”

My chest tightened. Not the same thing I felt with Bramble’s hand on my hip or Pip’s body pressed against me or the memory of Thistle going limp in my arms. Adjacent to those, but different. The recognition that this quiet woman had lost everything, walked for two weeks on blistered feet with a stubborn donkey, and judged the safety of strangers by the behavior of creek fish.

“You’re home, Fern,” I said.

She didn’t react the way Pip would have, with tears and a body-slam hug. She didn’t react the way Thistle would have, with a snarl to cover the emotion. She nodded once, her long ears tilting forward slightly, and went back to smoothing straw.

“Good herd,” she said, quietly.

Stump, once rested and fed and given a thorough grooming that removed two weeks’ worth of road grime, proved to be exactly what the farm needed: a draft animal with the temperament of a boulder and the work ethic to match. He was short, stocky, ugly, and possessed of a stubbornness that would have been maddening if it weren’t paired with equally stubborn strength. When Fern harnessed him to a plow frame that Thistle had built from scrap timber and a straight ash pole, he pulled it through the north field’s easier sections with the steady, grinding patience of an animal bred for exactly this purpose.

Fern and I worked the donkey together through the morning. The plow frame wasn’t perfect, and the north field was full of rocks that stopped the blade every ten feet, but the principle was sound. Fern walked at Stump’s head, murmuring to him, her bare feet in the turned earth, her pale hair catching the sun until she looked like something from the old stories about forest spirits that farmers used to leave offerings for.

“Easy,” she murmured when the plow caught on a buried stone. “Back. Good. Again.”

She didn’t shout. She didn’t yank the harness. She spoke to the donkey the way Bramble spoke to scared girls: with calm, with patience, with the absolute expectation that the difficult thing would be done because she’d asked properly. Stump responded. The stone came up. The plow moved forward.

In three hours, we’d turned more soil than I could have managed alone in three days. My shoulders ached from guiding the plow frame, and my hands were covered in north-field clay, but the rows of turned earth behind us were real, visible, undeniable progress. The farm was growing.

“You’re good at this,” I told her, leaning on the plow frame to catch my breath.

“I’m good with animals. The plow is just an extension of the animal. And you’re good at following the line. Most people overcorrect.” She adjusted Stump’s harness strap, her lean fingers working the buckle with practiced ease. “Same as people. Easier, actually. Animals don’t lie about what they need.”

We worked in silence for another stretch. The quiet between us was different from the silence I shared with the other girls. Pip’s was alarming, because Pip was never silent unless something was wrong. Thistle’s was loaded, a pressure cooker of everything she couldn’t say.

Fern’s silence was just silence. Comfortable. Complete.

Pip tried to ride Stump at noon.

I was refilling the water trough when I heard the commotion from the yard. Pip had waited until Fern was in the barn checking on Clover and had somehow climbed onto Stump’s back, which required impressive athletic ability given that Stump was barely taller than she was.

Stump walked three steps. Stopped. Pip kicked his sides with her tiny bare feet. Stump walked backward.

“Go forward!” Pip commanded, her red hair bouncing with each frustrated bounce. “Forward! That way!” She pointed toward the south field.

Stump walked sideways.

“That’s not a direction!”

Stump stopped walking entirely. He stood in the middle of the yard with an expression of profound indifference and a tiny lime-green girl on his back who was becoming increasingly animated, her pointed ears flattened with frustration.

“I am asking NICELY,” Pip said.

Stump farted.

Fern emerged from the barn, her pale hair catching the midday sun. She looked at Pip on Stump’s back. She looked at Stump. Her expression didn’t change, which I was learning was her equivalent of amusement.

“He only moves for people he respects,” Fern said.

Pip’s amber eyes went wide with outrage. “I am VERY respectable!”

Stump farted again, louder. The chickens fled.

Pip slid off his back with the dignity of a queen dismounting a throne, brushed herself off, and announced, “I’ve decided I don’t want to ride him anyway. He smells.”

“He smells like a healthy donkey,” Fern said.

“He smells like a barn.”

“He is a barn.”

Pip stared at Fern. Fern stared back with those calm gray-green eyes, her long ears perfectly still. Then Pip’s face split into a grin, the huge, uninhibited expression that showed all her teeth including the tiny fang-tips.

“I like you,” Pip said. “You’re weird. Good weird.”

“Thank you,” Fern said. “You’re loud.”

“I know! It’s my best quality!”

Bramble appeared at the kitchen door, drying her hands on her apron, the fabric straining across her chest as she leaned against the frame. “Are you two done terrorizing the livestock?”

“He started it,” Pip said, pointing at Stump.

“He’s a donkey.”

“He’s a RUDE donkey.”

“Pip. Come help me with the bread.”

Pip trotted toward the kitchen, her wrap-skirt barely reaching mid-thigh, her bare green legs catching the sun. She passed me on the way and squeezed my hand without breaking stride, her small fingers warm against my calloused palm. A quick touch, no words needed. Hers.

The afternoon brought work, and the work brought results. The farm was growing under hands that knew what they were doing.

Nettle and Fern established an unlikely partnership at the garden bench, their areas of expertise overlapping just enough to create friction and just enough to create solutions. Nettle brought the data: pH measurements, nutrient analysis, seasonal planting charts, all recorded in her precise handwriting with the ink-stained fingers that never quite came clean. Fern brought the instinct: soil smell, animal behavior, weather reading from bird patterns and wind direction. Together they made something neither could alone.

“The barometric pressure is dropping,” Fern said, looking at the sky where swallows dipped and climbed in tight arcs. “Rain in two days.”

“How can you tell?”

“The swallows are flying low. And my knees ache.”

“That’s not a meteorological instrument.”

“My knees disagree.”

Nettle wrote something in her journal, muttering, and I caught the words “anecdotal weather prediction” and “pending verification through empirical observation.” Fern glanced at me. One ear twitched. Almost a smile.

Thistle built. The goat pen’s roof beam, the extended chicken run fence, the lumber rack against the barn’s south wall. She worked from dawn until the light failed, aggressive and focused, her olive-green skin sheened with sweat and her tool belt never leaving her hips. The ultimatum had given her a target, a concrete threat to build against, and she channeled every ounce of protective fury into wood and nail and stone. When I passed her carrying boards for the pen, she grunted acknowledgment. When our hands touched passing a post, her gold eyes flicked to mine and away again. She didn’t pull back from the contact. A month ago, she would have.

Bramble kept the household running. Supper. Dishes. The bread that rose and baked and filled the farmhouse with the smell that meant everything was going to be all right even when it wasn’t. She moved between the kitchen and the table and the garden and the barn with the organizational efficiency of a general running a campaign, which, I was beginning to understand, was exactly what she was doing.

She touched everyone. A hand on Pip’s head as she passed. A squeeze of Nettle’s shoulder when she brought her tea at the garden bench. A brief, warm hand on Fern’s arm when she served her seconds. Even Thistle, who was hardest to reach, got Bramble’s hand on her back when she came in from the fence, a fleeting contact that Thistle pretended not to notice and didn’t pull away from.

She touched me differently.

Her hand lingered. On my arm when she passed behind me at the counter, her deep emerald fingers trailing across my forearm where the wolf scars had healed to pale lines, her touch tracing the raised skin with a tenderness that made the hair on my arms stand up. On my back when she leaned past me to reach a shelf, the full weight of her chest pressing warm against my shoulder, the thin cotton doing nothing to hide the heat, her hard nipples dragging across my back through the fabric as she stretched. My cock twitched every time. Against my hip when we stood together at the stove, her body solid and close and radiating a heat that had nothing to do with the cooking fire, her wide hip pressing against me until I could feel the curve of her through her skirt, soft and warm and maddening.

Every time she touched me, my body responded before my brain caught up. Heat pooling low in my gut, hardening. Hands tightening on whatever I was holding until my knuckles went white. Breath going shallow. The memory of her whisper from two days ago burning behind my eyes, when she’d pressed against me in the kitchen after Dunhill’s riders left and I’d felt her body compress against my ribs and her hips roll against the length of my cock: I won’t be gentle about it. I forgot how to breathe every time she bent to stoke the hearth fire and her blouse gaped open and I caught the full, heavy curve of deep emerald breast, the dark green nipple visible for a heartbeat before she straightened.

She’d made a decision. I could feel it in the shift of her touches, the way they’d gone from accidental to deliberate, from brief to heavy with promise. She’d held herself apart for weeks. Not until they’re secure. I want something for myself too. Those days were over. Her body had made the announcement before her mouth did, every press and linger and deliberate brush a signal that the long celibacy was ending and the man she’d chosen was going to know about it in every nerve.

The girls noticed.

Pip, who noticed everything that involved physical contact between any two people in her vicinity, watched Bramble’s hand on my hip with her eyes bright and knowing and said nothing for once, which was its own kind of statement. She grinned into her porridge and kicked her bare feet under the table.

Nettle’s quill moved faster whenever Bramble touched me. I could hear the scratching from across the room, urgent and clinical, her journal filling with observations she’d probably die before sharing. The pointed tips of her ears darkened with blood, and she bent lower over her work, which meant her dark-green braid fell forward and those impossible curves pushed back against the bench. Her journal was going to need its own wing at this rate.

Thistle pretended not to see. But her ears flattened every time Bramble’s body pressed against mine, and her fierce eyes tracked the contact with the intensity of a predator watching something she wanted from across a clearing. Her fingers whitened on whatever tool she was holding. She remembered. Her body remembered. She wasn’t the only one.

Fern observed. Silently, thoroughly, from whatever corner of the farm she occupied. Her pale eyes took in the web of relationships with the same analytical calm she applied to animal behavior. She didn’t comment. She didn’t need to. Her ears, longer than the others’, twitched with each new piece of social data, cataloguing, filing, building a map of the herd she’d joined.

Evening.

The porch step was Bramble’s and mine. It had been since the first week, the place where the day’s work ended and the honest conversation began. The others knew it. Pip gave us the step the way she gave Bramble the kitchen: as territory, as sacred space, as the place where the two people who held the farm together could be together without the rest of the world pressing in.

Bramble came out with two mugs of tea and sat down beside me. The evening was warm, the air heavy with the smell of turned earth from the north field and the green sweetness of Nettle’s garden behind the house. The ridge caught the last orange light. The fields, south and north, spread out in the gathering dark, and the shapes of growing things were visible in the rows.

Her hair was up. The same loose braid she always wore, the dark green rope of it hanging over one shoulder, practical and controlled. But something was different tonight. The top button of her cotton blouse was undone, the neckline wider than I’d ever seen her wear it, and the deep cleavage between her heavy breasts caught shadows in the evening light. Her bare feet were tucked up under her skirt, and her deep emerald skin glowed warm against the grey stone of the porch step.

“The farm is good,” she said. “Fern changes things. A draft animal. Livestock expertise. We can expand the north field now. Plant the winter crops on schedule. With Stump pulling the plow and Nettle’s soil amendments, we’ll triple the output by harvest.”

“That’s good.”

“The filing is at the county seat by now, or it will be soon. Nettle’s work is solid. Maren’s contact will move it through. We’ll have the legal protection before Dunhill can act.”

“That’s good too.”

“Pip is secure. She hasn’t had a quiet spell in a week. Thistle is building like a woman possessed, which is how she processes anxiety, but it’s productive anxiety. Nettle is brilliant and focused and her garden is producing twice what it should. Fern will settle in. She’s already found her place.”

“All good.”

Bramble set down her mug. She turned to face me. The last light caught the dark green of her braid and the deeper green of her skin, and her dark eyes were bright and open and holding nothing back. Her breasts shifted as she turned, heavy and warm, and the open neckline of her blouse pulled wider across them. My mouth went dry. She saw it.

“The girls are safe,” she said. “The farm is working. The legal fight is underway. The pantry is full. Winter isn’t coming for three months and by then we’ll have enough stored to survive a siege.”

“Bramble, what are you…”

“I’ve been patient, dear.” She took my hand. Not the quick squeeze under the table. Not the lingering touch at the counter. She took my hand and placed it on her thigh, above her knee, on the warm cotton of her skirt, and then pressed my hand higher. Past the knee. Up the thigh. My calloused palm slid over the cotton until I felt the heat of her skin burning through the fabric, her inner thigh warm and soft and trembling faintly under my fingers. My cock stiffened painfully in the space of two heartbeats, every thought I’d had about the farm and the filing and the thirty days burning to ash. “I’ve been patient for eight years. I was patient while Pip went to the creek. I was patient while Thistle went behind the barn. I was patient while I waited for everything to be settled and everyone to be safe and every excuse I had to keep my hands to myself to run out.”

Her voice was lower than I’d ever heard it. Not the contralto she used for kitchen commands or the warmth she used for endearments. Something rougher. Something that vibrated with years of suppressed want, a hunger that had been denied so long it had teeth.

“I’m done being patient.”

Her hand covered mine on her thigh and pressed it higher still. My fingertips brushed the junction where thigh met hip, the cotton of her skirt bunching against my wrist, and the heat radiating from between her legs was unmistakable. She was burning. My hand trembled against her, the calluses rough on the thin cotton, and my cock strained so hard against my trousers that I could feel my pulse in it. She felt it too. Her brown-gold eyes dropped to my lap, to the visible ridge straining the fabric, and she stared at it for two full heartbeats before her gaze came back up, and the look in them was not shy, not coy, not uncertain. It was hunger. Raw, unfiltered, starving hunger. Bramble wanted. Bramble had decided. And she was done asking permission from her own careful heart.

“Tomorrow,” she whispered. “After the girls are settled. You and me. In the house.” She leaned in. Her lips brushed my ear, her breath hot and damp on my neck, and her breasts pressed against my arm, the full weight of them engulfing my bicep in soft warmth, her hard nipple dragging across my skin through the cotton. I could smell the rosemary and woodsmoke and underneath it something warmer, darker, the musky scent of an aroused woman who’d been denying herself for years and couldn’t anymore. My hand tightened on her thigh, fingers digging into the soft flesh, and she inhaled sharply at the grip, a short, ragged breath that hitched in her throat. She didn’t pull away. She pressed closer. Her tongue touched the rim of my ear, a flick of wet heat that made my stomach clench and my grip tighten harder.

“I’ve waited long enough, Thorn. Don’t make me wait another night.” Her voice dropped to a whisper so low it was almost a vibration. “I’m going to take everything I want from you. And what I want is going to take all night.”

She pulled back. Picked up her mug. Took a sip of tea with a hand that trembled once before she stilled it, the composure sliding back into place with the speed of long practice. But her ears were flushed nearly black with blood, and her pulse hammered visibly in her throat, and her chest heaved with the breathing she was controlling through sheer willpower. When she stood to go inside, her wide hips swayed with a deliberateness that was pure invitation. The full roll of her ass beneath the cotton skirt, the heavy shift of her breasts as she turned, the way she paused at the door and glanced back over her shoulder with brown-gold eyes that were still burning.

I know you’re watching. Tomorrow you can do more than watch.

“Goodnight, Thorn.”

“Goodnight, Bramble.”

She went inside. The lullaby started, muffled by stone walls, rising and falling in the old goblin language that was older than anything I’d heard spoken.

I sat on the porch step with cold tea and a body that was painfully, unmistakably aware of every promise she’d just made. Through the farmhouse wall, the lullaby faded to silence. Through the barn door, Fern’s low humming kept the animals calm. Somewhere on the other side of the ridge, Dunhill’s clock ticked toward thirty.

Tomorrow.


Chapter 4: What She Kept

The day before Bramble kept her promise was the longest day of farm work I could remember.

Not because the work was harder than usual. The opposite. The farm ran with an efficiency that had become almost routine, the five goblin girls moving through their roles with the synchronized precision of a crew that had found its rhythm. But every minute of the day was shaped by what Bramble had said on the porch step, and every minute felt twice as long because I knew what was coming when the sun went down.

Thistle finished the goat pen’s roof beam. She’d been working on it for three days, cutting and shaping a single piece of seasoned ash into a load-bearing span that would hold the weight of a slate roof if we ever found enough slate. She worked as she always did: aggressive, precise, her olive-green skin sheened with sweat, channeling whatever was burning inside her into the wood with every stroke of the adze. The beam was perfect. She set it in place with Fern’s help, Fern holding the far end steady with her lean arms while Thistle drove the pegs, and when it was done Thistle stepped back and examined her work and said, “It’s adequate,” which was as close to celebration as she got.

“It’s excellent,” Fern said.

Thistle’s ears twitched. “I said adequate.”

“My mistake.”

They stood there for a moment, the compact fighter and the willowy animal-keeper, both looking at the beam. Then Thistle grunted, picked up her tool belt, and walked away. But her shoulders were a fraction less rigid than usual.

Fern and Pip cleared rocks from the north field’s border while Stump dragged a sledge of flat stones to the foundation pile. Fern had designed a stone sledge from scrap lumber and rope that let Stump pull three times what a person could carry, and the donkey threw himself into the work with the grim determination of an animal who’d finally found a purpose that didn’t involve biting people. Pip ran alongside, tossing smaller rocks onto the sledge, her red hair bouncing, her cloth band slipping in the heat until one perky breast was half exposed, lime-green skin gleaming with sweat. She talked constantly, a running commentary on every stone, every weed, every insect that crossed her path.

“This one looks like Thistle’s face when she’s angry. This one looks like Thistle’s face when she’s not angry but doesn’t want anyone to know she’s not angry. This one looks like a potato.”

“That is a potato,” Fern said.

“We have wild potatoes?!”

“Not anymore. You’re holding it.”

Pip looked at the potato in her hand. Looked at Fern. Looked at the potato again, her amber eyes enormous.

“BRAMBLE! WE HAVE POTATOES!”

The shout echoed across the field. From the farmhouse kitchen, Bramble’s voice carried back: “Bring it here and stop hollering, you’ll scare the chickens!”

“The chickens scare THEMSELVES!” Pip yelled, already sprinting toward the kitchen with the potato held above her head like a trophy.

Nettle spent the morning in her garden, bent over the herb beds in her too-tight leggings, her round, heavy rear a persistent visual fact that the universe seemed to deploy specifically when I walked past. She was cataloguing the growth rates of her aquifer-irrigated specimens, which meant she was crouched and squatting and bending over her workbench constantly, and every time she straightened up, her dark emerald skin gleamed with the thin sheen of garden sweat and her leggings stretched taut across curves that would have made a sculptor throw away his chisel and start over.

She caught me looking once. Held eye contact for two heartbeats, her sage-green eyes sharp behind her goggles. Her ears went dark green. She fidgeted with the goggle strap at her temple and turned back to her plants, but not before I saw her lips press together, not with embarrassment but with something that looked like anticipation. Her thighs pressed together as she crouched back down. I walked away before my body made a decision my brain hadn’t approved.

Bramble worked in the kitchen all day. The door was open, the heat from the hearth mixing with the summer air, and every time I passed the farmhouse I caught her silhouette against the fire. She was preserving. Jars of pickled vegetables, dried herb bundles, rendered fat in clay pots sealed with beeswax. Preparing for winter. Preparing for siege. Preparing for the kind of future where a full pantry was the difference between surviving and not.

But she was also doing something else. Her hair was down.

I’d never seen it down. In all the weeks since the barn, since the first morning when she’d stepped out of the shadows with her arms around Pip and Nettle and faced the stranger in her home, she’d always had it pulled back. Working bun, loose braid, tied with a strip of cloth. The Matriarch’s hair was functional. Controlled. Like everything else about her. But today the dark green waves fell free over her shoulders, loose and glossy, swaying with her movement as she moved between the counter and the hearth, catching the light, brushing the small of her back. The loose hair was a message, and I heard it every time a dark green strand fell across her cheek.

She’d undone one more button on her blouse. The top two were open now, instead of the usual one, and the cleavage between her breasts was deeper, the shadow darker, the strain of the fabric more pronounced. When she bent to stoke the hearth fire, the neckline gaped and I could see the full inner curve of one breast, deep emerald and smooth. Not performance. Not a show. Just a woman who’d decided that today was the day she stopped containing what she’d been holding in.

Every time I passed the kitchen, she looked up and met my eyes. Calm. Steady. The look of a woman who’d made her decision and was watching the hours count down with the patience of someone who’d waited longer than most marriages lasted and could handle a few more hours.

“Supper at sundown,” she said, the last time I passed. Her brown-gold eyes held mine. “I’ll settle the girls early tonight.”

The words were simple. The meaning underneath them sent heat down my spine and blood rushing south.

Supper was lamb stew from a haunch that Maren had traded for three jars of Nettle’s medicinal salve. Bramble had slow-cooked it all afternoon with rosemary and root vegetables and a splash of the vinegar she’d been brewing from wild apple cider. The kitchen smelled like everything good in the world concentrated into a single pot.

The girls ate well. Pip had four bowls and fell asleep on the table with her face on the folded cloth Bramble placed under her usual spot to cushion her cheek against the wood. Her ears twitched in whatever dream she was having, and she mumbled something about potatoes. Nettle ate two bowls and made notes about the flavor profile, her quill scratching softly. Thistle ate three bowls standing by the door, gold eyes watching the last light on the ridge, her posture the coiled readiness of a guard who never fully relaxed.

Fern ate in her quiet way, steady and measured, and then excused herself to check on Stump and Clover. She paused at the door and looked at Bramble, and something passed between them, that unspoken communication of women who understand each other’s needs without words. Fern gave a small nod, her long ears tilting forward once, and left.

She knew. They all knew.

Bramble carried sleeping Pip to her pallet in the barn, tucking the blanket around her with hands that were gentle despite the calluses, brushing the copper-red hair back from her lime-green face. She checked on Nettle, who was already absorbed in her journal at the garden bench by candlelight, and who murmured something about “not waiting up” without looking up from the page, her dark-green braid falling forward over one shoulder. She didn’t check on Thistle, who was on the perimeter and who would patrol until her body forced her to sleep, because Thistle didn’t need checking. Thistle needed the fence line and the dark and the knowledge that she was keeping watch.

The farmhouse settled. The fire banked low. The stone walls held the day’s heat and released it slowly into the evening air.

Bramble came to me in the bedroom.

The farmhouse had two rooms. The main room with the hearth, the kitchen, the table. And the bedroom, which had been Aldric’s: small and stone-walled with a single window and a bed that Thistle had rebuilt with new slats and a mattress stuffed with fresh hay and dried lavender. I’d been sleeping there since the wolf fight. Bramble had been sleeping in the main room on a pallet by the fire, close to the door, close to the girls in the barn. The Matriarch’s position: between her people and the world.

Tonight she came to the bedroom. Her domain. The home’s heart.

She stood in the doorway. The light from the banked fire in the main room was behind her, turning her into a silhouette: the shape of her, broad-hipped and full-breasted, the dark green hair falling loose around her shoulders. She filled the doorframe the way Bramble filled every space she entered, with warmth and authority and the unmistakable presence of a woman who’d been taking care of everyone else for so long that the world had forgotten she needed taking care of too.

She untied her apron. Folded it over the chair by the door. Even now, even in this moment, the precision was there. The apron was folded neatly, the strings tucked, the fabric smoothed. Because Bramble did everything with care, even the small things, even when the big things were about to change everything.

Then she let her hair fall forward over her shoulders. It cascaded in dark green waves, thick and glossy, smelling of woodsmoke and herbs and the rosemary she kept in her apron pocket. The armor she wore every day, the bun and the braid and her composure, came off with the apron. What was left was a woman. Soft, full, trembling at the edges.

“Eight years,” she said. Her voice was the roughened contralto I’d heard on the porch step, the one that came from somewhere deeper than the kitchen. “Eight years I kept everyone alive. I fed them. I held them when they cried. I planned every meal and counted every ration and sang every lullaby and never, not once, let myself want something for myself because wanting made you weak in the camps.”

She unbuttoned her blouse. Slowly. Each button a deliberate act, her green fingers steady, her warm eyes on mine.

“They gave us tea,” she said. “In the camps. Every morning. Not for health. Not for comfort.” Her voice didn’t waver. The buttons opened one by one. “To keep us from getting pregnant. To keep us from being anything except workers. Eight years of that tea and I stopped believing my body was mine.”

The last button. The blouse hung open. She let it fall from her shoulders and it slid down her arms and landed on the floor, and Bramble was bare from the waist up.

Her breasts. Massive, heavy, freed from the straining fabric that had contained them since I’d met her. They hung full and round on her compact frame, emerald green, the skin smooth and warm in the lamplight with faint stretch marks on the lower curves that caught the light like silk threads. Her nipples were dark green, darker than the rest of her, wide and already hard. The weight of them was visible in the way they shifted when she breathed, heavy and real, the kind of impossible proportion that belonged to goblin genetics and made every piece of clothing she owned fight a losing battle. She was five foot one and her breasts were enormous, the deep cleavage between them a shadow that the lamplight turned into something you could fall into.

She watched my face as I saw her. No shyness. No performance. A woman showing herself to the man she’d chosen, watching him see her, and finding what she needed in his eyes.

My throat locked. My hands tightened at my sides. Every drop of blood in my body went south so fast it left my head empty and my cock straining.

“I want you,” she said. “I’ve wanted you since you fed us that first night. Since you put food in Pip’s hands and didn’t ask for anything back. Since you stood in front of Dunhill’s men and didn’t flinch.” She stepped forward. Her body swayed with the movement. “I want what they took from me. I want my body to be mine again. I want to feel something that isn’t duty.”

I crossed the space between us. Two steps. My hands found her waist, my rough palms against the bare green skin above her skirt, and the contact was like closing a circuit. She shuddered. Her whole body, from her bare feet on the stone floor to the points of her ears, shuddered at the touch. Her skin was hot under my hands, hotter than human skin, the goblin warmth I’d felt with Pip and Thistle but different somehow, deeper, the stored heat of years of contained need.

“Then take it,” I said.

Her eyes went bright. Every wall she’d built came down at once.

She kissed me. Not gentle. Hungry. Her mouth opened against mine, her tongue finding mine, her hands gripping my shirt and pulling me down to her height with a strength that surprised me. She was soft, not athletic, not a fighter, but she was strong the way women who’d carried the weight of an entire community were strong: with the muscles that came from never stopping. I lifted her, my arms under her thighs, and she wrapped her legs around me, her massive breasts pressing warm and heavy against my chest, her arms around my neck.

I carried her to the bed. Laid her down. She pulled me over her, and her legs stayed wrapped around my waist, holding me there, her hips cradling mine.

My hands found her breasts. The weight of them filled my palms and overflowed, heavy and warm and impossibly full, and her breath caught against my mouth when my thumbs brushed her nipples. She arched into my hands. Her back curved, pressing her chest harder into my grip, and the sound she made was not the composed Matriarch’s measured response. It was a gasp. Ragged and honest and coming from somewhere she’d locked away since the camps.

I bent and took her nipple in my mouth. Dark green, hard, warm against my tongue. Her hands flew to my hair, gripping, pulling me against her breast, and the sound she made was a word that disintegrated into noise. “Thorn, I… please…”

I sucked. Her breast filled my hand and overflowed, her nipple stiffening further against my tongue, and she melted. The armor she wore dissolved in real time. Her knees buckled against my sides. Her hips ground upward against me, seeking contact, seeking pressure. I switched to the other breast, giving it the same worship, and her fingers tightened in my hair until the pull was almost pain.

“I’ve dreamed about this,” she whispered. “About your hands. Your mouth. I’m not going to last, dear. Not the first time. Not after all those years.”

Her skirt. I pulled it down over her wide hips, over the soft swell of her belly, over the thick green thighs. She wore nothing underneath. Her pussy was bare, green and flushed dark with arousal, and wet. Glistening in the lamplight, the evidence of how long she’d been waiting written on her body. The scent of her was warm and musky and herbal, and it made my cock strain painfully against my trousers.

I kissed the rope-burn scars on her wrists. Pale ridges on green skin. The marks of chains worn so long the skin had forgotten smooth. She made a sound that was almost a sob, her ears flattening, her eyes squeezing shut.

“You’re free,” I said against her skin. “You’re mine because you chose to be. Nobody put chains on this.”

She broke. Not the way Thistle broke, in an explosion of violence and surrender. The walls just stopped holding, quietly, and everything she’d kept behind them came pouring out.

Her arms came around me, pulling me down. I freed myself from my trousers and the head of my cock pressed against her entrance and she moaned, her hips tilting, taking me before I could ease in. She was tight. Tight and hot and soaking, her walls gripping me with a need that matched her voice, and the feeling of sliding into her all the way made my vision go white at the edges.

She cried out. A deep, low sound that came from her chest. Her full breasts heaved against mine, soft and warm and overflowing between our bodies, her dark green nipples dragging across my skin. I seated myself fully and she gripped my shoulders with both hands and held me there.

“Don’t move,” she breathed. “Just… let me feel you. It’s been so long.”

I held still. Inside her, surrounded by her heat, her walls pulsing around me in slow, rhythmic clenches that matched her breathing. Her eyes were closed. Her ears lay flat against her dark green hair. Her lips moved in silence, words she couldn’t voice.

Then she opened her eyes. Brown-gold, bright with tears that weren’t sadness.

“Now,” she said. “Hard.”

I moved. She wanted to see my face. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper with each thrust, her wide hips rolling to meet me. Her breasts bounced between us, the weight of them shifting with each motion, and I captured one in my hand, my working palm against that impossibly soft green skin, and squeezed.

She gasped. “More. Harder, Thorn.”

I gave her harder. Her body took it, her hips matching my rhythm, her hands on my back digging in. Her eyes stayed locked on mine, watching me the way she’d watched me across the kitchen table for weeks: with longing, with hunger, with the raw need of a woman who’d convinced herself she wasn’t allowed to want.

“You feel…” Her voice cracked. “I can’t… Thorn, I’m going to…”

“Come for me. Let go.”

She came with her eyes open, watching me, and it was the most honest thing I’d ever seen on a person’s face. Her walls clenched around me in violent, rhythmic spasms, her whole body arching off the mattress, her chest heaving, and the sound she made was not composed, not controlled, but a raw, wrecked cry that she muffled against my shoulder.

I didn’t stop. She was still shaking when I turned her, and she went willingly, rolling onto her stomach, and I pulled her hips up. Her wide hips in my hands, her spectacular body presented on the bed, the view from behind overwhelming: green skin glowing in the lamplight, the curve of her waist into the swell of her ass, the impossible width of her hips. I gripped her and pulled her back onto me and she dropped to her elbows, her breasts swinging free beneath her, each thrust sending them rocking.

“Thorn.” Her voice was barely recognizable. The composed, commanding contralto had dissolved into fragments. “Harder. Please. Give me. I need you to.”

I gave her harder. My hips slapped against her ass, my cock buried deep with each thrust, and she gripped the headboard with both hands. The wood creaked.

“Give me what they took from me,” she gasped. Her voice was wrecked, the Matriarch’s control gone, nothing left but the raw, aching need of a woman who’d been empty for eight years. “Breed me, Thorn. Fill me up. I want to feel you so deep I can’t tell where you end and I begin. I want your cum inside me. I want your children growing in me.” Her skin was flushed nearly black from the throat down, her body hot against my hips, her pussy soaking and clenching with each thrust. “Please. Put a baby in me. Fill me with everything they tried to take.”

The words ripped through me with a force that was physical. She was reclaiming everything. Each thrust answered the years. She moaned and the sound was defiance. The wet sound of my cock driving into her, the slap of my hips against her deep emerald ass, the creak of the headboard under her grip.

“You’re mine,” I growled, gripping her hips hard enough to leave finger-shaped marks on green skin. My calloused hands on her wide green hips, rough and claiming, my thumbs pressing into the soft flesh of her ass as I drove into her. “This body is mine. This pussy is mine. You’re going to carry my children and I’m going to fill this kitchen with them.”

“Yes.” Her voice broke. “Yes. Yours. All of it. My body. My kitchen. My womb. Breed me. Fill me up. Every drop, Thorn, please, give me every drop.”

“I’m going to cum inside you. Deep. And you’re going to keep it there.”

“Yes. Do it. Breed me. Fill me. I want to feel it.”

She screamed into the pillow.

Her body seized around me. Walls clenching in violent rhythmic spasms. Her enormous breasts pressed hard against the mattress, swaying with the force of her shaking. Her ears went flat. Her deep emerald skin flushed black across her back and shoulders. Her hands went white on the headboard.

She kept saying it through the waves. “Yes, breed me, fill me, give me.” Each word tumbled out between sobs of pleasure. “Put a baby in me. Please. Don’t stop. I want it all.”

I came inside her. Pulsing. Thick. Flooding.

Each spurt buried deep where she wanted it, where the camp tea had prevented it for years and where my cum now filled the space that had been kept empty. Each pulse wrung a groan from my chest. My cock throbbed inside the tight grip of her clenching pussy.

I held her hips against me. Grinding deep. Not pulling back. Buried to the root. She reached back and gripped my hip with one green hand, fingers digging into my flesh, pulling me deeper still.

“More,” she whispered. “Don’t stop. Don’t pull out. Every drop. I want all of it inside me. I want to feel it dripping out of me tomorrow.”

I gave her everything. My hips pressed tight against her, my cock buried deep, pulsing the last drops into her while her walls still clenched around me in slow, milking contractions, her body squeezing out every spurt, keeping me there. My forehead rested against her back, my breath ragged, my hands still gripping her wide green hips hard enough to leave marks she’d find in the morning. My cum was deep inside her. She could feel it. She pressed her hips back into me, keeping me sealed there, and the warmth between us was both of us, mixed, the beginning of something.

She collapsed forward onto the mattress. I stayed inside her. She didn’t want me to pull out and I didn’t want to. We lay there, connected, breathing together in the lamp-lit room.

For a minute, neither of us moved. Her breathing slowed. Her body softened under mine. The tension she’d carried since the first day I met her, the coiled readiness of a woman who’d spent a decade braced for the next blow, drained out of her like water from a cracked pot.

She cried.

Not sobbing. Not wailing. Quiet tears that rolled down her cheeks and soaked the pillow, her body trembling with the release of something much deeper than sex. Eight years. Years of being the strong one, the shield, the Matriarch who held everyone together and never let anyone hold her.

I pulled out gently. She winced. My cum spilled from her, thick and white against the green of her inner thighs, and she didn’t wipe it away. She touched it with her fingers, looked at it, and something crossed her face that was tender and fierce at the same time. Then she turned onto her side and reached for me and I pulled her against my chest.

She pressed her face to my shoulder. Her body warm and heavy between us, her arms around my neck, her green fingers gripping my skin with a need that wasn’t sexual. It was the need of a woman who’d been alone inside her own strength for so long that the touch of someone else’s arms around her was the most overwhelming thing she’d ever felt.

“Thank you,” she whispered into my neck. Her voice was small. Not the commander’s voice. A woman’s voice.

“For what?”

“For making me feel like something other than a shield.”

I held her. Her breathing evened. Her tears dried. Her grip on my neck loosened as sleep came, slowly, dragging her down into the first real rest she’d had since the camps. She pressed her forehead against my collarbone, the goblin intimacy gesture she’d given my bandaged arm after the wolf fight but gentler now, warmer, the gesture of a woman instead of a Matriarch.

She fell asleep in my arms. Cook, survivor, escape planner. Asleep in the arms of a man who fed her back.

I covered us both. Stayed.

Dawn came through the window. Gold light on stone walls, on green skin, on dark green hair spread across the pillow. Bramble was still asleep, curled against my side, one hand resting on my chest, her body warm against my ribs.

She looked different in sleep. Softer. Younger. The walls were gone, the armor was gone, and what was left was a woman with laugh lines and rope scars and the most generous body I’d ever held, breathing softly in the morning light.

She stirred. Opened her eyes. Warm, bright, and for the first time since I’d known her, unguarded.

“Good morning,” she said. A smile. Small, real, hers.

“Good morning.”

She stretched, the movement languid and unhurried. She didn’t reach for her blouse. Didn’t reach for the apron. She lay there, naked in the morning light, green skin glowing against the white sheets, and let me see her. All of her. The stretch marks, the rope scars, the soft belly, the generous hips, the breasts that were miraculous on her small frame. No armor. No hiding.

“I should cook breakfast,” she said.

“Probably.”

“The bread needs kneading.”

“It does.”

“I’m not moving yet.” She pressed closer. Her lips found my collarbone. “Five more minutes.”

She took ten. Then she rose, dressed with the efficiency of a woman who’d been getting dressed in shared quarters for a decade, and went to the kitchen. But her hair was still down. And her blouse was buttoned one fewer than yesterday.

I followed her out. The kitchen was warm, the hearth stirred back to life. The smell of bread and woodsmoke filled the air.

Pip came in from the barn, yawning, her red hair a disaster, and stopped dead in the doorway. Her amber eyes went wide. She looked at Bramble. At the loose hair. At the unbuttoned blouse. At the radiance that came off Bramble like heat from a hearth.

Her face split into a grin so huge it showed every tooth including both fang-tips. She said nothing. She bounced to the table, sat down, and vibrated with the effort of not speaking, her bare lime-green feet swinging.

Nettle came in next, goggles crooked, journal under her arm, ink on her left cheek. She assessed the scene with her usual analytical sweep: Bramble’s hair, the undone button, the way Bramble’s hand rested on the counter with a new looseness. Her quill was out before she sat down. She scribbled furiously, the color rising in her ears.

Thistle came in from the perimeter. She looked at Bramble. At me. Her gold eyes narrowed. She looked at the wall. Crossed her arms over her leather chest-wrap. Said nothing. Her ears were flat, but not with anger. With the complicated mix of feelings that Thistle processed the only way she knew how: by standing very still and pretending she didn’t have any.

Fern came last. She walked in from the barn, silver-white hair catching the morning light, and placed a cup of fresh goat milk in front of Bramble’s spot at the table.

“Good morning,” Fern said simply.

Bramble took the milk. Poured it into the porridge she was stirring. Looked around the kitchen at her girls, at her table, at her farm visible through the window where the south field was green with growing things and the north field showed fresh-turned earth.

She hummed the lullaby. The one she sang every night. But this morning the melody was different. Lighter. Quicker. A version of the song that wasn’t about keeping the darkness away but about welcoming what the light brought in.

Pip lasted approximately forty-five seconds.

“She’s GLOWING,” she stage-whispered to Nettle, leaning across the table.

“Pip,” Bramble said.

“I’m just OBSERVING.”

“Observe your porridge.”

“It’s not as interesting as your hair being down.”

Bramble pointed at the porridge with her spoon. The gesture carried the full weight of her authority, which was formidable even when deployed against breakfast.

Pip ate her porridge. She was grinning into every bite.

Thistle, still standing by the door, caught my eye for half a second. Her gaze held something that wasn’t quite jealousy and wasn’t quite longing. Something more complicated. Then she looked away and took her bowl to the corner.


Chapter 5: Deeper Roots

Two weeks of steady work changed the farm. Not in any single dramatic moment. You just looked up from whatever you were doing one morning and realized the landscape was different.

The north field was open. Stump and I had plowed it in sections, the donkey pulling the ash-pole plow frame with the grudging determination of an animal who’d accepted his role and was going to perform it on his own terms. Fern walked beside Stump during the plowing, her pale hair tied back, her bandaged feet healed, her soft voice guiding the donkey through turns and over stones with a patience that Stump rewarded by actually cooperating.

“Easy,” she’d say, and Stump would ease. “Turn,” and he’d turn. “Rest,” and he’d plant his hooves and refuse to move until she said otherwise.

“He only does that for you,” I said, wiping sweat from my face after a particularly stubborn boulder had derailed the plow line. My arms ached. The sun beat down on my bare shoulders and turned the fresh-turned earth into something that smelled of promise and clay.

“He does it for people who speak his language.”

“What language is that?”

“Quiet.” She adjusted Stump’s harness, her lean fingers working the buckle with practiced ease, her forest-green skin catching the afternoon light. “Animals don’t respond to volume. They respond to consistency. You say the same thing the same way every time and they learn that your word means something. Same as people.” She paused. Her gray-green eyes found mine, calm and certain. “Easier, actually.”

She taught me things I didn’t know I needed to learn. How to read Stump’s ears for fatigue, his breathing for strain, the way he shifted his weight to the right hind leg when the left foreleg was sore from an old injury. She taught me that Clover liked her ears scratched in a specific circular motion that calmed her during milking, and that the chickens produced better when their coop was cleaned at dawn rather than dusk, and that the wild rabbits in the southeast corner of the south field, Turnip and Pepper and Rock, were actually doing the farm a service by aerating the soil with their burrows. She’d also started luring a second wild goat from the hills, leaving grain at the north fence every evening, patient as stone. “She’ll come when she’s ready,” Fern said. “Goats are cautious. Give her a week.”

“Don’t fill the holes,” she said. “The rabbits do more for your drainage than a week of ditching.”

Fern’s knowledge was different from Nettle’s. Nettle knew the science: the pH, the nitrogen cycles, the optimal germination temperatures. Fern knew the practice: when to push, when to rest, how to read the land through the creatures that lived on it. Together, they were building something the farm had never had: a complete understanding of its own potential.

Thistle built.

She built with aggressive efficiency, pretending the urgency had nothing to do with the feelings churning under her scarred skin. The ultimatum had given her a target. Not Dunhill himself, not his riders, not the document sitting on the kitchen table. The target was the farm. Making it stronger. Making it defensible. Making it into something that six men on horses would look at and decide they’d rather not.

The barn extension went up in five days. Proper livestock housing, with stalls for Clover and Stump, a dairy area with a stone-flagged floor for clean milking, and a hay storage loft that doubled the barn’s capacity. The construction was tight, every joint pegged and braced, the ash timber she’d selected from the woodlot behind the north field seasoned enough to hold weight that wouldn’t be tested for years.

The expanded chicken run took two days. She’d tripled the size and added a covered section for bad weather, with a nesting box design that Nettle had sketched based on optimal egg production research from a livestock manual that Orin had made her study years ago.

The smokehouse took three. Stone walls, a vent hood shaped from sheet tin that Hollis had traded for a jar of Nettle’s joint salve, and a hanging rack inside that could hold a dozen cuts of meat. “For winter,” Thistle said when I complimented the work. Her olive-green skin was sheened with sweat, her wild hair plastered to her face, and the scar across her collarbone caught the light like a silver thread. “And for anything stupid enough to attack the property.”

She worked from dawn until the light failed, her scarred forearms flexing as she drove nails and shaped timber. Her tool belt never left her hips. Her leather chest-wrap was dark with sweat by midday, the thin material clinging to her small firm breasts, and she didn’t notice or didn’t care. The scars on her forearms, the parallel punishment marks from the camps, caught the light at the end of the day, pale lines on green skin.

She wore them the way she wore everything that had tried to break her. Badges.

Bramble and I were openly together. The adjustment happened faster than I’d expected, not because the girls were surprised but because Bramble had, as usual, managed the situation before it needed managing. She’d set the norms. She’d decided, with the quiet authority she brought to everything, that her taking what she wanted did not change the fundamental structure of the household, and the household had agreed because Bramble’s decisions were the ones that stuck.

She was calmer. Warmer. The careful distance she kept between herself and the world was still there, because Bramble without her walls would be like the farmhouse without its stone, but there were gaps now. Softnesses. She cooked with one hand and held mine with the other when I stood beside her at the counter, her green fingers laced through my calloused ones. She leaned into me when we sat on the porch step in the evenings, her full breasts pressing against my arm with a warmth that was both familiar and still thrilling. She kissed my cheek when she served seconds, a quick press of warm lips on my jaw, and she didn’t pull away and the contact was as natural as breathing.

Pip loved it. She bounced around the kitchen with the energy of a girl who’d been validated twice over: first by her own night at the creek and now by Bramble’s confirmation that loving Thorn was not just permitted but celebrated. She sat in my lap at breakfast, her tiny lime-green body warm against my chest, her copper-red hair tickling my chin. She pressed against my side at supper. She looked at Bramble and Bramble looked back and there was no jealousy, no competition, just the shared warmth of two women who’d chosen the same man for different reasons and were fine with it.

Thistle pretended to gag. “Some of us are trying to eat.” But her fierce eyes tracked the way Bramble’s hand rested on my thigh under the table, and her ears went flat, and the flat ears weren’t anger. They were want. I saw it in the way her gaze lingered a beat too long on my hands before she looked away.

Nettle took notes. She wrote in her journal with the rapid precision of a woman documenting a phenomenon she didn’t fully understand, her pale eyes flicking between Bramble and me like she was recording data points in a behavioral study. Her dark-green braid fell over one shoulder as she bent to write, and the tip of her tongue touched her upper lip in concentration. Which, knowing Nettle, she probably was documenting. The journal was going to need an index.

Fern watched with quiet curiosity. Her gray-green eyes missed nothing, but she processed what she saw slowly, thoroughly, without judgment. The herd had a new dynamic. She was learning its shape.

The legal prep continued. Nettle and I spent an evening reviewing the counter-claim draft one final time. She’d refined the language to a degree of precision that would have made a court clerk weep with professional respect. Every sentence was exact. Every citation was sourced. Every argument built on the one before it with the logical inevitability of a mathematical proof.

She read the settlement survey aloud. Her voice, usually quiet and measured, gained an edge when she discussed boundary law. Her pale eyes went bright behind her goggles. Her hands moved over the maps with the enthusiasm of a scholar who’d found a puzzle worth solving.

“The original survey team mapped the aquifer as a Class Three independent hydrological feature, which under the settlement-era legal framework establishes inherent property rights for the surface owner independent of any subsequent surface-water licensing. Dunhill’s claim to the north fork is valid for surface water, but the aquifer’s lateral extent, as documented here…” She traced the boundary with her ink-stained finger, her voice rising with excitement. “The lateral extent encompasses the entirety of the Ashvale parcel, which means the well, the creek’s subsurface feed, and potentially the irrigable groundwater table are ALL outside his licensing jurisdiction.”

She caught herself. Stopped. Her ears were dark green. Her cheeks were flushed beneath the green. She’d been leaning over the map, pressing against my arm, and her breast had been warm against my bicep for the last two minutes and she’d been so absorbed in the law that she hadn’t noticed.

She noticed now. Her eyes went wide behind the goggles, the palest green in the cast blown wide.

She pushed her goggles up with a trembling hand. “That is. The legal framework is. Stimulating.”

“It is.”

“Intellectually stimulating.”

“Sure.”

She retreated to her journal so fast she left the quill behind on the map. I picked it up and brought it to her at the garden bench. When our fingers touched on the quill, she made a sound like a teakettle reaching pressure and didn’t look up from her journal for twenty minutes.

Dunhill’s thirty days ticked. Day fifteen came and went without overt action, but the signs of his work were everywhere. Maren sent word through a traveling tinker: fewer villagers were coming to the store asking about Ashvale. The gossip mill was turning. Dunhill’s farmhands were telling stories in the tavern and at the parish and at every kitchen table in the valley. Green-skinned creatures stealing chickens. Goblin vermin spreading disease. The young fool up at Ashvale Farm letting them breed on his property like rats.

None of it was true. All of it was effective.

Hollis the blacksmith still traded with us, but nervously. He’d taken three of Nettle’s salve jars in exchange for a box of nails and hadn’t met my eyes during the transaction. “It’s not personal,” he said. “It’s that Dunhill makes things hard for people who don’t go along.”

“I know.”

“Your salves are the best thing for my hands I’ve ever used. The wife loves them too.” He paused. His big hands flexed on the counter. “Just… don’t tell anyone where you got the nails.”

The valley was choosing sides. Most of them were choosing the side that had the most horses.

Nettle’s garden had doubled. She’d expanded into the cleared space behind the barn, using Thistle’s construction skills to build raised beds from creek stones and scrap timber. Her herb rows were precise, labeled with hand-lettered markers, and organized by a system that only she and Orin’s ghost fully understood.

She’d noticed something.

“Your wolf scars,” she said one afternoon, not looking up from a row of seedlings she was examining with her magnifying goggles. “Show me your forearm.”

I held it out. The three parallel lines were still there, but they’d healed cleaner and faster than any wound I’d had before. The scars were smooth, pale against my sun-brown skin, without the angry red ridges that deep claw wounds usually left.

Nettle ran her ink-stained finger along one scar, her sage-green eyes sharp behind the lenses. “These should still be inflamed. Deep claw wounds with anaerobic bacterial exposure take months to mature into clean scar tissue. Yours look like they’ve had a year of healing.”

“Good herbalism?”

“That’s what I assumed.” She let go of my arm and pulled her journal from under a clay pot. The page was dense with her precise handwriting, columns of numbers and notations I couldn’t follow. “I’ve been running comparative tests. My preparations against identical formulations made from market-bought herbs. Same concentrations, same methods. The results are…” She paused. Adjusted her goggles. “Anomalous. My herbs are consistently more potent. Significantly. I’m still isolating the variable, but I believe it’s the water source. The aquifer.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning I need more data before I’ll commit to a conclusion.” Her voice was the careful tone she used when she was controlling her excitement to avoid compromising her objectivity. “But Orin mentioned something once. He called it ‘the green touch,’ a phenomenon tied to specific mineral aquifers. I always assumed it was folklore.” She looked at her garden with eyes bright from the thrill of a hypothesis forming. “I’m designing a controlled experiment to find out.”

If the aquifer made her herbs more potent, then Nettle’s garden wasn’t just feeding the farm. It was producing something that nobody else in the valley could make.

The afternoon brought close work. Nettle asked me to help move the heavy planting crates she’d filled with enriched soil for the new raised beds. Each crate weighed as much as Pip and needed to be lifted from the preparation area to the bed sites ten feet away.

We worked together. Lift, carry, set. The rhythm was efficient. The proximity was not.

We worked close. Lift, carry, set. The crates were heavy enough that the work put us hip to hip, shoulder to shoulder, her body warm beside mine in the garden heat. She reached across me to adjust a crate’s position, and her breast pressed against my arm through her tunic, heavy and warm, and I felt the quick intake of her breath. She held the position a beat too long, her ink-stained fingers braced on the crate edge, her dark emerald skin flushed at the throat.

Then she turned to lift the next crate and I was behind her. Close enough that the scent of crushed herbs and warm green skin filled my nose. She crouched to grip the handles and her leggings pulled taut across her round ass, the thin fabric fighting the full, heavy curves, the seams straining. She straightened, and the motion brought her directly against my hip, the warm fullness of her pressing into me through the thin fabric with a softness that made my cock stiffen instantly.

She didn’t step away.

Two heartbeats. Her breathing changed. The steady, measured rhythm of Nettle at work became something shallower, quicker, the rise and fall of her heavy breasts visible through her tunic. The color rose to her ear tips, the delicate points deepening from their usual pale shade to something dark and blood-rich. Her hands, still on the crate, trembled. Her thick thighs pressed together.

Three heartbeats. I could smell her: crushed herbs, ink, and underneath those familiar scents something warmer, something muskier, something that the journal entries and the held eye contacts and the accidental touches had been building toward for weeks. My cock was fully hard now, pressing against her through my trousers and her leggings, and she could feel it. I knew she could feel it because a shuddering exhale escaped her and the green of her neck flushed even darker and her round ass pressed backward into me, a fraction, a tiny deliberate grind against the rigid length, and the breath she let out shook like a reed in wind.

“I’ve been reading about certain herbal applications,” she whispered. Her voice was barely audible, the clinical precision fighting for its life against the raw want that was cracking through. “For relaxation. Topical preparations using carrier oils infused with chamomile and valerian root that facilitate muscular release in conjunction with…” She swallowed. Her ass was still pressed against my cock, warm and full and motionless, and I could feel the heat of her through two layers of fabric. “In conjunction with… penetrative… therapeutic…”

She stopped. Her ears were nearly black with blood, the blush having spread from the tips down to the lobes. She pressed backward again, harder this time, deliberately grinding her full ass against the ridge of my cock, and the breath she released was a shuddering, broken sound that had no clinical vocabulary attached to it at all.

“In conjunction with?” I said. My voice was rough. My hands were on the crate, white-knuckled, because if I put them on her hips right now Nettle’s carefully maintained research schedule was going to get disrupted by about six weeks.

She grabbed at her goggles. Her hands were shaking so hard the lenses ended up crooked on her forehead, one eye covered and one exposed, and the sage-green eye that was visible was wide and dark and desperate.

Then she fled to her journal with the speed of a woman who’d just pressed her ass against a man’s cock in broad daylight and needed to document the physiological implications before her body overrode her brain entirely. Her hips bounced in those tortured leggings as she went, the fabric fighting for structural integrity with each quick stride. I stood in the garden with my hands on the crate and my cock straining against my trousers and the scent of her lingering in the warm air, and I reminded myself that Nettle’s pace was her own and I’d respect it even if it killed me.

The evening brought Fern.

I found her in the barn, grooming Stump. She ran a brush over his coat with slow, rhythmic strokes, her lean body moving with the grace of someone who’d done this a thousand times. The donkey stood with his eyes half-closed, his breathing deep and steady, the picture of an animal being handled by someone who understood exactly what he needed.

She was humming.

I’d never heard Fern hum. In the two weeks since she’d arrived, she’d been quiet. Steady. Present without being loud, competent without being declarative. She worked, she ate, she cared for the animals, and she did it all with a serenity that made the rest of the farm’s emotional landscape look like a thunderstorm.

The humming was soft. Not a melody I recognized. Something older, maybe goblin, maybe just the sound a woman made when she was alone with an animal she loved and felt safe enough to let sound escape.

She heard me enter and stopped. Her long pointed ears rotated toward the sound of my footsteps, twitching once. She turned her head. Her silver-white hair caught the lamplight and turned gold at the edges.

“Sorry,” I said. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“You didn’t.” She went back to brushing Stump, her green skin catching the barn light. “He likes an audience. He’s vainer than the chickens.”

Stump opened one eye and looked at me with an expression that combined contempt with the grudging acknowledgment that I was the one who filled his feed bucket.

I leaned against the stall door. The barn was warm, hay-scented, lit by the last light coming through the west-facing door. Fern’s lean body moved with the brush, her narrow hips swaying slightly with each stroke, her long hair falling past her waist. She was beautiful in a way that was different from the others: not Bramble’s abundant softness or Pip’s bright energy or Nettle’s spectacular curves or Thistle’s fierce compactness. Fern was willowy. Graceful. Like the forest she came from.

“The animals like you,” she said. Not looking at me. Looking at Stump, but the words were for me. “Clover calms when you’re near. Stump lets you lead him now, which he does for approximately three people in the world and two of them are me.”

“Who’s the third?”

“Thistle. He respects stubbornness.”

I laughed. She didn’t, but her mouth curved at the edges, the closest Fern came to a grin.

“They trust you,” she said. She set the brush down. Turned to face me fully, her gray-green eyes steady, her long ears angled forward. “I trust what they trust.”

The words sat in the barn air. Simple. Weighted. Fern didn’t waste language, and when she spoke, the words carried the full measure of her meaning. I felt it in my chest. Something quieter than desire. The recognition that this woman was letting me into the space she shared with animals and silence.

“Thank you,” I said.

She held my gaze for a beat longer than casual. Then she picked up the brush and went back to Stump, and the humming resumed, low and gentle in the still barn air.

The comedy arrived at supper, as it usually did, when Pip’s mouth outpaced her brain.

“I’ve named the chickens,” she announced, setting down her spoon with the gravity of someone delivering news of national importance.

“They already have names,” Thistle said from the doorway, her tool belt still on, her gaze flat.

“They had numbers. Now they have names.” Pip pointed at the window, beyond which the coop was visible in the fading light. “The brown one is Breakfast. The gray one is Lunch. The speckled one is Dinner.”

Bramble lowered her spoon. “Pip.”

“What?”

“You named the chickens after meals.”

“They’re FOOD chickens!”

“They’re LAYING chickens. We eat their eggs, not them.”

“But what if we have to eat them? Then their names are already appropriate!”

“We’re not eating the chickens.”

“You don’t know that! What if there’s a famine?”

“In that case, their names will be the least of our concerns.” Bramble turned to me. Eighteen years managing Pip and she’d never once won a naming dispute. Her face said as much.

“I’ll build a sign for the coop,” Thistle said. She was leaning against the doorframe, her arms crossed over her leather chest-wrap. “‘Do Not Eat The Chickens.’ Carved in the wood. Nobody reads it, Pip eats Breakfast.”

“That’s a TERRIBLE name for a sign.”

Fern, seated at the far end of the table, feeding scraps to Stump’s head, which had appeared under the table in a maneuver that defied the donkey’s size and the table’s structural integrity, said in her deadpan: “They’d be tough anyway.”

Pip stared at her. “What?”

“The chickens. They’re layers, not broilers. Their muscle composition favors egg production over meat quality. You’d need to stew them for three hours to make the meat edible, and the flavor would be stringy.” She fed Stump another scrap. “Stick with the eggs.”

The table was silent for three seconds. Then Pip pointed at Fern and said, “I like you more every day.”

Fern’s ears twitched. Almost a smile.

Late evening. The farm settling into its nocturnal rhythm: Thistle on the perimeter, Bramble banking the fire, Nettle in her garden writing by candlelight, Fern in the barn with the animals. Pip, restless and bright-eyed, who’d been giving me looks all evening that carried the particular wattage of a girl who wanted something and was approximately zero percent subtle about it.

She caught me in the barn.

I’d gone in to check on Clover, who was eating more than usual and becoming rounder by the day. The barn was quiet, the lamplight golden. Pip slipped in through the side door, her cloth band barely clinging to her perky breasts, her wrap-skirt riding high on her bare thighs, her wild red hair catching the evening breeze. Her eyes found me instantly.

“Hi,” she said, leaning against the door frame, one bare foot crossed over the other.

“Pip.”

“You’re checking on Clover.”

“I am.”

“Clover’s fine. Fern checked her an hour ago.” She walked toward me, her bare feet silent on the hay, her hips swaying with that deliberate Pip sway that was equal parts natural and performance. Her eyes were huge in the lamplight, gold-bright, locked on me with the intensity of a girl who’d learned that what she wanted was available and had no intention of pretending otherwise.

She was on her knees before I could respond. Her small green hands on my belt, quick and practiced, working the buckle with the dexterity of someone who remembered every detail from last time. Her eyes looked up at me from below, amber in lamplight, her grin wide enough to show the tiny fang-tips.

“Pip, we should…”

“Shhh.” She freed my cock. Her hands wrapped around the shaft, both of them, because one wasn’t enough, and she moaned softly at the feel of it, her small green fingers not quite meeting around the girth. “I’ve been thinking about this all day. All week, actually.”

She took me in her mouth. Eager, sloppy, the signature Pip approach: all enthusiasm, no restraint, her green lips stretched wide. Her tongue worked the underside. Her hands pumped what her mouth couldn’t reach. She moaned around me, the vibration running through my shaft, her eyes locked on mine from below with the desperate, worshipful attention that was her love language. Saliva dripped from her chin, glistening on green skin.

The barn door opened.

Thistle stood in the doorway. Staff in one hand, the perimeter patrol interrupted by whatever instinct had drawn her here. She’d expected intruders. She got Pip on her knees with my cock in her mouth.

She froze. Her eyes went wide. Her pupils blew black. Her grip on the staff tightened until the wood creaked, and her olive-green skin flushed dark across her throat and the exposed V of her leather chest-wrap.

Pip pulled back, wiping her lips with the back of her hand, and grinned up at me. Then she turned and looked at Thistle with an expression that combined innocence with calculation in a ratio only Pip could achieve.

“She’s been staring at your hands all week,” Pip said. Her voice was bright, conversational, as if she were discussing the weather while kneeling with my cock inches from her face. “She can share or she can watch.”

Thistle’s fangs bared. “I’m not…”

“Watching works too.” Pip took me back in her mouth with a moan loud enough to echo. Made eye contact with Thistle over my shaft. “That’s kind of my thing.”

Thistle didn’t leave. She stood in the doorway, her chest heaving under the leather wrap, her eyes fixed on the place where Pip’s green lips met my cock, and her body trembled with the war between her pride and her hunger. Her nipples hardened visibly under the thin leather of her chest-wrap, two points pressing against the material. Her staff sagged forgotten in her grip. Her thighs pressed together.

Pip pulled back. Licked her lips slowly, deliberately, her gaze on Thistle. “Your turn.”

Thistle’s competitive instinct shattered whatever was left of her resistance. She dropped the staff. Crossed the barn in three strides, shoved Pip aside with a shoulder that was more desire than aggression, snarled “Move, you lime-colored disaster,” and dropped to her knees beside her.

Two goblin girls on their knees in the hay. Lime-green and olive-green, small and smaller, Pip’s copper-red hair wild against Thistle’s choppy auburn. Two completely different energies: Pip’s grinning enthusiasm against Thistle’s snarling intensity. Both looking up at me with eyes that reflected the lamplight in gold and amber, their pointed ears perked forward, their fangs visible.

My hands found their hair. One fistful of Pip’s copper-red tangles, the strands wrapping around my fingers like vines. The other in Thistle’s choppy auburn, shorter, rougher, and she hissed through her teeth when I gripped it, her fierce eyes flashing.

I guided Pip forward. She took me with a moan that was performance and genuine pleasure in equal measure, her technique sloppy and loud, her hands on my thighs. She worked me with her tongue, her eyes rolling up to maintain eye contact, and her moans vibrated through me.

I switched. Pulled Pip back by the hair, guided Thistle forward. Thistle took me with none of Pip’s softness. Her mouth was fierce, aggressive, her tongue flat and demanding, her green lips tight around my shaft, her grip on my base hard enough to mean business. She didn’t moan. She growled. Low, vibrating, the sound of a predator with prey in her teeth, and the rumble traveled through my cock into my spine.

I alternated. Pip. Thistle. Pip again. Each swap brought a different sound, a different sensation, a different kind of heat. Pip’s sloppy enthusiasm and cheerful moans. Thistle’s savage focus and barely contained growling. Pip moaned for the audience, loud enough that the chickens shifted on their roost. Thistle bit my hip when I pulled away from her, her fangs nipping the skin hard enough to leave marks, and the pain sent fire through my blood.

“Your turn for more,” I told Pip.

I lifted her with one arm, scooped her off her knees like she weighed nothing, and set her on the hay bales. She squeaked, then laughed, her legs wrapping around my waist as I pushed her wrap-skirt aside and entered her from behind. She was soaked. Her lime-green pussy flushed bright with arousal, and she cried out when I filled her, her small body arching on the hay, her perky breasts bouncing with each thrust.

Thistle watched from inches away. On her knees, eye level with where my cock disappeared into Pip’s body. Her eyes were blown wide, the pupils eclipsing the gold entirely. Her fists clenched on her own thighs hard enough to leave nail marks in green skin. Her lips parted and her breathing came in short, hard bursts. She was furious and dripping and couldn’t look away.

“Your turn,” I said.

The swap was immediate. Pip sprawled back on the hay, flushed and grinning and breathless, one hand trailing lazily between her own thighs. Thistle was already bent over the bales, her cut-off leggings shoved down to her knees, her compact ass bare and presented. She didn’t ask. She demanded through clenched teeth, her fangs bared: “Harder than her.”

I gave her harder. I gripped her narrow hips, the span of my hands nearly meeting around her waist, and drove into her with the force she craved. She screamed. Short, raw, her fangs sinking into the wooden edge of the hay bale. Her compact body shook with each thrust. Her olive skin flushed dark. Her short hair stuck to her face with sweat.

Pip watched. Her eyes were huge and bright, her hand between her thighs, her fingers working herself as she watched Thistle get taken roughly against the same bales she’d just been on. The voyeur meeting the exhibition. Her lips were parted, glistening. Her breath came in quick gasps that matched the rhythm of my thrusts into Thistle.

Thistle came first. Her orgasm hit like a fist, her walls clamping so hard I nearly lost my rhythm, her scream muffled by the wood between her teeth. Her whole body convulsed, her toes curling, her back arching, her ears pinning flat. Pip finished herself watching, a high, breathless cry that she didn’t try to muffle, her fingers slick, her green skin flushed bright as she arched off the hay.

I finished inside Thistle. Buried deep, my hands on her hips leaving finger-shaped pressure marks on green skin, the release pouring out of me in pulses that made her whimper with each one. She took everything. Her body trembled. Her pussy milked every drop. And when I pulled out, my cum spilled down the inside of her thigh, thick and white against the dark olive, and she didn’t move to clean it away.

I gathered them both. One under each arm. Pip, who weighed nothing and giggled the entire time, her bright body curling against my side. Thistle, who was limp and purring, that soft goblin vibration that meant satisfaction so deep it bypassed language.

I set them both in the hay. Pip on my left, chattering immediately, her copper hair full of stalks. Thistle on my right, face pressed into my shoulder, her fierce expression gone slack and soft, her scarred compact body small against mine.

“That was amazing,” Pip said. “We should do that every…”

“Shut up,” Thistle whispered. Her eyes didn’t open. Her voice was small and wrecked and entirely without aggression.

“She loves me,” Pip said.

Thistle’s hand, the scarred one with the parallel lines on the forearm, reached across my chest. It found Pip’s ear and flicked it. Gently. Not the hostile swat of a warrior. The tap of a sister.

Pip grabbed the hand. Held it. Their fingers laced together, lime-green and olive-green, small and smaller, across my chest.

They fell asleep like that. Pip and Thistle, connected across my chest, holding hands over the man they’d chosen. The brat and the sprite, who’d bickered and sniped and challenged each other since the first day in the barn, their breathing synchronized, their pointed ears relaxed, their green-skinned fingers interlocked.

I lay in the hay between two sleeping goblin girls and listened to the farm settle. Clover bleated softly in her stall. Stump shuffled. The creek ran its patient course. The stars came out through the barn door.

Fifteen days left on Dunhill’s ultimatum. Halfway through, and counting.


Chapter 6: Research Notes

Nettle missed supper.

This wasn’t unusual. She missed supper at least once a week, lost in whatever experiment or observation had captured her attention that day, her goggles down and her journal open and the world outside her garden reduced to background noise. Bramble usually sent Pip to fetch her, which resulted in Pip physically dragging Nettle to the table while Nettle protested that she was in the middle of something critical and Pip protested that the stew was getting cold and both of them protested in voices that carried through the stone walls like they were made of paper.

Tonight, Bramble sent me.

The day had been productive. The farm was hitting a stride that felt like muscle memory, each person slotting into their work without discussion, the rhythm of the household as natural as breathing. Thistle had spent the morning reinforcing the north fence with a double-rail design she’d engineered to resist both animal incursion and the kind of human-made cuts Dunhill’s men had been leaving. She worked with the focused intensity of a woman building walls against a threat she could see coming, her olive-green skin gleaming with effort, her scarred forearms flexing as she drove each post.

Fern and Pip had worked the livestock rounds. Clover was growing rounder by the day, her appetite enormous, and Fern had adjusted her feed mix twice this week to account for the pregnancy’s demands. Pip had taken over the chicken duties with the enthusiasm she brought to everything, which meant the chickens were well-fed, the eggs were collected on time, and Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner had all been given individual treats consisting of grain mixed with crushed herbs that Pip insisted improved their mood.

“Happy chickens lay better eggs,” Pip declared at lunch, her mouth full of bread.

“That’s actually true,” Fern said. “Cortisol levels in poultry directly affect shell thickness and laying frequency.”

“I don’t know what cortisol is but I’m going to tell Breakfast you agree with me.”

Bramble had been in the kitchen since dawn. Preserving, always preserving. The root cellar was filling with jars of pickled vegetables and dried herb bundles and rendered fat sealed in clay pots. She worked with the methodical efficiency of a woman who’d survived lean seasons before and refused to let one catch her unprepared again. Her breasts strained against her blouse as she reached for the high shelves, and her wide hips swayed between the counter and the hearth, and the kitchen smelled of rosemary and woodsmoke and the particular warmth that was Bramble’s domain.

She’d been humming all day. The lullaby, but the lighter version, the one that had appeared since the night she’d come to the bedroom. Since she and I had stopped pretending. Her dark green hair was still loose, her new habit, and when she turned from the stove with the bowl of rabbit stew, her eyes found mine with the easy warmth of a woman who’d stopped holding herself apart.

“She’s been out there for two hours,” Bramble said, setting the bowl aside for Nettle. She’d traded three jars of preserved vegetables at Maren’s for the rabbits, and the stew filled the farmhouse with a richness that made the stone walls feel warmer. “Take her food. Make sure she eats.”

She handed me the bowl with a look that said more than the words. Bramble knew. She’d been watching Nettle the way she watched all of them, with the attentive patience of a woman who understood every shade of need her girls carried. She knew what had been building in Nettle’s garden for months, the tension that grew like her plants, fed by the same invisible water beneath the soil.

“Just food?” I asked.

Bramble’s brown-gold eyes held mine. The knowing smile, barely there, creased the corners. “Take her whatever she needs, dear.”

I carried the bowl across the yard. The evening was warm, the last orange light fading behind the ridge, the garden casting long shadows through the herb trellises that arched over the walkway. Nettle’s potting bench sat against the farmhouse’s back wall, under the overhang where the roof extended to shelter her workspace from rain. She’d hung drying herbs from the rafters: bundles of rosemary and thyme and sage, lavender and chamomile and the sharper medicinal plants she used for her tonics. The air smelled green and alive and faintly alcoholic from the tinctures she distilled in small clay pots along the shelf.

The garden itself had transformed. Raised beds in precise rows, each one labeled, each one producing. The cold frame Thistle had built from scrap lumber and salvaged glass glowed faintly in the evening light, the temperature-sensitive seedlings inside visibly larger than they should have been. The aquifer-fed irrigation channels Nettle had designed ran between the beds, narrow clay-lined trenches that delivered water from the well with the precision of a system designed by someone who approached gardening the way a general approached a campaign.

She was at the workbench.

Her goggles were pushed up on her forehead. Her braid had loosened over the course of the day, dark green strands falling around her face, the neat precision she maintained unraveling at the edges. Her work apron was off, draped over the bench’s corner, and without it the tunic she wore clung to her curves in a way the apron usually concealed. Her heavy breasts pressed against the fabric, dark-tipped nipples visible through the thin material in the cooling evening air. The rear view that strained every pair of leggings she owned faced me as she leaned over the bench, round and full and impossible to ignore.

Her journal was open. Her hands were flat on either side of it, the ink-stained fingers splayed, and her body was still. The stillness of a woman at the edge of a cliff, looking down, deciding whether to jump.

She didn’t close the journal when I approached.

I set the bowl down on the bench beside her. The scent of rabbit stew mixed with the garden’s herbal perfume, rosemary and thyme and the sweet floral note of the chamomile she’d been distilling.

“Nettle.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Bramble said eat.”

“Bramble says a great many things.” Her voice was tight. Controlled. The measured precision she defaulted to when her emotions were running too hot for her analytical framework to contain. But underneath the precision, a tremor. Small. Real.

I looked at the journal.

She didn’t stop me.

The page was covered in her small, precise handwriting. The first entries were clinical: soil moisture readings, germination rates, a temperature chart for the cold frame. Normal Nettle. But halfway down the page, the handwriting changed. The letters got bigger. Less precise. The margins filled with notes that had nothing to do with plants.

“Subject: T. Ashvale. Observation, Week 8. Behavioral patterns consistent with previous entries. Subject demonstrates heightened physical responsiveness in contexts involving proximity to Observer (N.). Specifically: sustained eye contact (duration > 3 seconds), decreased inter-personal distance (< 0.5 meters), involuntary pupillary dilation in Observer’s presence.”

Below that, the measured language began to crack.

“Hypothesis: direct physical experimentation required to resolve persistent autonomic responses. Standard analytical methods insufficient. Observer’s own physiological symptoms (elevated heart rate, dermal flush, auricular thermogenesis, involuntary gluteal presentation during proximity events) are escalating beyond manageable parameters.”

Involuntary gluteal presentation. That was Nettle for “I keep bending over in front of him and I can’t stop myself.” My blood heated reading it, the scholarly detachment doing nothing to hide the raw want underneath.

Below that, in handwriting that shook:

“Prepared herbal oil (relaxation compound). Carrier: sweet almond oil infused with chamomile, valerian root, and calendula. Viscosity: optimal. Temperature: body-warm. Application site:”

Several words were crossed out. Heavily. The quill had pressed hard enough to tear the paper in two places.

“Recommended method:”

The rest of the page was agitated scribbling. Circles and loops and fragments of words that had been started and abandoned. The handwriting of a woman fighting a war between what she wanted and what she could bring herself to write.

I set the bowl down. Beside the journal, on the bench, sat a small ceramic bottle. Stoppered with a cork, sealed with beeswax, labeled in Nettle’s handwriting: “Topical Relaxation Compound. External use. Handle with care.”

I picked it up. The bottle was warm, held close to her body recently. The oil inside caught the last light through the translucent clay, amber and rich. I unstoppered it and smelled: almond oil, chamomile, something floral and slightly sweet, layered with the earthy undertone of valerian. Smooth. Warm. The kind of preparation that had been crafted with Nettle’s usual precision but for a purpose her journal couldn’t bring itself to name.

I looked at her. She was looking at the bench surface like it contained the secrets of the universe. Her ears had gone dark. The blood had risen to the delicate pointed tips until they were nearly black. Her lower lip was caught between her teeth, the small goblin fangs denting the skin. Her chest rose and fell with breathing that had lost all pretense of calm, her breasts moving against the thin tunic.

“Is this what you’ve been researching, Nettle?”

She didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. Her jaw worked, the muscles in her throat straining against words that her rational mind was still trying to frame in analytical language and her body was refusing to let her dress up any longer. Her hands trembled on the bench. Her dark emerald skin flushed darker across her cheeks and throat, the goblin blush that turned green skin almost black.

She reached up and removed her goggles.

The motion was slow. Deliberate. She lifted the strap over her head, the goggles coming free from the forehead where they’d lived since the day I met her, and she placed them on the bench beside her journal. The goggles sat there, lens-up, reflecting the last of the evening light. The surrender signal. The armor, off.

Without them, her face was open. Exposed. Her sage-green eyes were wide and vulnerable, the desire in them so raw it felt like reading her journal without permission. The goggle indentation marks on her forehead, pressed into her dark emerald skin by months of constant wear. Underneath was a woman with ink-stained fingers and dark green skin and a body that had been telling her things her mind refused to acknowledge.

She turned around.

Slowly. Gripping the edge of the workbench with both hands. Facing the garden, her back to me, her loosened braid hanging over one shoulder. She bent forward, her hands white-knuckled on the bench edge.

Presenting.

Her leggings stretched across her spectacular ass like a second skin, the dark emerald of her skin visible through the thin fabric at the seams. Her wide hips, her thick thighs, the impossible roundness of her rear. All of it framed by the workbench in front of her and the shadowed garden behind. She gripped the bench and waited, trembling, and the trembling was not fear. It was the vibration of a woman who’d spent months building to this moment through journal entries and held eye contacts and “accidental” proximity and herbal preparations for something she could finally no longer pretend was research.

I stepped behind her.

My hands found her hips. The first real touch. Through the leggings, the heat of her skin burned into my palms, the goblin warmth radiating through the thin fabric. She shuddered. A full-body wave that started where my hands rested and ran up through her spine to the tips of her dark-green ears. A sound escaped her. Small, involuntary, a sound she’d never heard herself make, something between a gasp and a whimper that the analytical part of her brain was probably already cataloguing.

I ran my hands over the curve of her hips, down the swell of her ass. My calloused palms against the thin fabric, feeling every detail: the firmness, the give, the warmth that poured off her body. She gripped the bench harder. Her breathing went ragged. I squeezed. Both hands full of her, the flesh yielding under my fingers, and she moaned, the sound escaping like something she’d been holding in a cage.

I hooked my fingers in her waistband and pulled the leggings down.

Slowly. Inch by inch. The fabric peeled off her dark emerald skin, revealing the full, breathtaking reality that the leggings had been straining to contain for months. Her ass, round and heavy and impossibly full on her compact frame, bare in the evening light. Her green skin glowed warm against the weathered wood of the bench. Her thick thighs, the inner surfaces soft and smooth. The heat between them was palpable even from where I stood.

I dropped to my knees behind her.

She gasped. “What are you, the topical application should be initiated from a standing…”

I put my mouth on her. On her ass. Kissing, worshipping, my hands spreading her, my lips tracing the curves that had been the visual anchor of every scene she’d inhabited since the first day in the barn. She tasted like garden herbs and clean skin and the salt of nervous sweat, and the sound she made when my tongue found her most sensitive skin was not measured. It was wrecked and desperate.

“Oh.” The syllable left her like a breath pushed out by a blow. “Oh, that’s. The compound’s relaxation properties. Are being. Supplemented by. By.”

“By?”

“Your mouth. That’s your mouth.” She gripped the bench. “Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. I took my time. Worshipped the ass that had been tormenting me, running my hands over the full curves, squeezing, my mouth working the sensitive skin. She shook. Her composure cracked in visible stages: her precision fragmenting, then dissolving, then disappearing entirely into sounds that were raw and honest and had nothing to do with research.

I licked my way lower. Found her pussy, dripping, green and flushed near-black with arousal. She was soaking. The evidence of months of wanting, written in the wetness that coated her thick thighs. I tasted her, my tongue flat against her slit, and she screamed into the crook of her own elbow.

“That’s, oh, the sensitization protocol is, is…”

“Nettle. Stop. Talking.”

She stopped. Barely. Her teeth sank into her forearm.

The herbal oil. I stood, uncorked the warm bottle. Slick and fragrant on my fingers, the chamomile and almond sweet in the evening air. I spread it over her, working it into the tight ring of muscle with gentle pressure, circling, pressing, and she groaned into the wood of her own workbench. Her fingers scrabbled at the surface.

One finger. Slow, steady, the oil easing the way. She went rigid. Every muscle locked. Then she melted, her body opening to the pressure with a shuddering sigh that carried months of wanting.

“The topical application should promote… oh… the compound’s active ingredients facilitate muscular relaxation… harder.” The word broke out of her like a confession. She caught herself. Tried to recover. “The compound’s mechanism of action is consistent with… please don’t stop.”

Two fingers. She moaned. Not a sound from her careful vocabulary. A moan that came from her belly and her chest and the part of her that had been writing increasingly desperate journal entries about my hands for weeks. Her full breasts hung beneath her, swaying, the dark nipples brushing the bench surface.

“I can’t maintain… further observation required… I need…”

“Tell me what you need.”

“You.” The word came out raw. No framework. No research wrapper. “I need you. Please, Thorn.”

I freed my cock. The head pressed against her, slicked with the warm oil, and she went completely still. Every muscle in her compact, curvy body locked. Her breathing stopped. Her hands went white on the bench.

I pushed in. Slow. Inch by inch. Tight. Tighter than anything I’d felt, her body gripping me with a heat that made my vision pulse. She resisted and yielded in alternating waves, the herbal oil doing its work, her muscles relaxing in stages as I sank deeper. She made a sound that was almost a sob, not pain but the overwhelming sensation of being filled in a way she’d only imagined and journaled about and prepared herbal compounds for.

Then I was fully inside her and her body melted around me and the “research” framework shattered like glass.

“More,” she gasped. “Just more. Please.”

Her goggles fell off the bench. They hit the dirt beneath the trellis with a soft thud. Her journal followed, the pages splaying open, her meticulous observations about my hands and her autonomic responses face-down in the garden soil. She didn’t care. The woman who catalogued everything, who documented every seedling and soil reading and feeling she couldn’t face directly, had abandoned her instruments.

I thrust into her. Slow at first, letting her body adjust, watching the tension drain from her shoulders as pain became pressure became pleasure. Then harder as her body opened and her moans escalated. Bent over her own bench, the workspace she controlled, her precision and her knowledge giving her authority over every inch of it. Here, now, with my cock deep inside her and my hands on her wide hips and that incredible ass pressed against my pelvis, she was not the expert. She was not in control. She was a woman being taken in her own domain and loving every inch of it.

I gripped her hair. The braid had come loose entirely, dark green strands falling around her face, and I gathered a fistful and pulled her head back. Her back arched. Her breasts, freed when I’d pushed her tunic up, swung beneath her with each thrust, large and dense and dark-tipped, and I reached around to grip one with my free hand. Heavy. Warm. She gasped at the contact, her nipple hardening against my palm.

“The experimental parameters are, are…”

“Nettle.”

“Inconclusive,” she gasped. “Completely inconclusive. More data required. Don’t stop. Please. Harder.”

I gave her harder. My hips drove forward, burying myself completely inside her with each stroke, her round ass rippling with each impact, the thick flesh bouncing against my pelvis in waves that I could feel as much as see. The wet sound of our bodies filled the garden, slick and obscene, mixed with her broken moans and the creak of the workbench straining under the force. She pressed back to meet me, her thick thighs straining, her heavy dark emerald ass bouncing against me, the full curves yielding under the impact and then pushing back for more. The bench rocked. The herb trellises swayed overhead, sending dried flower petals drifting down around us like fragrant snow, chamomile and lavender landing in her dark loose hair, on her bare back, on the wet skin between us.

“You’re mine, Nettle.” I pulled her hair tighter, wrapping the dark green strands around my fist, arching her back. She whimpered, the sound going straight through my cock. “Say it.”

“I’m… I’m yours.” No distance. No journal buffer. No research framework. Just the words, raw and breathless and true, wrenched from the scholar’s throat by the sensation of being taken from behind on her own workbench in her own garden. “I’ve been yours since Week Three. I wrote seventeen entries about it and none of them were honest and I’m yours, Thorn, I’m yours.” Her voice broke. “Please don’t stop. I need… I need you deeper. I need all of you.”

I gave her all of me. Deep, grinding, my hands pulling her wide hips back onto each thrust, my cock buried in the tight, hot grip of her ass, the herbal oil slick and warm between us. Her generous breasts swung beneath her with each impact, the dark green nipples dragging against the rough wood of the bench. Her skin was flushed darker than I’d ever seen, the green going nearly black where my hips met her flesh.

She came silently. Her mouth opened wide, her pale eyes going blank and enormous, her body seizing around me in convulsive pulses that gripped my cock so hard the pressure bordered on pain. No sound. Not a whimper, not a gasp. Absolute silence for three heartbeats, her whole body rigid from her gripping hands to her curling toes, her thick thighs locked, her ears pinned flat against her dark green hair, the tendons standing out in her neck.

Then a high, thin cry. Musical almost. Like the note of a songbird, but ragged at the edges, frayed, torn from somewhere deep inside her by the orgasm that was still pulsing through her body in long, rolling contractions. The cry rose and broke and sent a pair of finches off the herb trellis in a panicked flutter. They scattered into the darkening sky and Nettle collapsed forward onto the wood, her body shaking, her breath coming in sobs, her heavy breasts pressed flat against the wood, her spectacular ass still raised and trembling and clenching around me.

I followed her. Buried deep, my hands on her wide hips, my fingers leaving marks in dark emerald skin, the orgasm ripping through me in waves that emptied into her. Each spurt pulsed hot and deep, and she clenched around me with every one, her body milking me with rhythmic contractions that pulled the cum from me with a greedy, desperate urgency. I groaned against her back, my forehead pressed between her shoulder blades, and gave her every drop while the garden settled around us and the last petals drifted down onto her bare skin.

I stayed inside her while we both caught our breath. The garden settled around us. The finches came back to their perches. The herbs swayed in a breeze that carried the scent of evening and earth and something sweet that might have been the chamomile oil or might have been the aftermath of months of tension finally releasing.

She stayed bent over the workbench. Trembling. Her green skin gleaming with sweat in the fading light. Her full, round ass still pressed against my hips, still full of me. My cum began to leak from her when I pulled back slightly, white against the dark green of her inner thighs, the visual stark and obscene against her scholar’s skin.

She reached down. Picked up her fallen journal from the dirt. Hugged it to her bare chest, the pages pressed against her bare chest, ink smudging on her dark green nipples.

“Inconclusive,” she whispered. Her voice shook. A tremor that held tears and laughter in equal measure. “Will require… extensive follow-up experiments.”

I pulled out gently. She winced. More cum dripped from her, trailing down her thick thigh, and she didn’t wipe it away. She stood, slowly, her legs unsteady, and turned to face me.

Without her goggles. Without her braid. Without the intellectual armor she’d worn since the day I met her. She looked like a different woman. The same sage-green eyes, the same smudged fingers, the same green skin. But the shield was down. The researcher had become the research. Her breasts hung bare, her tunic bunched above them, and she didn’t pull it down. She let me see her.

I bent. Picked up her goggles from the dirt beneath the trellis. One lens had a smudge of garden soil on it. I cleaned them on my shirt, carefully, the way she would have. Then I placed them back on her forehead, the strap settling into the grooves it had worn in her hair over months of constant use. She leaned into the gesture, her eyes closing briefly, and when she opened them the vulnerability there was something I’d protect as fiercely as any fence line.

She leaned into my chest. Her arms came around my waist, her heavy breasts pressing warm against me, her face against my shoulder. She was still trembling, but the trembling was changing, the seismic aftermath settling into something quieter.

“I’ve been wanting to do that since Week Three,” she said against my skin. Her voice was muffled. Small. Not the scholar’s voice. A woman’s voice. “I wrote seventeen journal entries about it. Twelve of them were drafts. Five were final versions. None of them were honest about what I actually wanted.”

“What did you actually want?”

“This.” She pressed closer. Her warm skin against my chest, her arms tight around me, her ears slowly relaxing from their pinned-flat position. “Exactly this. You. Here. In my garden. The research was just… the only language I had for wanting.”

I held her. The garden was dark now, the last light gone behind the ridge. The farm sounds drifted over the wall: Bramble’s humming from the kitchen, Pip’s chatter, the clink of dishes being washed. The domestic loop continuing, the kitchen table waiting for their return.

“Your stew’s cold,” I said.

“I don’t care about the stew.” She pulled back. Looked at me with those pale eyes, bare and bright without the goggles’ frame. The smallest smile I’d ever seen, barely a curve of her lips, but on Nettle’s usually expressionless face it was an earthquake. “I care about the stew being cold slightly less than I care about anything else in the world right now.”

“Come eat anyway. Bramble will worry.”

“I need to… fix my leggings. And my hair. And my…” She looked down at herself. Tunic bunched above her breasts. Leggings around her knees. Cum on her thighs. Journal clutched to her chest. “Several things.”

She cleaned up with her usual precision, which was somewhat undermined by the fact that her hands were shaking and her leggings had garden soil on both knees and her braid refused to cooperate. She settled for a loose ponytail, crooked goggles, and the resigned acceptance that she was going to walk back into the kitchen looking exactly like a woman who’d just been thoroughly taken against her own workbench.

She arrived at the kitchen table last. Her hair was loose, her goggles tilted at an angle that suggested they’d been replaced in haste, and there was a leaf stuck to the back of her right legging that she hadn’t noticed. Her face was composed. Her ears were dark green. She sat down and picked up her cold stew and began eating with methodical precision, looking at nobody.

Pip lasted four seconds.

“Good research session?” Pip asked, her grin enormous, both fang-tips showing.

“I have no comment at this time,” Nettle said, without looking up from her stew.

Thistle, without looking up from her own bowl, picked up a bread roll and threw it at Pip’s head with unerring accuracy. “Leave her alone.”

Pip caught it one-handed, took a bite, and winked at Nettle. Bramble smiled into her tea and met my eyes over the rim. The look said: I know. I sent you. You’re welcome.

Nettle ate her stew. She did not look at me. She did not look at anyone. But under the table, her foot found mine and pressed against it. Small. Warm. Still trembling, faintly, with the aftershocks of something that had been building since Week Three.

Her journal, when she opened it later at the garden bench by candlelight, received exactly one new entry:

“Hypothesis confirmed. Results exceed predicted parameters by a significant margin. Methodology to be refined. Repeat experiments: urgently recommended.”

She underlined “urgently” three times.


Chapter 7: Bright and Claimed

The hottest day of summer came on Day 20 of Dunhill’s countdown, and Pip decided to celebrate by wearing even less than usual, which was an achievement given that “usual” was already approximately nothing.

I noticed because it was impossible not to notice. She was in the south field at dawn, already working the autumn squash beds, her bright hair wild with morning tangles, her bright green skin vivid in the early light. Her cloth band was narrow today, barely a strip across her perky breasts, the fabric sun-bleached and thin enough that her nipples were visible through it, hard points from the morning chill that hadn’t faded as the air warmed. Her wrap-skirt was the shortest I’d seen, hemmed so high it barely covered the bottom curve of her small tight ass, the wrap loose enough that a strong breeze would reveal everything underneath. Her bare feet were dirty from the garden soil, her lean calves smudged with earth, and she moved through the squash rows with the bouncing energy that was pure Pip: all brightness, all motion, all absolutely shameless.

She saw me watching from the porch and waved. The wave was enthusiastic and full-bodied, which made the cloth band shift sideways, which exposed most of one perky green breast, which made me grip the porch railing.

“Morning!” she called. “The squash are doing great! Also I found a beetle that looks like Thistle’s face!”

From the north fence, Thistle’s voice carried: “I heard that!”

“Good! It was a compliment! Beetles are very determined!”

I went to help her in the field. The morning was already warm, the sun climbing fast into a cloudless sky, and I’d stripped off my shirt by the time I reached the squash rows. Pip’s eyes tracked the movement of the shirt coming off with the focus of a predator sighting prey. She didn’t bother hiding it. She watched me approach shirtless and her ears perked straight up and her tiny fang-tips showed in a grin that was half sigh, half purr.

The work was straightforward: weeding the squash rows, checking for pests, thinning where the plants had grown too close. Simple labor that required bending and crouching and kneeling, all of which Pip did with an awareness of her body that had nothing to do with agriculture and everything to do with the man working beside her.

She bent to pull a weed and her wrap-skirt rode up over the curve of her small, tight ass. She knelt to examine a squash vine and her cloth band gaped away from her chest, both breasts visible from the side, bright green and gleaming. She stretched to reach a far row and her entire midriff extended, the skin of her flat stomach taut and gleaming with the thin sheen of sweat that the morning heat was pulling from her.

Every movement was deliberate. Not performing from need, the way she had at the beginning when being seen meant being valued. This was different. This was Pip, secure in her place, reveling in her body and the effect it had. Exhibition from joy, not desperation. And the joy was infectious.

“It’s hot,” she announced, standing up. Sweat beaded on her skin, running in thin trails between her breasts, down her flat stomach. Her eyes found mine. She held my gaze.

Then she pulled the cloth band off.

Not a fumble. Not an accident. A deliberate, clean motion: her small green hands reaching behind her neck, untying the knot, pulling the fabric away. Her small B-cups bounced free, round and firm on her tiny frame, the green skin smooth and bright in the full morning sun. Her nipples were slightly darker, a soft spring green, small and hard from the air and the arousal both. She held the cloth band in one hand, looked at it like it was a document she’d finished reading, and tossed it on the fence post behind her.

Broad daylight. The farmhouse visible fifty yards away, Bramble’s silhouette in the kitchen window. The ridge road above, where anyone traveling the valley could look down and see the south field. She was completely exposed from the waist up, a half-naked goblin girl standing in a field of squash plants with the sun on her bare breasts and an expression of absolute, joyful defiance.

“It’s hot,” she said again. No excuse this time. No “it’s for comfort” or “the band was chafing.” Her eyes burned with something that had nothing to do with temperature. She wanted to be seen. Not by accident, not in the moonlight at the creek where shadows gave her cover. In daylight. In the open. Where the world could look and know what it saw.

My cock hardened so fast it hurt. The reaction was immediate and total, every nerve ending in my body redirecting to the sight of her. Her bare breasts in full sunlight, the lime-green skin bright and gleaming with sweat, the small dark nipples hard from the morning air and something else entirely. The defiance in her amber eyes. The brazenness of standing topless where anyone on the ridge road, any of Dunhill’s men, any traveler in the valley, could look down and see a four-foot-seven goblin girl baring everything she had. My hands clenched at my sides. My trousers strained.

“Pip,” I said. My voice came out rough.

“Yes?” Innocent. The most innocent face a girl covered in garden dirt with her tits out in a squash field had ever made. She blinked those enormous eyes at me and her lower lip caught between her tiny fang-tips, a look so deliberately guileless it should have been criminal.

“The ridge road.”

“I know.” She grinned. Both fang-tips showing, green skin bright, her bare tits bouncing with the quick rise of her breathing. “Anyone up there gets a show. That’s the point.”

She stepped toward me. Barefoot in the warm earth, her wrap-skirt barely clinging to her narrow hips, the fabric so loose it slipped with each step, showing the hollow of one lime-green hip and the sharp line where her thigh began. Her breasts bounced with every stride, bare and glistening, small and perfect and impossible to look away from. She was four foot seven and she looked up at me the way she always did, craning her neck until the tendons showed, her huge eyes bright and hungry, her copper-red hair wild around her face. I towered over her by nearly two feet. My shadow covered her entirely, swallowing her small bright body in the darkness of my frame, and the size difference, the visual of this tiny, bare, defiant goblin girl walking toward a man who could lift her with one hand, sent a second jolt through my cock that made my vision pulse.

She took my hand and led me to the edge of the south field, where the fence met the hillside and the ground was open to the sky. No willows. No shadows. The farmhouse behind us, the ridge above, the valley spread out on either side. Full exposure. Anyone looking at Ashvale Farm from any direction would see two figures at the fence line, and if they looked closely enough, they’d see exactly what those figures were doing.

She dropped to her knees in the grass.

The sun hit her skin and turned it luminous, every curve defined in bright light. She looked up at me, her face level with my belt, her eyes locked on mine with the worshipful intensity that was pure Pip. Her small green hands came up, quick and sure, unfastening my trousers with the practiced ease of a girl who’d learned this at the creek and had been refining her technique ever since.

She freed my cock and her eyes went wide. The same delighted, greedy appreciation she showed every time, her amber irises going huge, her mouth falling open, as if the sight of it was a gift she hadn’t expected and couldn’t wait to unwrap. Both hands wrapped around the shaft, her small green fingers not meeting around the girth, the contrast of her tiny green hands on my sun-brown cock a visual that hit somewhere primal and stayed there. She gave a slow, exploratory stroke, her grip firm and warm, and the breath that escaped her was pure want.

“I’ve been thinking about this since breakfast,” she murmured, her amber eyes locked on mine from her knees. “All through the squash. Every single row. I was weeding and thinking about your cock in my mouth. Thinking about how thick you feel. Thinking about the sounds you make when I take you deep.” She pressed her lips to the tip. A soft, reverent kiss. Pulled back with a glistening string of saliva connecting her green lips to the head of my cock, the strand catching the sunlight. “Is that bad?”

“No.”

“Good.” She grinned up at me, her tiny fang-tips showing, her eyes blazing. “Because I was also thinking about it during yesterday’s breakfast. And dinner. And when I was feeding the chickens. Breakfast the chicken looked at me weird because I was smiling and holding an egg and thinking about your cock.”

She took me in her mouth before I could respond. No preamble. No teasing. She opened wide, her small green lips stretching around the head, and pushed forward, taking as much as she could in one hungry motion. Eager, sloppy, worshipful. The Pip signature: tongue everywhere, lapping and swirling, her lips stretched obscenely wide over the girth, her small mouth working hard to accommodate what her hands held. She bobbed her head with the urgency of a girl who found this act a performance and a gift and a prayer all at once. Saliva ran down her chin in glistening trails, dripping from her jaw onto her bare breasts, the wet sheen making her perky tits gleam in the sunlight.

She moaned around me. Loud. The vibration traveled from her throat through my cock into my spine. Louder than the creek, louder than the barn, louder than anything except the blood pounding in my ears. The sound echoed off the hillside and carried over the field toward the farmhouse and the ridge road above. She was performing for an audience that might or might not be there, and the possibility that someone could hear, that Dunhill’s men on the ridge road could look down and see a lime-green goblin girl on her knees in a squash field with the man she’d chosen buried in her mouth, was fuel. She moaned louder. Her eyes stayed locked on mine from below, amber gold in the bright sunlight, tears forming at the corners from the effort of taking me deep, running down her green cheeks in glistening trails that caught the light.

I gripped her copper-red hair. Tangled, messy, warm from the sun, full of leaf fragments and the flower she’d tucked behind one pointed ear that morning. My fist tightened in the mess of red and she moaned harder, her eyes rolling up, her tongue working faster, her small hands pumping what her mouth couldn’t reach. Her bare breasts bounced with her rhythm, perky and round and glistening with saliva, the nipples hard points on bright skin, and the visual of this tiny girl kneeling in the sunlight, topless, tears and saliva on her face, both hands on my cock and those huge eyes worshipping me from below, was the kind of image that burned itself permanent.

She pulled back, gasping, strings of saliva connecting her swollen green lips to my shaft, and pumped me with both hands while she caught her breath, her small fingers slick and sliding. Her tongue darted out and licked the tip, collecting the bead of pre-cum that had formed, and she swallowed it with a visible, theatrical satisfaction that was pure Pip.

“I love this,” she panted, her breath hot against my cock. “I love that anyone could see. I love that the whole valley could look down right now and see me on my knees for you. I love that they’d know I’m yours. That this is what I choose.” She took me deep again, pushing past the resistance, gagging slightly as the head hit the back of her throat, her nose pressing against my pelvis, and the sound she made around me was a moan of pure, triumphant satisfaction that vibrated through every inch of me.

I pulled her up. One hand, under her arms, lifting her off her knees like she weighed nothing, because she did, she weighed nothing, the lightest person on the farm by a margin. She gasped and wrapped her arms around my neck, her legs around my waist, her bare chest against mine, her skin hot and slick with sweat against my sun-brown torso. The size difference was extreme: her entire body fit against my chest, her head barely reaching my collarbone, her legs not making it all the way around.

I set her on the fence rail. The wood was sun-warm, and she perched on it with her thighs spread, her wrap-skirt pushed aside, her pussy bare and glistening, flushed brighter where the blood rushed, wet and ready. I could see how soaked she was, the evidence of arousal glistening on her inner thighs.

I entered her and she cried out. Not a quiet sound. Not a bedroom sound. A voice pitched to carry across the field, to echo off the hillside, to announce to the entire valley that she was being taken in broad daylight and loving every inch of it. Her legs, too short to wrap fully around my waist, hooked against my hips, her bare calves pulling against the small of my back. She was tight. Blazing hot. Her small body gripped me with a desperation that bordered on pain, the walls of her pussy clenching around my cock, and the wet heat of her made my jaw clench. She was soaked, had been soaked since she stripped her cloth band off, and the slick grip of her around me was tight enough that every thrust required force.

She bounced on the fence rail with each stroke, her four-foot-seven frame jolting upward with every impact of my hips, her bright body gleaming in the full sun, her red hair flying wild, her bare perky breasts bouncing in tight circles. The size difference was extreme at this angle: my body caging hers, my hands on the fence rail on either side of her, her entire torso smaller than my chest. I filled her completely, the visual of my cock disappearing into her tiny green body obscene and beautiful, and she looked down to watch it, her eyes going glassy at the sight.

“Thorn! Oh, oh, Thorn!” She said my name like she wanted the valley to learn it. Like she wanted every farmstead within earshot to know the name of the man who owned her. Her tiny body bounced with each impact, her small green hands gripping my shoulders, her nails biting into my sun-brown skin. “Harder! Everyone can hear and I don’t care! Yours, I’m yours, I’m yours!”

She was loud. Gleefully, deliberately, triumphantly loud. Every moan projected. Every gasp carried on the warm air. Every cry of his name thrown at the hillside like a flag. The girl who’d been invisible in the camps, disposable, too small for heavy labor and too quiet to be noticed, was making herself heard across the entire valley with my cock buried inside her and her bare tits bouncing in the sun.

I gripped the fence rail on either side of her, caging her between my arms, and drove into her harder. She clung, her green skin sliding against my sun-browned chest, the size difference extreme at this angle: her tiny body swallowed by mine, her chest crushed against mine, her heels bouncing against the small of my back. The fence creaked under the impact. The sound of our bodies carried with her voice.

She was close. I could feel it in the flutter of her walls, the catch in her breathing, the way her chatter dissolved into fragments. Her eyes were glazing, her mouth open, her tongue touching her upper lip.

“On my face,” she gasped. Her eyes found mine, clearing for a moment, bright and certain. Burning with the specific intensity of a girl who’d found her kink and was running with it at full speed. “I want them to see. I want them to know I’m yours. Mark me.”

I pulled out. She slid off the fence rail, dropped to her knees in the grass, and tilted her face up. Amber eyes open. Mouth open. Lime-green skin bright in the sunlight, bare from the waist up, her small chest rising and falling with her panting. Waiting.

I stroked myself. Her eyes tracked my hand, her tongue out, her small green fingers on my thighs. She was trembling with anticipation, every inch of her body straining toward me.

I came on her face. Thick ropes across her cheeks, her lips, her chin, white on green. In her copper-red hair. Across her forehead. She didn’t flinch. Didn’t close her eyes. Took it with her mouth open and her tongue out and an expression of pure, radiant triumph, the cum landing on her skin in warm streaks that caught the sunlight.

She licked her lips. Slowly, deliberately. Tasting. Savoring. Her tongue traced across her upper lip, collecting what had landed there, and she swallowed with a visible, theatrical satisfaction.

“Yours,” she said. Her voice was steady, satisfied, and loud enough to carry across the field and probably all the way to the kitchen. The word was a flag planted. A territory claimed.

She didn’t wipe it off.

She stood. Straightened her wrap-skirt with the dignity of a queen adjusting her crown. Left her cloth band on the fence post. Turned toward the farmhouse with my cum drying on her face and in her wild red hair, her bare breasts bouncing as she walked, her chin lifted, her shoulders back, her bare feet padding through the warm grass.

Bramble was at the kitchen door, drying a bowl with a cloth. She watched Pip cross the yard. Thirty-plus years and she’d seen approximately everything, but this particular goblin’s commitment to spectacle still managed to impress her.

She shook her head. The fond, exasperated head-shake of a mother who’d raised a wild child and given up on domesticating her. Her breasts shifted under her blouse with the gesture, and the smallest, warmest smile tugged at her mouth.

Pip waved. “Thirsty!”

“There’s water inside. And a washcloth.”

“I don’t need a washcloth.”

“You very much need a washcloth, Pip.”

Thistle was passing the yard carrying an armload of lumber for the smokehouse’s second vent. She stopped. Looked at Pip. At the drying cum on green skin. At the bare breasts. At the radiant, shameless grin.

“You’re revolting,” Thistle said. But her voice was rougher than the words warranted.

“You’re looking, though.” Pip winked.

Thistle’s ears went flat. She walked faster toward the smokehouse, the lumber balanced on her shoulder, her olive-green face turned deliberately away. But I caught the muscle that tightened in her jaw and the way her breathing had gone shallow, and I knew the image of Pip walking across the yard claimed and bare and glowing was going to live behind those gold eyes for a while. Thistle’s hand flexed on the lumber. She wanted. She always wanted. She just couldn’t admit it without a fight first.

Fern watched from the barn doorway. Stump beside her, chewing on a piece of rope he’d stolen from somewhere. Her gray-green eyes tracked Pip’s walk with the analytical calm she brought to all social observation, but her ears perked with something I hadn’t seen in them before. Not curiosity. Interest. The long pointed tips rising slowly, listening to a frequency she hadn’t tuned into until now. Her forest-green skin flushed slightly across her cheekbones, a deepening of color that was barely visible but real. She looked at me. Held my gaze for a beat. Then turned back to the barn, her silver-white hair catching the light as she moved.

The afternoon turned the day’s mood from bright to sharp.

I was in the north field with Stump, turning a new section of soil, when Thistle’s whistle cut through the afternoon air. The short, sharp blast she used for alarms, the one that meant come now and bring something heavy.

I dropped the plow handles and ran. Stump snorted and followed at his own pace, which was whatever pace Stump felt like and not a step faster.

Thistle was at the north fence, a quarter mile from the farmhouse, in the section that bordered the dense woodland pressing against the property’s northern boundary. She stood with her hatchet in one hand and her ash staff braced against the fence, her eyes cold and flat.

The fence was cut.

Three posts. Clean cuts, made with a saw, not an axe. The blade had been sharp and the strokes had been precise, severing each post at the base below the crossbeam. The posts had been left leaning, not removed, so that from a distance the fence looked intact. But up close, the cuts were obvious. Deliberate. Recent. Sawdust lay fresh on the ground, pale against the dark soil, unweathered. Hours old. Maybe less.

“Boot prints,” Thistle said. She pointed at the soft earth beside the fence line. Two sets. Human-sized. Heavy, deep impressions from men carrying tools. The prints came from the woodland, crossed to the fence, and returned to the woodland. They’d walked onto our property, cut our fence, and walked back into the forest while we worked the fields.

“Dunhill,” I said.

Thistle’s jaw tightened. Her fangs showed, the prominent canines that were more visible on her than any of the other girls, bared in a threat display that was pure instinct. “Dunhill.” The word came out flat and loaded. She’d been wanting an enemy she could touch. Words and documents and legal filings were Nettle’s weapons. Sabotage, physical destruction, the violation of the perimeter she guarded: this was an attack on her territory. She took it personally, with barely contained violence and the absolute certainty that someone was going to pay.

“I’ll gut them,” she said. Her voice was quiet. When Thistle got quiet, things were about to break.

“Not yet.”

“They came onto our land. They cut our fence. In daylight. While we were working.”

“I know.”

“They could have come at night. They came during the day because they wanted us to find it. They wanted us to know they can walk onto our property whenever they want.”

“I know that too.”

“Then let me gut them.”

“Thistle.” I put my hand on her shoulder. She was vibrating. The compact body coiled tight under my palm, every muscle engaged, every instinct screaming at her to track the boot prints into the woodland and do what she’d done to the slaver who’d tried to break her. “We need evidence, not blood. If we attack Dunhill’s men, he gets the excuse he’s looking for to escalate.”

She looked at my hand on her shoulder. Looked at my face. Her gold eyes burned, but the intelligence behind the fury was working. She was a fighter, but she was also a tactician. She understood terrain. She understood that the legal ground was where they’d win or lose, and spilling blood on it would shift the advantage to the man with more horses.

“I hate papers,” she said.

“I know.”

“I’m fixing this fence. Then I’m rigging alarm wires on every section of the perimeter. Tin cans on twine. Anything bigger than a rabbit trips the wire, the cans rattle. And if anyone trips them in the dark, I’m not asking questions first.”

“Fair.”

She attacked the fence repair with a fury that produced the most structurally sound fencing I’d seen outside of Dunhill’s own property. She drove new posts with hammer blows that echoed across the valley, each strike a personal message to the men who’d cut the originals. I worked beside her, holding posts, passing tools, matching her silence with mine.

I examined the boot prints more carefully. Two sets. Different sizes. The larger set had a distinctive heel pattern, a diamond-shaped wear mark on the right boot. I’d seen that pattern before. In the tavern at Willowford. On the foot of one of Dunhill’s farmhands.

Evidence. Nettle would want to document it. Maren might need to know.

By dusk, the north fence was stronger than it had been before the sabotage. Double-railed, braced, with the alarm wire strung along the inside of the posts at ankle height. Which, I suspected, was not the outcome Dunhill had intended.

The evening discussion happened at the kitchen table, where all important things happened. Six chairs now. Bramble had moved a bench from the barn for Fern, and it sat at the end of the table, lower than the chairs, which suited Fern because she preferred sitting close to the ground.

I told them about the cuts. Showed them the sawdust I’d collected in a cloth, the boot print pattern I’d sketched in Nettle’s journal. Nettle documented everything with her usual precision, her goggles down, her quill moving in tight, efficient strokes, her eyes sharp behind the lenses.

“Deliberate sabotage,” Nettle said. “Day twenty of the ultimatum. He’s escalating from political pressure to physical action.”

“He’s testing,” Bramble said. Her voice was steady, her green hands around her mug. The Matriarch’s mask was on, the one she’d worn in the camps when plans needed making and fear needed hiding. “Testing how we respond. If we respond with violence, he has justification. If we respond with fear, he pushes harder. If we respond with repair and documentation, he has to escalate further, and each escalation costs him.”

“Then we repair and document,” I said.

“And we prepare for what comes next.” Bramble looked at each of them in turn. “He’ll go bigger. The creek, the livestock, the buildings. He’s going to make our lives miserable until we leave or he runs out of options.” She paused. “And Dunhill isn’t the only threat in the world. Ironhill is still out there. Fern’s community was scattered three months ago. If they’re expanding south…” She left it hanging.

“He’ll run out of options first,” Thistle said from the doorway. She’d come in from the fence, her olive-green skin covered in sawdust and sweat, her scarred forearms flexed. “The fence is doubled. The alarm wire is up. Anything bigger than a rabbit trips it.”

“Fern.” I looked at the silver-haired goblin at the end of the table. “Can the animals help?”

Fern nodded, her gray-green eyes calm. “Stump has already shown territorial behavior toward strangers. If I position him in the barn with access to the north yard, he’ll alert. The chickens make specific alarm calls for predators and unfamiliar humans.”

“I thought they were Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner,” Pip said.

“They can be both alert systems and food names,” Fern said. Deadpan. “Multitasking.”

“I love her,” Pip whispered to Bramble.

“Focus, Pip.”

“Nettle. The filing status?”

“Confirmed received at the county seat.” Nettle checked her journal. “The magistrate’s survey is scheduled approximately sixty days from now. Until then, both claims are in formal dispute. He can’t legally act on the ultimatum.”

“He can’t legally do anything he’s already done,” I said. “Fence sabotage is criminal trespass.”

“If we can prove it was his men, the magistrate will weigh it against his character in the water rights ruling.” Nettle thumbed the edge of her goggle lens. “I’m also developing perimeter alert compounds. Certain plants change color visibly when trampled. If I sow them along the fence line, any intrusion leaves a biological record.”

“Do it.”

Bramble served seconds. She always served seconds during crisis planning, because she understood that people who were scared and full made better decisions than people who were scared and hungry. The stew went around. The bread went around. The table did what it always did: held our plans, our fears, and the decisions that would carry us through, the worn wood surface as steady as the people sitting around it.

Later. The kitchen quiet, the others gone to their work and their sleep. Bramble and I stood at the counter, side by side, washing dishes in the domestic rhythm that grounded every day.

“Ten days,” she said. “Ten days until the ultimatum expires. Then what?”

“Then we see what Dunhill does when his bluff doesn’t work.”

“He’ll do something worse.”

“Probably.”

“We’ll be ready.” She dried a bowl. Set it down. Her hands found my arm and she leaned against me, her breasts warm against my bicep, her hair brushing my shoulder. “I’m going to check on Thistle. She’ll be on the fence all night if someone doesn’t bring her food.”

She loaded a plate with stew and bread and carried it out into the dark, toward the north fence where Thistle’s hammer still rang.

I finished the dishes and listened to the farm at war: Thistle’s hammer, Fern’s humming from the barn, the chickens settling, Stump snorting in his stall. The creek ran clear along the eastern boundary, and the alarm wire glinted in starlight along the north fence, and ten days ticked in the dark.


Chapter 8: Unbound

The sabotage continued. Every day, something new.

Day twenty-two: three fence posts cut on the east boundary, near the creek. Thistle’s alarm wires hadn’t been strung that far yet. She extended them by nightfall, working in the dark with a lantern clenched between her teeth and her fierce gaze bright with the focused anger that was becoming her default state.

Day twenty-three: the creek ran cloudy for half a day. Sediment, not poison, but the message was clear: someone upstream had disturbed the creek bed. Fern tasted the water and declared it safe but dirty. “Intentional disturbance. Someone kicked the gravel beds upstream. It’s harassment, not harm.” She switched the livestock to well water for the day anyway, because Fern didn’t take chances with her animals.

Day twenty-four: two of the chicken run’s posts were loosened. Not cut, just worked loose from the packed earth, so that the run leaned at an angle. Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner had spent the morning confused and indignant, circling the compromised perimeter with the alarm calls Fern had described: short, sharp clucks that escalated to full-volume squawking when Pip tried to catch them and herd them back inside.

“They don’t want to go in a broken house!” Pip shouted from the yard, a chicken under each arm and a third pecking at her bare foot.

Thistle fixed the run in an hour, driving the posts deeper, adding stone packing, her hammer blows ringing across the yard with a force that spoke more to her state of mind than to the demands of the repair. “If they touch my coop again,” she said, “I’m embedding nails in the fence tops.”

“That’s aggressive even for you,” I said.

“Aggressive is what keeps the chickens alive.”

Day twenty-five: nothing. The silence was worse.

The farm kept growing despite the siege. Nettle’s greenhouse frame was halfway up, the ash timber skeleton standing behind the garden like the ribs of a small building. Thistle had cut and shaped the frame in a single furious afternoon, the structural engineering sound despite being driven by anger, and Nettle was already planning the glass panels she’d need from Hollis the blacksmith or, failing that, the oiled-paper windows she could fabricate from Bramble’s supplies.

Bramble’s root cellar overflowed. She’d added a second shelf, then a third, and the jars of pickled vegetables and preserved fruit lined the stone walls in rows so precise that Nettle had complimented the organizational system, which was the highest form of flattery in Nettle’s vocabulary. The farmhouse smelled of brine and vinegar and the sweetness of wild plum preserves that Pip had foraged from the creek-bank trees.

Pip had trained Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner to lay in the same nesting box. This was a minor miracle of inter-species communication that Fern attributed to consistent positive reinforcement and Pip attributed to “talking to them nicely and also bribing them with grain.” The chickens now produced in a reliable cluster that made morning egg collection a single-stop operation, which freed Pip for twenty extra minutes of doing whatever Pip did with twenty extra minutes, which was usually bothering someone.

Fern and I spent a morning repairing Stump’s harness together after the donkey had chewed through the chest strap for the third time. She held the leather taut while I punched new holes with a leather awl, and we worked in the comfortable silence that had become our language. At one point she reached across to guide my hand to a better angle, her lean green fingers warm on my wrist, and held on a beat longer than the repair required. “You’re getting better at this,” she said. “Stump only bit you once today.” She said it with the barest curve at the corner of her mouth, and I realized it was the closest thing to a joke I’d ever heard from her. Her calm gray-green eyes held mine, and the look in them was warmer than the barn.

The farm grew even under siege. But Thistle didn’t.

She barely slept. She patrolled from dusk to dawn, her ash staff in one hand, her hatchet on her belt, her green skin blending with the dark as she moved along the perimeter with the silent efficiency of a predator guarding territory. During the day, she built. The barn extension was finished. A new tool shed went up in a day and a half, the joints tight and the roof waterproof. She started reinforcing the farmhouse shutters with cross-bracing that could hold against a man’s shoulder.

She was coiling tighter every day. I could see it in the way she held her tools, the white-knuckled grip that turned her scarred forearms into cords of visible tension. In the way she ate, standing, by the door, faster than usual, the camp survival habit returning as the threat activated the deepest programming in her body. In the way she snapped at Pip (“Stop bouncing, you’ll attract attention”), growled at Fern (“Your donkey is in my way”), argued with Bramble about perimeter strategy (“We need more trip wires, not more preserves”), and couldn’t sit at the kitchen table for more than five minutes without her hands finding something to grip.

The younger girls gave her space. Pip, who could read emotional weather the way Fern read animal behavior, stopped teasing her. The absence of Pip’s prodding was its own alarm bell; Pip only went quiet when someone she loved was hurting. Nettle avoided the north fence entirely, diverting her garden walks to paths that didn’t cross Thistle’s territory. Fern watched from a distance with the patient concern of someone who understood that frightened animals sometimes bit the hands that fed them.

Bramble tried. She brought food to the fence line. Sat with Thistle during her rare breaks, their small forms visible from the farmhouse as two dark shapes against the fading light. She talked to her in the low, warm voice that had talked a dozen goblins through panic and grief in the camps, the voice that could reach through walls of fury and fear to the trembling thing underneath. Thistle listened, or didn’t, and went back to work. Bramble came inside with the patience of a woman who’d been trying for years and would try for years more.

“She’s spiraling,” Bramble said to me on the porch step, her arm wrapped around her knees, her brown-gold eyes worried in a way the Matriarch rarely showed. “The threat activates her survival mode and she can’t turn it off. In the camps, it kept her alive. Here, it’s eating her.”

“What does she need?”

Bramble looked at me. The quiet certainty in her eyes said she’d been waiting for me to ask exactly that question.

“She needs to stop fighting,” Bramble said. “And she can’t do that on her own.”

I found her in the barn at midnight.

She was sitting on the hay bales, her hatchet across her knees, sharpening the blade for the third time that day. The scrape of stone on steel filled the barn with a rhythmic sound that was almost meditative except for the speed. She was sharpening too fast. The controlled strokes of a practiced craftsman had been replaced by the rapid, aggressive passes of someone working to keep their hands from shaking.

Her hands were shaking anyway.

I stood in the barn doorway. The lamplight turned her skin to copper, shadows deepening the hollows of her collarbones and the parallel scars across her forearms, the pale lines standing out stark in the amber glow. Her wild hair was plastered to her face with sweat and her eyes were shadowed with the specific hollowness of someone who hadn’t slept properly in days, the brightness dimmed to something dull. Her leather chest-wrap was tight across her small, firm chest.

“Thistle.”

“I’m fine.” The words came out before I finished her name. Automatic. The standard response of a girl who’d learned in the camps that admitting weakness got you assigned to harder labor.

“You’re not fine.”

“I’m sharpening my hatchet. It’s productive. Go away.”

“You’ve sharpened it three times today. The edge could split a hair.”

“It’s a good hatchet. It deserves attention.” She didn’t look up. The stone scraped. Her hands trembled. The scrape wasn’t even anymore, the rhythm broken by the shaking.

“Thistle.”

“I said I’m fine!” She looked up, and the fury in her eyes was the pure, undiluted kind that had nothing to do with me and everything to do with a world that kept threatening the things she loved. Her fangs showed, the prominent canines that were more visible on her than any other girl, bared in a threat display that was reflex, not intention. “I’m holding the perimeter. I’m building the defenses. I’m doing my job. What more do you want?”

“I want you to sleep.”

“Sleep is a waste of time when someone’s cutting your fences in the dark.”

“The alarm wires are set. Nettle’s perimeter plants are in. Fern’s animals are positioned. The fences are doubled.”

“That’s not enough. It’s never enough.” Her voice cracked. Not in the way it had behind the barn after the wolf fight, the slow fissure of defiance surrendering to need. This was a fracture under pressure, the sound of a wall being hit too many times in the same spot. “You think fences stopped them at the camp? You think alarms stopped them? They came whenever they wanted. They took whoever they wanted. And all I could do was fight and fight and fight and it was never enough.”

She threw the whetstone down. It bounced off the hay bale and hit the barn floor with a dull thud. She threw the hatchet after it, the blade embedding in the wood with a chunk that vibrated.

“What do you want from me?” She stood. Her small body was rigid, every muscle taut, her eyes blazing, her scarred forearms corded with tension. Her chest heaved under the leather wrap. “I fight. That’s what I do. I fight and I build and I patrol and I keep them safe, and every morning there’s a new cut, a new sign, a new proof that I can’t…”

She stopped. Her jaw clamped shut. The fury shifted, and underneath it I saw something she’d rather die than show.

Fear.

Not the fear of physical danger. Thistle didn’t fear men or wolves or anything that came at her straight. She feared failure. She feared being unable to protect the people she’d chosen, the way she’d been unable to protect herself in the camps. Every cut fence was a reminder that the world could reach past her defenses and touch the things she loved, and she couldn’t stop it, no matter how many posts she drove or alarm wires she strung.

“I’m tired of fighting,” she whispered. The words came out small. Too small for the girl who’d killed a man with a rock and put down razorfang wolves and built a farmstead from ruins. Her eyes were bright. Her jaw worked. “I’m tired of having to be ready every second. I want…”

She couldn’t finish. She looked at the wall, at the floor, at the rope coil hanging from the barn beam above the hay bales. Her own good hemp rope, the kind she used for construction rigging. Thick, strong, reliable. The rope she’d selected and tested and coiled herself.

She looked at the rope.

I followed her gaze. And understood.

She looked at me. And in those gold eyes, underneath the fury and the fear and the years of being the fighter who never stopped fighting, was a request so naked and so honest that looking at it felt like holding something alive and fragile that she’d kill to protect from anyone else’s sight.

“You trust me?” I said.

Her composure shattered. Not in anger. In relief. The relief of someone who’d been trying to ask for something she didn’t have the words for, and the person she was asking had understood without her having to expose it further.

“You know I do, you dirt-brained…” Her voice cracked. She couldn’t finish the insult. The insult that was endearment, the language that was their language.

I took the rope down from the beam.

She watched me. Her breathing changed. Shallow, fast, her chest rising and falling under the leather wrap, her olive-green skin flushing dark across her throat and the exposed skin above her small breasts. Her ears were flat against her choppy auburn hair. Not anger. Anticipation. The flat ears and the shallow breathing and the wide, bright eyes of a woman standing at the edge of the thing she wanted most and terrified to want it.

I looped the rope. Made a bowline, the knot I’d learned tying fence rigging. A knot that held under tension but released clean with a single pull. I stepped toward her.

She didn’t back away.

“Hands,” I said. Quiet. The voice that dropped lower when I gave orders, the one that carried further than shouting.

She raised her hands. Wrists together, crossed in front of her. Her scarred forearms, the parallel punishment lines from the camps, pressed against each other. She was offering me the same wrists the slavers had chained. The same skin they’d cut. The same hands that had killed a man with a rock when they tried to chain her the first time.

This time she was choosing.

I tied them. Firm, not cutting. The rope sat over the scars, and I watched her face as the knot cinched. She flinched. A quick, involuntary spasm, the ghost of the camps running through her nerve endings. Then her breathing slowed. Her shoulders dropped. The tension she’d been carrying for days, for weeks, for years, began to drain from her body the way heat leaves a forge when the bellows stop.

I raised her bound wrists above her head. Looped the rope over the barn beam, the same beam she’d reinforced with angle braces during the first week. Strong enough to hold her weight, because Thistle built things that held. I pulled the rope until her arms were stretched overhead, her toes barely touching the hay, her body suspended and still.

She tested the hold. Pulled once, hard. The rope held. She couldn’t break it. She couldn’t fight it. Thistle couldn’t fight.

Something in her face changed. Not cracking, not crumbling. Releasing. The way a clenched fist releases when the hand is too tired to hold.

I blindfolded her. A strip of soft cloth from the rag pile, the kind Bramble used for bandages. I tied it around her eyes, covering the gold, taking away her sight. The warrior who was always scanning, always assessing, always ready for the next threat, plunged into darkness.

She trembled. Full-body, the tremor running from her bound wrists to her bare toes, and the sound she made was small and broken and nothing like the snarling fighter who guarded the perimeter.

“I can’t see you,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“I can’t fight.”

“I know.”

“I’m…” She swallowed. Her throat moved. “I’m choosing this.”

“I know that too.”

I pulled down her leather chest-wrap. She flinched again, the old instinct, the camp reflex where exposure meant vulnerability and vulnerability meant punishment. But this time the flinch was brief, a flicker that passed through her and was gone. Her small, firm breasts, bare olive-green, the nipples dark and hard from the cool air and the adrenaline. Her scarred collarbone, the single line across the bone that she’d earned fighting the slavers. Her body, stripped and bound and blindfolded, suspended from her own rope in her own barn.

I ran my hand down her side. Slowly. Calloused palm on warm green skin, from the curve of her ribs to the narrow waist to the jut of her hip. She shuddered at the touch, her body arching toward my hand, her bound wrists twisting above her. I hooked my fingers in her cut-off leggings and pulled them down. The fabric slid over her tight, muscular ass, over her scarred knees, pooling at her feet.

She was naked. Suspended. Blind. The fighter stripped of every weapon, every defense, every tool she’d used to survive. And she’d asked for it.

I spanked her.

Open palm, hard, on her bare olive-green ass. She yelped. Her body jolted forward, hips thrusting, the rope swinging. The sound cracked through the barn like a whip. The flesh barely gave under my palm, tight and muscular, and the impact left a darker mark on her skin.

“Harder,” she gasped. Not a command. A plea.

I hit her again. Harder. The flesh reddened, the olive-green darkening to a flush that spread across her right cheek. She shuddered, her breath punched out of her, and the shudder wasn’t pain. It was release. Every strike was a valve opening, letting out the pressure that had been building for days, for weeks, the unbearable tension of being ready every second for a blow that might never come.

Again. And again. She stopped speaking. Her mouth hung open, her jaw slack behind the blindfold, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Her ass reddened further, both cheeks flushing dark green, the heat radiating from her skin into my palm. Each blow jolted her body against the rope, her arms straining overhead, her bare toes leaving the hay. She couldn’t anticipate when the next one would land because she couldn’t see, and the not-knowing, the surrender of control, was the entire point.

“More,” she breathed. The word was shapeless. Raw.

I gave her more. My palm on her ass, the rhythm deliberate, not the combat foreplay of the barn wall where she’d fought and snarled. This was different. This was measured. Each strike landed with intention, and each one drew a sound from her that was deeper and more honest than the last. Not snarls. Not growls. Broken sighs, hitched breaths, small sounds from the back of her throat that the fighter in her would have smothered and the woman in her couldn’t hold back.

Behind the barn, she’d fought her way to surrender. Snarling, clawing, burning through the aggression until the need was left. Tonight she’d looked at the rope and asked. No fight. No snarling. She was here to stop.

I stepped behind her. My hands found her hips, the narrow jut of them, my calloused palms spanning her waist. She made a sound that was somewhere between a whimper and a prayer. I pressed against her. My cock, hard and straining, against the heat of her ass, and she ground back against me with a desperation that was all body, no brain.

I pushed inside her. She was soaked, her pussy dripping, the evidence of her arousal running down her inner thighs in glistening trails. I gripped her narrow hips and pushed in, and she made a sound that was neither moan nor scream but something in between, a raw vocalization that came from the place where fear and desire lived together.

From behind. Rough. Her body swinging on the rope with each thrust, her feet leaving the hay entirely, her weight held by her bound wrists and my hands on her hips. She was completely in my control. The fighter who survived the camps by fighting, helpless and choosing to be, suspended and filled and taken.

I gripped her choppy hair with one hand. Short, rough, barely enough for a full fistful. Pulled her head back. She gasped, her mouth open, her blindfolded face tilted toward the barn ceiling, and the position bared her throat in the universal posture of submission. The scarred collarbone. The small breasts, heaving. Her skin flushed dark from throat to navel.

“Who do you belong to?” I growled against her ear.

“You.” No hesitation. No “make me.” No defiance. Just the word, raw and honest, torn from her like a confession. “Yours. I’m yours, you dirt-brained, rock-headed, impossible…”

I spanked her mid-thrust. She screamed. Her body convulsed against the rope, her walls clenching, her ass burning under my palm, and the scream was the kind that stripped everything else away. Not the wolf-fight scream, not the behind-the-barn scream. A scream that came from the deepest part of a woman who’d spent her entire life being hard and was, in this moment, allowing herself to be nothing.

I fucked her harder. The barn beam creaked above us, the wood groaning under the strain of her weight and the force of my thrusts. Her body swung with each stroke, the rope taut, her bound wrists straining but not fighting, her compact frame suspended between the beam and my grip on her hips. She couldn’t anticipate, couldn’t brace, couldn’t control any of it. The sounds she made progressed from gasps to broken moans to something that didn’t have a name, a continuous low vocalization that vibrated through her body and into mine, deeper than anything she’d made the first time behind the barn, rawer, the sound of a woman not fighting her way to surrender but choosing it completely.

I reached around her. Found her clit, swollen and sensitive, and worked it with rough, calloused fingers while I drove into her from behind. The dual sensation made her body jerk, her back arching, her green skin flushing dark from her bound wrists to her bare toes. My farmer’s calluses against the most sensitive part of her, rough on slick, and she sobbed at the contact.

“Come for me,” I said against her ear. My voice low, quiet, the command that carried. “Let go, Thistle. You don’t have to fight anymore. Let go.”

She came.

Her orgasm was different from the barn wall, different from the first time when she’d fought her way to surrender through snarling and clawing. This was a deep, rolling release, waves that pulsed through her body from the core outward, her walls clenching around my cock in long, rhythmic contractions that milked me with each crest. Her body went rigid, every compact muscle locking, her toes pointing, her bound wrists pulling taut against the rope. Then soft, melting, dissolving. Then rigid again, a second wave, the contractions deeper. The cycle repeating, each wave slower and longer, and the sounds she made were not screams but sobs. Not pain. Not sadness. Relief. Years of it. Every muscle she’d been clenching since the slavers first put chains on her wrists, finally unclenching. The rope she’d chosen. The man she trusted. The darkness of the blindfold blocking out every threat. And underneath all of it, the relief of muscles unclenching for the first time in years.

Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic, milking pulses. Her skin was flushed nearly black. Her ears were flat. Her small firm breasts heaved with each sob. She was beautiful in her surrender, Thistle reduced to a trembling, limp, four-foot-nine form hanging from her own rope, and the trust in that limpness was the most intimate thing I’d ever been given.

I came inside her. Buried deep, my forehead pressed against her sweat-slicked back, my hands gripping her narrow hips hard enough to leave finger-shaped marks on her green skin. The release poured into her in waves that matched her own contractions, each pulse of my cum met by a clenching squeeze from her sensitive walls. She moaned at each spurt, small, broken sounds, her body feeling every throb, my cum filling her while her body twitched with the aftershocks and her bound hands opened and closed above her, fingers grasping at nothing.

I untied her immediately. The knot released clean, the bowline doing its job, and her arms dropped. She didn’t grab my shirt.

She sank to the hay.

She lay there, on her side, in the straw, breathing. Her wrists had faint rope marks, red lines on olive-green skin. Her eyes were still blindfolded. She didn’t ask me to remove it.

She was perfectly still.

Not the coiled stillness of a fighter on guard. Not the rigid stillness of a woman bracing for impact. A stillness that was completely, absolutely, finally at peace. She wasn’t scanning for threats. She wasn’t bracing for a hit. She wasn’t planning an escape route.

She was just still.

I knelt beside her. Removed the blindfold gently, sliding the cloth from her eyes. Her bright eyes were open, wet, and looking at nothing. Tears ran from the corners, not flowing, just sitting on her cheeks like condensation on cold glass. Not tears of pain. Not tears of catharsis, like Bramble’s. Tears of relief. The kind that come when a burden you’ve been carrying so long you forgot it was there finally lifts, and the sudden lightness is so overwhelming that your body doesn’t know how to process it except through the oldest response it has.

“Again,” she whispered. Her voice was a thread. “Tomorrow.”

I wrapped her in the horse blanket. The same one I’d wrapped her in after the barn wall. The rough wool was starting to smell like us.

She curled into it. Small. So small without the fury. Four foot nine of fighter, all the sharp edges retracted, the fangs tucked behind closed lips, her eyes half-closed. I held her against my chest. The heat of her skin through the rough blanket. The faint smell of leather and sawdust that was her smell. Her hands, free now, found my shirt. Gripped the fabric. Both fists.

Some things didn’t change.

She fell asleep in minutes. The hard, sudden sleep of someone whose body had been running on adrenaline for days and had finally, finally been given permission to stop. Her breathing went deep and even. Her grip on my shirt loosened, then tightened, then loosened again in the rhythm of sleep.

I held her and listened to the farm. The barn was quiet. Stump dozed in his stall, his jaw still working on the last of his hay. Clover shifted. The chickens murmured from their roost. Through the barn walls, the creek ran, and the night birds called, and somewhere on the ridge road, the world continued to turn without caring what happened on forty acres of contested farmland.

The rope marks on her wrists would be visible tomorrow. She wouldn’t cover them. She’d wear them like she wore her scars: badges. Proof of choice, not punishment. Trust earned, not chains endured.

Dawn came. The barn filled with gold light. Thistle stirred against my chest, a small movement, like a cat adjusting in sleep. She opened her eyes. Gold, clear, rested. For the first time in days, the shadows underneath them were lighter.

She looked at me. Didn’t speak. Didn’t need to. The look said everything the words couldn’t: I chose this. I chose to stop fighting because you’re the only person in the world I trust enough to stop for.

She stood. Stretched. Winced when the movement pulled at muscles that had been held in suspension. Examined the rope marks on her wrists, turning her forearms in the morning light. Ran one finger over them, tracing the line the way she traced the scars on her forearms. The same attention. The same acceptance.

Then she picked up her hatchet from where she’d thrown it and walked out of the barn to patrol the perimeter. The walk was different. The coiled spring in her step had eased. The white-knuckled grip on the handle was firmer but calmer, the grip of a woman who held her weapon because she chose to, not because she couldn’t let go.

At the kitchen table for breakfast, Thistle sat down.

Not stood. Not leaned against the doorframe. Sat. In a chair. At the table. Next to Pip, across from Nettle, within Bramble’s reach.

She ate sitting down.

Bramble noticed. Her hand paused halfway to the ladle, a microexpression of recognition crossing her face. The Matriarch who saw everything, who’d watched Thistle eat standing for months, who’d understood that sitting was vulnerability and vulnerability was what the camps had punished. She said nothing. She placed an extra portion on Thistle’s plate. An offering. An acknowledgment. A welcome.

Thistle ate it.

Her wrists, resting on the table edge, showed the faint rope marks. Pink lines on green skin. She caught me looking at them across the table. Didn’t cover them. Didn’t pull her sleeves down. Let them sit there, visible, the way the forearm scars sat visible. Proof of survival. Proof of choice. Badges, both kinds, worn by the same hands.

She ate her breakfast, sitting down, at the table, with her family. And when Pip leaned over and whispered something about the rope marks being “kind of hot, actually,” Thistle flicked her ear without looking up.


Chapter 9: Full

Nettle had been running tests for a week. She didn’t tell anyone what she was looking for, which was unusual because Nettle normally narrated her experiments the way Pip narrated her thoughts: constantly, in detail, without regard for whether anyone was listening.

But this week she was quiet. She spent hours at her garden bench, her goggles down, her journal filling with entries she wrote in a cipher she’d developed to prevent Pip from reading over her shoulder. She made tinctures and salves and a series of small test preparations that she administered to seedlings in numbered clay pots. She measured and recorded and measured again. She carried a small leather bag with her everywhere, and when I asked what was in it, she said, “Soil samples,” in a tone that meant don’t ask again.

Her sage-green eyes, when they met mine across the kitchen table or over the garden fence, held something new. Not the wanting that had been there before the workbench, though that was still present, a constant low hum in the way her ears flushed when I stood too close. This was professional urgency. Scientific excitement contained behind the goggles and the clinical reserve. She was onto something, and it was bigger than she’d expected.

On the morning of Day 26, four days before Dunhill’s ultimatum expired, she came to the kitchen during breakfast and set two clay pots on the table. Both contained comfrey plants. One was the size of any normal comfrey plant: healthy, green, about six inches tall. The other was twice that size, with leaves so dark and glossy they looked varnished, the stems thick and vigorous, the root system visibly bursting the pot’s drainage holes.

“The one on the left was grown with collected rainwater,” Nettle said. She adjusted her goggles, pushing them up her forehead, her dark-green braid falling over one shoulder. Her voice had the tight, controlled quality she used when she was containing excitement that threatened to overwhelm her analytical framework. “The one on the right was grown with water from our well. Same seed stock. Same soil. Same sunlight. Same fertilizer schedule. Same everything, except the water source.”

“The big one is from the well?” Pip asked, leaning forward to poke the giant comfrey with one lime-green finger. The leaves were so robust they bounced back from her touch like leather.

“The well water comes from the aquifer,” Nettle continued. “The same aquifer that the settlement survey maps as an independent geological feature. I’ve been testing our aquifer-irrigated herbs against market-bought equivalents for three weeks. The results are…” She paused. Adjusted her goggles again. Took a breath. “Significant.”

She opened her journal to a page of comparative data. Growth rates, potency measurements, chemical analysis recorded in her precise handwriting with numbered columns and cross-referenced footnotes. I couldn’t follow most of it, but the conclusion was clear from the numbers: everything she grew with aquifer water was bigger, stronger, and more potent than it should be.

“The healing salve I used on your wolf scars,” she said, looking at my forearm. The three parallel lines were smooth and faded, far better healed than deep claw wounds had any right to be after two months. “I assumed good herbalism. But when I tested an identical preparation with market-bought comfrey, the healing rate was half. Our comfrey isn’t just better. It’s… different.”

“Magic?” Bramble said from the stove, one hand on her ladle, the other resting on the counter where her belly was beginning to press against the wood.

Nettle winced at the word. “Hedge-witchery. There are historical accounts of mineral-rich aquifers producing water with catalytic properties. Orin mentioned it once. He called it ‘the green touch.’ I always thought it was folklore.” She looked at the oversized comfrey with eyes that held the wonder of a scholar watching the impossible become empirical. “The folklore appears to have a measurable basis.”

The table was quiet. Five pairs of goblin ears at various angles of attention. Pip’s perked straight up. Thistle’s tilted forward, the olive-green tips catching the morning light. Fern’s rotated slowly, like antennae tuning to a new frequency. Bramble’s were still, the way they went still when she was thinking hard.

“What does this mean for the farm?” I asked.

“It means our herbs are significantly more potent than normal. Healing salves that work faster. Growth tonics that enhance crop yields beyond any documented baseline. Pest repellents that actually repel.” She closed the journal, her smudged fingers leaving marks on the cover. “It means the aquifer isn’t just water. It’s a resource. Possibly the most valuable thing on this property.”

The silence deepened. The implications settled. If Dunhill knew about this, he’d want the land for more than water rights. If anyone knew about this, the farm would go from contested to coveted.

“Nobody outside this kitchen hears about this,” I said.

Everyone nodded. Even Pip, who nodded with the solemnity of someone who understood that this particular secret was not the kind you shared with chickens.

“Also,” Nettle said. She reached into her leather bag. Not soil samples. A collection of test vials, labeled and sealed, and a small clay dish with a prepared tonic that shimmered faintly green. “I need to examine Bramble.”

Bramble set down her ladle.

The examination happened in the bedroom, with the door closed and Nettle’s goggles down and her journal open. I waited in the kitchen with the others. The room felt smaller without the two oldest women in it, the absence of Bramble’s warmth and Nettle’s precision leaving a gap that the rest of us filled with nervous energy.

Pip couldn’t sit still. She vibrated between the table and the window and the door, her copper-red hair bouncing with each trajectory change, her lime-green body a blur of restless motion. “What’s taking so long? Is she okay? Is something wrong? Why did Nettle need vials? Are vials good or bad?”

“Vials are neutral, Pip,” I said.

“Vials are SUSPICIOUS.”

Thistle sharpened her hatchet, which she only did when she was anxious and couldn’t hit anything. The scrape of stone on steel was rhythmic and controlled, her gold eyes fixed on the blade, her expression the studied blankness of a woman who was definitely not worried.

Fern sat with Stump’s head in her lap, feeding him scraps from the breakfast table. Her gray-green eyes were calm but watchful, her long ears tilted toward the bedroom door, listening.

The bedroom door opened. Nettle emerged first, her face carefully composed, her ears trembling with the effort of containing whatever she’d found. Her goggles were pushed up and crooked, and her quill hand was shaking, the dark-smudged fingers betraying what her expression tried to hide. Bramble came behind her. Her expression was unreadable. The Matriarch’s mask, fully deployed, showing nothing.

Then the mask cracked.

Bramble sat down at the kitchen table. Her hands were in her lap, her green fingers laced together. Her eyes were bright and wet and holding more than they could contain.

“I’m pregnant,” she said.

The kitchen erupted.

Pip screamed. A full-volume, piercing, joy-filled scream that made the chickens squawk outside and Stump bray in the barn and probably carried all the way to Willowford. She launched herself across the kitchen and wrapped her arms around Bramble’s neck, her small lime-green body clinging to the larger woman, her copper-red hair covering them both, her bare feet leaving the floor.

“A BABY!” Pip shrieked directly into Bramble’s ear. “There’s going to be a BABY! Bramble, there’s a BABY IN YOU!”

“I’m aware, dear. And so is everyone in the valley now.”

Nettle stood by the wall, her journal clutched to her chest, her eyes bright behind her goggles. She wiped them with the back of her ink-stained hand, which left a dark smudge on her lens that she didn’t notice.

“Approximately four weeks along,” Nettle said, her voice precise and shaking, the clinical framework holding even as the emotion broke through. “Goblin pregnancies average six months. But her symptoms suggest accelerated development, which may be attributable to the fertility tonic I prepared at her request.” She paused. Swallowed. “I made the tonic from aquifer-irrigated herbs. The compounds appear to have enhanced the efficacy of the preparation beyond… beyond expected parameters.”

She stopped talking. Her quill hand was shaking too hard to write.

Thistle punched the wall.

Not in anger. Not in frustration. The fist hit the stone with a crack that made everyone flinch, and then Thistle was standing there with her knuckles bleeding and her eyes bright as coins and her jaw working and her entire small body rigid with an emotion she had absolutely no idea how to process because Thistle didn’t do joy, Thistle did fury and construction and violence and grudging respect, and joy was not in her operational vocabulary. Her fangs were showing. Not a threat. She was trying to smile and didn’t know how.

“Good,” she said. Her voice was rough. “That’s. Good.”

She looked at her bleeding knuckles. Looked at the wall. Looked at Bramble. “I’ll build a cradle.”

The words came out before she could stop them, and the moment they were out, her ears went flat and her jaw snapped shut with the specific mortification of a woman who’d just said something soft in public. She turned to leave, and Bramble caught her wrist, gently, the way you catch a startled animal.

“Thank you, Thistle,” Bramble said. Simple. Warm. Not making a fuss, because making a fuss would send Thistle running for the fence line. Just the words.

Thistle’s jaw worked. She nodded once. Her ears stayed flat, but her eyes, for a moment, were gold and open and as close to gentle as Thistle’s eyes had ever been.

Fern stood. She crossed the kitchen to Bramble, moving through the chaos of Pip’s shrieking and Thistle’s bleeding knuckles and Nettle’s trembling notes with the unhurried grace that was uniquely hers. She knelt beside Bramble’s chair, placed her hand gently on Bramble’s belly, her long forest-green fingers spread flat over the fabric, and leaned close.

She whispered something. Her lips moved against the fabric of Bramble’s blouse, her silver-white hair falling forward, her gray-green eyes closed. Speaking to the baby the way she spoke to animals: softly, with certainty, with the absolute expectation that the creature inside would hear and understand.

“What did you say?” Bramble asked, her hand coming to rest on Fern’s silver hair.

Fern looked up. “I told them they’re coming to a good herd.”

Bramble’s composure broke completely. She cried. Not the quiet, controlled tears she’d shed after their first night together. Full, shaking sobs that rocked her body and made the kitchen table vibrate and sent Pip into sympathetic tears and made Nettle’s quill drop to the floor and made Thistle’s fist clench harder around its own blood.

“They stole this from me,” Bramble said between sobs. She gripped my hand where I’d come to stand beside her. Gripped it with both of hers, the deep emerald fingers white-knuckled on my sun-brown skin. “Eight years of that tea. Eight years of being told my body wasn’t mine, that I didn’t deserve children, that goblins bred too fast and the world was better off empty.” Her voice broke. “I thought maybe I couldn’t anymore. After all that tea. I thought they’d killed it.”

“They didn’t,” I said.

“They didn’t.” She pressed my hand against her belly. Flat still, no swell yet, but alive. Growing. Carrying the future they’d tried to prevent. “I want everything they took. Back.”

Six people around a kitchen table, and a seventh on the way, and enough feeling in the room to crack the stone walls. Bramble cried, and I held her, and Pip cried into Bramble’s hair, and Nettle documented through tears, and Thistle stood guard at the door bleeding from the knuckles and daring the world to try something, and Fern hummed softly, a melody that sounded like the one she sang to the animals, adapted now for a smaller creature that hadn’t arrived yet but was already loved.

That evening I found Fern in the barn, checking Clover’s feed mix for the third time. She didn’t look up when I came in, but her ears rotated toward me, and her hands slowed on the grain measure.

“A good herd,” she said again. Not to me. To the barn. To the animals. To whatever she’d whispered to the baby. But she said it differently this time, softer, and when she finally looked at me, her gray-green eyes held something I hadn’t seen in them before. Not the calm assessment. Not the analytical distance. Something warmer, closer to the surface, like a creek running shallow over smooth stones and showing what lay beneath.

“You built this,” she said. “Not the fence or the barn. The thing they have. The safety that lets Bramble cry in a kitchen and Thistle punch a wall for joy.” She set the grain measure down. “I’ve never seen a herd where everyone is allowed to feel. In the forest, we survived by staying quiet. Here, Pip screams and nobody flinches.”

“That’s Bramble’s doing more than mine.”

“Bramble built the inside. You built the outside.” She held my gaze. The barn was warm, the lantern making her silver hair glow. “Both are necessary. I’ve been watching long enough to know the difference.”

She paused. Her hands stilled on the grain measure.

“In the forest, I had a kid goat,” she said. Her voice was quieter than I’d ever heard it. “Born in my hands. I raised her from the first hour. She followed me everywhere. When Ironhill came and the herd scattered, she wouldn’t leave me.” Another pause. “She didn’t make the river crossing.”

She didn’t look at me. She didn’t need to. The loss sat between us. She didn’t need me to say anything. She needed me to be there while she carried it.

“Clover’s kid will make it,” I said.

“I know. That’s why I check the feed three times.”

She went back to measuring grain. I stood there, in the warm barn, with the animals settling, and something between Fern and me clicked into a gear I hadn’t felt before. Not the beginning of desire. The recognition that preceded it.

The days that followed were shaped by the pregnancy. Everything flowed toward it. Everything served it.

Bramble’s body began to change. Subtle at first: a deeper flush in her cheeks, a new richness in her dark green hair, a warmth that came off her skin like heat from a hearth. Her breasts, already massive, grew fuller. Tender. She winced when she reached for high shelves and stopped wearing the tighter of her two blouses because the buttons were losing their battle against flesh that was becoming more generous by the day. The neckline of the remaining blouse gaped wider, the deep cleavage shadowed, her dark green nipples occasionally visible through the straining fabric.

Nettle prepared a lactation-promoting tonic at Bramble’s request. “I want to be ready,” Bramble said. “I want everything they took, back.” The tonic was made from aquifer-irrigated herbs: fenugreek, blessed thistle, fennel seed. Concentrated. Potent. Bramble drank it twice daily with the determined efficiency of a woman waging war against the years of forced emptiness.

Within days, the early lactation began.

Small amounts at first. A dampness on her blouse that she noticed before anyone else. Then more. Her breasts, swollen with pregnancy and stimulated by the tonic, began to produce. The milk was warm, faintly herb-scented, and richer than any goat milk Fern had ever seen.

“The composition is unusual,” Nettle reported, her goggles down, examining a sample in a clay dish with the intense focus she brought to every experiment. “Higher fat content, higher mineral density. The protein structures are more complex than standard mammalian lactation. Consistent with the aquifer’s catalytic properties being transferred through the maternal food chain into the mammary secretion.”

“My milk is magic,” Bramble said flatly.

“Your milk is… enhanced.” Nettle pushed her lenses down over her eyes, the clinical armor settling into place. “I’d like to test it.”

The test was Nettle’s idea. She applied a diluted sample of Bramble’s milk to a set of struggling seedlings that had been planted in poor soil as a control group. Standard practice for comparing growth media. Within two days, the seedlings had doubled in size and turned a shade of green so vibrant they looked artificial.

Nettle measured them. Remeasured them. Measured them a third time with different instruments.

“The growth rate exceeds the aquifer-irrigated baseline by three hundred percent,” she said. Her voice had lost its clinical control. She was whispering, her eyes wide behind her goggles. “Bramble’s milk, produced from a body nourished by aquifer-herb tonics, concentrates the catalytic properties. It’s a growth medium that…”

“It’s magic milk,” Pip said.

“It’s not magic, it’s a naturally occurring biological concentration of mineral-catalyzed…”

“Magic milk,” Pip repeated, bouncing.

“Please don’t call it that.”

“Magic. Milk.”

“Pip.” Bramble’s voice carried the Matriarch’s authority. “Stop tormenting Nettle.”

“But it IS magic!”

“It is technically magic,” Nettle said, and then looked horrified at herself.

Bramble sighed. The sigh of a woman who’d been sighing at this table for months and would be sighing at it for years.

“She could try the goat milk,” Fern said from the end of the table, feeding Stump under it.

“I don’t want GOAT milk,” Pip said. “I want MAGIC milk.”

Thistle, who had been eating in silence, reached across the table and took the bread basket away from Pip. “Eat your porridge. The milk is for the baby and the crops.”

“THISTLE.”

“The bread is mine now. Consequence of your choices.”

Pip stared at Thistle with the affronted dignity of a queen whose toast had been confiscated. Thistle bit into a bread roll without breaking eye contact, her gold eyes holding the amber ones in a standoff that lasted five seconds before Pip broke and giggled.

The practical implications were staggering. Bramble’s milk, diluted into irrigation water, could dramatically boost crop yields. Applied to animal feed, it could accelerate livestock health and growth. The farm had gained a competitive advantage that nobody in the valley could replicate, because it required the aquifer AND a pregnant goblin woman nursing on aquifer-enhanced herbs. A combination that existed nowhere else in the world.

“Nobody outside this kitchen,” I said again.

The evening brought the intimacy that the day’s revelations had made inevitable.

Bramble’s breasts were aching. Full, swollen with the milk that her body was producing faster than she could manage. The tenderness was visible in the way she moved through the kitchen, careful, protective, her arms crossing over her chest when she carried pots or reached for shelves. She winced setting down the stew pot. She winced lifting the bread peel. She stood at the counter with her hands braced and her head bowed and the pain written across her face.

She asked me for help.

We were in the bedroom, the door closed, the others settled for the night. Pip’s chatter had faded to sleep. Nettle’s candle in the garden had been extinguished. Thistle was on the perimeter, her patrol steps fading into the dark. Fern was in the barn with the animals.

Bramble sat on the edge of the bed. She’d unbuttoned her blouse already, and the sight of her hit me like a wall.

Her breasts had always been generous. Now they were something else entirely. Swollen beyond what the pregnancy alone could explain, the lactation tonic and the aquifer herbs pushing her body to produce with an urgency that bordered on desperate. They hung heavy and full on her five-foot-one frame, the green skin taut and warm and laced with dark veins where the blood flow had increased. Each one rested on the gentle curve of her pregnant belly, the weight of them pulling the open blouse off her shoulders. Her nipples were engorged, dark and wide, leaking in steady streams of warm milk that beaded at the tips and ran in glistening trails down the undersides, following the curves of emerald skin. The milk pooled in the crease below each breast, dripped onto her belly, darkened the sheets. The room smelled of her: warm herbs, sweet milk, the particular musky warmth of her skin.

My breath caught in my chest. My cock hardened so fast it ached.

“The pressure is painful,” she said. Her voice was soft. Not the commanding contralto that ran the kitchen and organized strategy sessions. Just a woman sitting on a bed with her swollen, leaking breasts aching, her skin flushed darker across her chest and throat, and her dark eyes holding the vulnerability she showed nobody else. “Can you help?”

I knelt in front of her. The size difference put my face level with her chest, the massive breasts filling my vision, the dark green nipples leaking inches from my mouth. I cupped one in both hands. The weight was extraordinary: heavy, warm, alive, the skin impossibly soft against my calloused palms, the breast overflowing my grip on both sides. She was so full the flesh was taut, the milk visibly shifting beneath the skin when I lifted the heavy mound. My rough farmer’s hands on her tender green skin. She gasped at the contact, her body shuddering, her ears pinning flat, her back arching to push the breast harder into my hands.

I put my mouth on her nipple and drank.

The milk came immediately, the pressure behind it so great that the letdown was instant and powerful. Sweet, rich, with an herbal undertone that was faintly floral and something deeper, something that was Bramble herself concentrated into liquid, the essence of the woman who fed everyone distilled into the most intimate nourishment she could give. My mouth filled. I swallowed, the warmth spreading down my throat and into my chest, and the taste was addictive. I latched harder, sucking with the hunger of a man who hadn’t known he needed this, and the milk flowed freely, each suck drawing a fresh pulse of warmth across my tongue.

Bramble’s whole body shuddered. Not with relief alone. The relief of the pressure easing mixed with something else, something deeper, a wave of arousal that hit her so hard her hips jerked forward on the edge of the bed. Her hand came to the back of my head, her warm green fingers threading through my hair, gripping, and she pulled me against her breast with a desperation that went far past pain management.

“Don’t stop,” she breathed. Her voice cracked. “Oh. Oh, Thorn. Don’t stop. That’s. That’s not just relief. That feels…”

I nursed harder, suckling her swollen nipple while my tongue circled the engorged tip, and she moaned. The sound was deep, guttural, pulled from somewhere below her belly, and her wide hips rocked forward again, her thighs squeezing together. I kneaded her other breast with my free hand, and milk ran between my fingers in warm streams, dripping down my forearm, pooling on her pregnant belly, soaking into the sheets. The weight of it, the warmth, the way her enormous tit overflowed my hand with every squeeze, thick and heavy and leaking, her dark green nipple gushing when I pressed the flesh around it.

She moaned again. Louder. The sound filled the small bedroom, raw and honest and coming from the core of her, from the place where feeding was identity and being fed was the thing she’d never allowed herself. The Matriarch was being nourished, and the sensation was destroying her control.

I switched breasts. She arched violently when my mouth found the second nipple, her back coming off the mattress, her eyes rolling up, her hand fisting my hair hard enough that my scalp stung. The milk sprayed before I could latch, hitting my face, warm and white across my chin and cheek, and when I sealed my lips around the engorged nipple and sucked, the letdown was even stronger than the first. Warm milk flooded my mouth. She sobbed. Not with sadness. With the overwhelming pleasure of her aching breasts being drained by the mouth of the man who’d given her back everything the camps had taken.

Her wide hips were rolling now, grinding forward on the edge of the bed, her thighs spreading, her breathing ragged. “More,” she gasped. “Please. Don’t stop. It feels like… I’m going to… just from this. Just from your mouth on me.”

I kneaded both breasts in alternating rhythm, my mouth switching between the heavy, leaking mounds, nursing from one while squeezing the other, milk running everywhere. Her enormous tits glistened with it, her belly was wet, my face was wet, the sheets were soaked. Every suck drew a whimper from her, every squeeze sent more milk flowing. I could feel her body trembling against my face, her pregnant belly warm against my chest, her green skin flushed nearly black with arousal.

I laid her back on the bed without breaking contact, my mouth sealed on her nipple, one hand kneading the other breast while the free one slid between her thighs. She was drenched. Her pussy was swollen and soaked, dripping onto the sheets, the pregnancy hormones and the milk letdown and the intimacy of being nursed combining into an arousal so intense her thighs shook when my fingers found her slit. I ran two fingers along her, spreading the wetness, and she keened against the pillow.

“Please,” she whispered. “Inside me. While you drink. Fill me while I fill you.”

I freed my cock, the head already slick with pre-cum, and entered her while my mouth stayed sealed on her breast. Missionary, her wide hips spread, her thick green thighs wrapping around my waist, her calves locking at the small of my back, pulling me deeper. She was tight and hot and dripping, her walls gripping me with the pulsing contractions of a body that was already on the edge.

She fed me while I filled her. The simultaneous sensation overloaded us both, my mouth full of warm milk while my cock was buried in the tight heat of her pussy, her warm flesh heaving against my face with each thrust. The sounds she made were continuous now, beyond words, a deep, primal vocalization that rose and fell with the rhythm of my hips.

“You fed me,” she gasped, her hands pulling my head harder against her breast, my face buried in the warm, leaking flesh. “When I was starving. You put food in Pip’s hands and asked nothing back. Let me give it back, Thorn. Let me feed the man who fed me.”

I thrust deeper. Drank deeper. Her milk sprayed when a hard thrust changed the angle of her breast against my mouth, warm and white, hitting my face in a burst that ran down my jaw and neck, pooling in the deep cleavage between her leaking tits. I groaned against her nipple, the vibration drawing a scream from her. Her chest heaved between us, milk streaming from both nipples in steady white rivers, soaking my hair, my face, my chest. Warm milk on sun-brown skin. White on deep emerald green.

“Don’t stop drinking,” she moaned. “Stay on me. Take everything I have. I want to feel you inside me and your mouth on me and all of it at once. Every drop, Thorn. Give me yours while I give you mine.”

I moved faster. Harder. She clung, her legs locked around my waist, her green fingers twisted in my hair pulling my mouth against her breast with bruising force. The milk flowed with every thrust, the rhythm of my hips compressing her swollen tits against my chest and squeezing the milk out of her in warm pulses that soaked us both. The scent of her milk and sex and warm green skin saturated the room, inescapable, coating every breath.

“This is what I was made for,” she breathed. “Feeding. Being fed. Growing something alive inside me while I grow something alive inside you.”

She came with my mouth on her nipple. Her walls clenched around my cock in violent, rolling waves, her whole body seizing, her back arching so hard only her shoulders and heels touched the mattress. Milk sprayed across my face and chest in warm bursts, each contraction of her orgasm squeezing her massive breasts, the letdown synchronized with the clenching of her pussy, her body releasing from everywhere at once. She screamed into my shoulder, her green lips pressed against my skin, her fangs dimpling the flesh hard enough to leave marks, and her deep emerald fingers dug into my back, her nails leaving red crescents.

I came inside her. Deep, each pulse buried against her cervix, my cock pulsing in time with her clenching walls, the release flooding into her with a warmth that matched the milk flooding from her breasts. She whimpered with each spurt, her oversensitive pussy milking me in long, rhythmic contractions, her body taking everything I had and holding it deep. I groaned against her breast, my mouth still sealed on her nipple, the last of her milk flowing warm across my tongue while the last of my cum spilled inside her.

I stayed inside her. Stayed latched to her breast. The room was quiet and smelled of milk and sex and the particular sweetness of a woman whose body was producing what the camps had stolen from her, and the man she’d chosen was drinking it in.

She was still leaking slowly, the pressure finally easing, the milk tapering to droplets that beaded on her dark green nipples and slid in thin, glistening trails down the massive curves of her breasts. I rested my head on her chest. The soft, heavy warmth of her breast was the best pillow in the world, still faintly leaking against my cheek, the milk drying in my hair and on my jaw. My cum was deep inside her. Her hand stroked my head with long, slow passes, her fingers running through my hair, gentle and sure.

“You fed me when I was starving,” she whispered. Her voice was cracked and raw and tender. “Let me feed you back.”

All those years she’d fed a dozen people on scraps and kept them alive through hunger and walking and chains. Cook, Matriarch, camp survivor. And now, finally, someone was nourishing her back. She was feeding the man she loved from her own body, willingly, joyfully, with the milk that the camps had tried to prevent and the body they’d tried to keep empty.

She fell asleep with my head on her chest. The milk dried. The room smelled like herbs and warmth and her, warm and close and finally at peace.

Four days until the ultimatum expired.


Chapter 10: Upstream

Day 27. Three days left on the clock.

Clover fell ill on a Tuesday morning, which was the kind of detail that stuck in my memory because Tuesdays on the farm were livestock days. Fern had established the routine: Tuesday was hoof-trimming, health assessment, and the weekly check on Clover’s pregnancy progress. She’d been monitoring the goat’s condition with the meticulous attention of a woman who’d managed breeding programs since she was twelve, and every Tuesday’s report was the same: healthy, gaining weight, kid developing normally, due in approximately two months.

This Tuesday, Fern came to the farmhouse door with her face tight and her gray-green eyes dark.

“Clover won’t eat,” she said.

Two words. Fern didn’t waste language, and the urgency in those two words was louder than Pip’s most full-throated scream.

I followed her to the barn. The goat was lying on her side in the stall, her legs tucked, her breathing shallow and labored. Her eyes were glassy, unfocused, the lids fluttering. A tremor ran through her body in rhythmic waves, each one making her sides heave and her hooves twitch against the hay.

Fern knelt beside her. Her lean hands ran over Clover’s belly with the gentleness and precision of someone who could read an animal’s body the way Nettle read a journal. “Fever. Rapid pulse. Muscle tremor.” She lifted one of Clover’s eyelids, the white showing more than it should. “Pupil dilation. This isn’t disease. This is poisoning.”

My gut went cold. “The feed?”

“No. I mixed the feed myself from clean grain stores. She hasn’t eaten anything I didn’t prepare.” Fern paused. Her nostrils flared. She leaned toward Clover’s water trough, a clay basin that Thistle had built into the stall wall, fed by a pipe from the creek. She dipped a finger in the water and tasted it.

Her face changed. The serene mask cracked, and what showed underneath was anger so cold it made Thistle’s fury look like warmth. “Bitter. Alkaloid.” She spat into the hay. “Yew bark. Someone put yew bark in the water source.”

Yew bark. Toxic to livestock. Even a small amount could kill a goat Clover’s size, and a pregnant goat was more vulnerable. The alkaloid taxine attacked the cardiovascular system: heart failure within hours if untreated.

“How long?” I asked.

“Hours. Maybe since last night. The tremors started this morning, which means she’s been drinking contaminated water since the creek pipe filled overnight.” Fern was already moving, pulling clean water from the well bucket, mixing something from a pouch she kept on her belt, the herbal emergency kit she carried the way Thistle carried her hatchet. “I need Nettle. Now.”

Nettle came running from the garden, goggles askew, journal abandoned on the bench, her dark-green braid bouncing behind her. She took one look at Clover, one sniff of the trough water, and went pale behind her dark emerald skin.

“Taxus baccata alkaloid,” she confirmed, her sage-green eyes sharp and clinical, her voice dropping into the precise register she used when lives were at stake. “Concentrated. Too concentrated for a natural occurrence. This was deliberately introduced.” She pulled bottles from her apron pockets with the practiced speed of someone who kept her emergency preparations within arm’s reach at all times. “I have a charcoal suspension that will bind the alkaloid in the digestive tract. Combined with Fern’s hydration therapy, we can neutralize the active compound before it reaches lethal concentration.”

They worked together. The two goblins who were least alike, the instinct and the intellect, moving in concert with the efficiency of a team that had found its rhythm through weeks of garden collaboration. Fern held Clover still, her lean hands steady and warm on the goat’s trembling sides, her voice a continuous low murmur that kept the animal calm even as it shuddered with the poison working through its blood. Nettle administered the charcoal suspension, measuring with the precision that made her everything she was, her goggles down, her hands steady despite the fear, then followed it with a diluted aquifer-herb tonic that she said would “accelerate metabolic clearance of the remaining toxin.”

Clover’s tremors eased after an hour. Her breathing steadied after two. By midday, she was drinking clean well water and accepting grain from Fern’s hand, her eyes clearer, her legs folding normally. Not recovered, but alive. The kid, as far as Fern could determine from careful palpation, was unharmed.

“Close,” Fern said. She was sitting on the stall floor, Clover’s head in her lap, her silver-white hair stuck to her face with sweat, her bare feet drawn up under her tunic. “Another few hours and she would have seized. The kid would have died first.”

The words sat in the hay-scented air. The kid would have died first. Clover’s baby. The first kid to be born on Ashvale Farm. The tangible proof that the farm was becoming a place where things grew and lived and continued.

“The water source,” I said.

“All animals switched to well water as of now. The aquifer is clean. The creek isn’t.” Fern’s gaze found mine. The serenity that defined her was gone. What looked back at me was cold and still and ancient, the anger of a woman whose animals had been poisoned and who would not forgive.

Thistle was already gone.

I found her upstream, a quarter mile past the property boundary, where the creek narrowed between two rock formations and the current ran fast. She was standing on the bank holding a burlap sack. Soaked, heavy, stained with the dark residue of crushed bark. She’d pulled it from the water where it had been wedged between rocks, positioned precisely where the flow would carry the dissolved alkaloid downstream onto Ashvale property.

“Yew bark,” she said. Her voice was the dead-flat tone she used when she was beyond fury and into the cold, calculated space where violence lived. Her eyes were flat as coins. “Crushed and bagged. Placed where the current would carry it to our livestock pipe. The bag is weighted with river stones to keep it submerged.”

She dropped the bag on the bank. “Boot prints. Two sets. Same tread as the fence cuts. Same diamond-shaped heel wear on the right boot.”

The same men. Dunhill’s men. Coming onto our land, cutting our fences, poisoning our water. A campaign of harassment that had just escalated to attempted livestock murder.

The pregnant goat. The baby growing inside Clover. They’d tried to kill it.

My jaw locked. Not anger, exactly. Something deeper. The feeling of a line being crossed that didn’t uncross. The understanding that the man on the next ridge wasn’t just posturing anymore. He was willing to kill animals carrying young to make his point.

“I’m going to Dunhill’s farm,” I said.

“I’m coming with you.”

“No. This one I do alone.”

Thistle’s jaw tightened. Every instinct in her compact body wanted to follow, wanted to be between me and the threat, wanted to bring her hatchet and her fury to the man who’d poisoned her goat. But she read my face and saw something there that made her step back.

“If he hurts you,” she said, “I will burn his farm to the foundations.”

“He won’t hurt me.”

“Promise.”

“I promise.”

“Your promises are adequate.” She picked up the burlap sack, her scarred forearms flexing under the weight. “I’ll document the evidence. Nettle will want samples.”

I rode Stump to Dunhill’s farm. The donkey, who usually reserved his cooperation for Fern, seemed to sense the urgency in my grip and the set of my spine and moved with a purpose that was almost aggressive, his hooves eating the ridge road at a pace that cut the usual travel time in half. His ears were flat. Even the donkey was angry.

Dunhill’s property was everything Ashvale wasn’t: prosperous, immaculate, established. White-washed fences stretched across rolling pasture. Fat cattle grazed in organized paddocks. The farmhouse was large, stone and timber, with glass windows and a slate roof. Outbuildings sprawled behind it: a proper barn, a stable, a grain store, workers’ quarters. The whole operation spoke of three generations of wealth and the particular arrogance of a man who’d inherited an empire and believed he’d built it himself.

Dunhill was on his porch. Sitting in a carved wooden chair, a mug of something steaming in his hand, looking out over his domain with the satisfied expression of a man who owned the horizon. Two of his farmhands lingered by the stable, one of them wearing boots with a diamond-shaped heel pattern. He saw me coming up the road on a stubborn donkey and his expression shifted to something between amusement and contempt.

He didn’t stand.

I dismounted at his gate. Stump tried to eat the gatepost. I left him to it and walked up the path alone. My hands were at my sides. My voice was going to do the work.

“Ashvale.” Dunhill sipped his drink. His pale blue-grey eyes were empty above the mug. “Riding a donkey to my door. Your uncle at least had a horse.”

“My uncle didn’t have someone poisoning his creek.”

The sip stopped. The mug held steady, but the hand behind it went still. A tell. The kind that men who are used to controlling their faces sometimes forget to extend to their hands.

“Creek water can be unpredictable,” Dunhill said. He set the mug down. “Seasonal runoff, natural alkaloid leeching from the yew stands upstream. Happens.”

“Yew bark crushed and bagged in burlap, weighted with river stones, placed at the narrow where the current feeds my livestock pipe.” My voice was quiet. The quiet that dropped lower. The quiet that carried. “That doesn’t happen. That’s placed.”

Dunhill’s composure held. He was good at this. Three generations of politics and land manipulation had bred a man who could absorb an accusation the way his fences absorbed weather: letting it hit, letting it run off, standing unchanged. His pale eyes didn’t blink.

“That’s a serious allegation, son.”

“My pregnant goat almost died. The kid inside her almost died. My pregnant…” The word caught in my throat. Not the goat. The woman in my kitchen with her hand on her belly and the future growing inside her. I clamped my jaw shut. Dunhill didn’t know about Bramble. He couldn’t know. “My livestock,” I finished. “You targeted my livestock.” I stopped at the bottom of his porch steps. I didn’t climb them. Didn’t need to. The words carried from where I stood, and the quiet in my voice was the kind that made the two farmhands by the stable go still. “You poisoned my creek. Your men came onto my property and put a bag of crushed yew bark in my water supply. I have the bag. I have boot prints that match the ones from the fence cuts. I have the alkaloid analysis from my herbalist, documented and dated.”

The word “herbalist” hung between us. Dunhill knew who I meant. His jaw tightened.

“I’ve filed a water rights counter-claim with the county magistrate,” I said. “Your surface-water authority doesn’t extend to my aquifer. And when the magistrate comes to survey, he’ll also hear about deliberate poisoning of a shared waterway. That’s criminal contamination of a common water resource. The penalty, if I remember Nettle’s legal research correctly, includes forfeiture of water licensing.”

Dunhill stood. The movement was slow, controlled, the rise of a man who was used to looking down on people and intended to look down on me. He was five-ten. I was six-one. He met my eyes from the porch and the height advantage evaporated, but the contempt in his gaze didn’t.

“You filed.” The words were flat. “Aldric’s nonsense about the aquifer.”

“My uncle’s legal claim about the aquifer. Filed, registered, and in the magistrate’s queue. Your thirty days are up in three. I’m still here. My workers are still here. And your water rights are now in dispute.”

His composure cracked. Not much. A tightening around the eyes, a shift in the jaw, a whitening of the knuckles on the porch rail. The face of a man who’d controlled this valley for decades encountering an obstacle he hadn’t planned for.

“Your uncle’s claim was thrown out.”

“My uncle’s claim was never ruled on. The magistrate retired. The case sat in limbo for fourteen years. I’ve reopened it with documentation from the original settlement survey that predates your water licensing by forty-seven years.”

“With a goblin clerk?”

“With a surveyor’s map that your grandfather’s license application couldn’t override. The aquifer is a Class Three independent hydrological feature. Your rights don’t apply to it.”

Dunhill looked at me. Looked past me at Stump, who was methodically destroying the gatepost with the determination of an animal who’d learned stubbornness from the best. Looked at the ridge road, where Ashvale Farm was invisible but present, the farm he’d expected to buy for pennies after driving out the goblins.

“Your thirty days are up in three,” I repeated. “I’ll be here on day thirty-one. And day thirty-two. And every day after that.”

I turned and walked back to Stump. The donkey had finished with the gatepost and was considering the fence rail with the measured assessment of a professional vandal.

“Ashvale.”

I looked back. Dunhill was standing on his porch, his hands at his sides, his pale eyes narrowed.

“The valley has spoken,” he said. “Your goblins are unwelcome. Your claim is noise. And when the magistrate comes, he’ll find what he finds, which is an abandoned farm run by vermin under the supervision of a boy who doesn’t know when he’s been beaten.”

“Your valley spoke,” I said. “My farm answered.”

I rode Stump home. The donkey moved at the same aggressive pace, his ears flat against his head, his hooves striking the road with a purpose that felt personal.

The farm was waiting.

Bramble saw me first. She stood in the kitchen doorway, one arm braced against the frame, her swollen belly pressing against her apron, and her dark eyes read my face before I spoke. She extracted everything from the set of my jaw and the tension in my shoulders.

Behind her, the farm had deployed itself. Thistle at the gate with her staff braced, scarred forearms glistening, her expression saying she was almost disappointed I’d come back without a fight. Pip’s copper-red hair was barely visible above the barn loft door, a pitchfork glinting beside her. Nettle had her smoke compounds arrayed in neat rows on the garden bench, labeled and ranked by severity, her goggles down and her hands stained with chemical residue.

Fern was with Clover. She’d stayed with the goat all day, her pale hair pulled back, her lean body folded on the stall floor, her hands steady and warm on the animal’s sides, her soft voice a continuous gentle murmur that hadn’t stopped since dawn. Clover was recovering. Her breathing was even, her eyes clear, the kid alive inside her. Fern looked up when I entered the barn and her gray-green eyes were calm, the familiar serenity in place, but beneath it was the cold anger I’d seen that morning, quiet and permanent, the rage of a woman whose animals had been poisoned by men who considered them disposable.

“She’ll be fine,” Fern said. “Both of them.”

“Good.”

“If they come for the animals again, I’ll know before they reach the fence line.” She stroked Clover’s ear with a gentleness that was absolute and a voice that was steel beneath silk. “Stump will alert on human scent at a hundred yards. The chickens will alarm-call. Moss is territorial. The animals always know before the people do.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her hand stilled on Clover’s neck.

“I lost everything once because I couldn’t protect them,” she said. Not looking at me. Looking at the goat. “I won’t lose anything from this barn. Not the goats. Not the chickens. Not the stubborn donkey.” Her voice dropped to something barely audible. “Not the people, either.”

It was the most she’d ever said about what this farm meant to her. I sat down on the stall floor beside her, close enough that our shoulders touched. She didn’t lean in. She didn’t pull away. She let the contact sit, warm and present, and after a while her breathing eased and her hand resumed its slow stroke along Clover’s neck.

I told them everything. Kitchen table, six chairs, the lamplight warm on green skin in five different shades. Dunhill’s reaction to the filing, his composure cracking, his confidence that the valley would back him. The threat implicit in his parting words and the fear that had been real behind those pale eyes.

“He’ll do something worse,” Bramble said. Her hands were on her belly, protective, the instinct of a pregnant woman hearing her home threatened.

“He might.”

“He will.” Her gaze was steady, calculating. Eight years of reading threats before they arrived had sharpened her instincts to a razor. “But the filing is real. The magistrate is coming. And every piece of sabotage he commits is another mark against his character when the ruling comes.”

The strategy was clear. Survive the next three days. Document everything. Build the evidence. Let Dunhill make mistakes while the legal machinery ground toward a ruling.

“We circle the wagons,” I said. “Watch rotation: Thistle and I split nights. Fern positions the animals as early warning. Nettle’s perimeter plants and smoke compounds stay ready. Pip takes dawn patrol.”

Pip straightened in her chair, her eyes bright. “I’m already up at dawn.”

“That’s why you take it.”

Thistle: “You’re up because you can’t sit still.”

Pip: “And you’re up because you patrol in your sleep. We’re a team.”

Fern, deadpan: “Stump will guard the south. He bites.”

Bramble: “Stump bites everyone.”

Fern: “Exactly.”

The table was full and the plan was clear, and the people sitting around it had survived worse than one angry man with a grudge and a bag of yew bark.

Bramble served seconds. She always served seconds during crisis planning.

That night, after the others had gone to their posts and their sleep, Bramble didn’t ask. She took.

She grabbed my shirt with both fists and pulled me toward the bedroom, her deep emerald fingers knotted in the fabric, her bare feet slapping the stone with a purpose that was entirely unlike the measured Matriarch who organized kitchens and managed households. This was the woman underneath. The one who’d watched me ride to the man who’d poisoned her goat, her pregnant goat, the goat carrying a kid that was the farm’s future, and come back unbroken.

She pushed me onto the mattress. Hard. I hit the bedding with my back, and she was already climbing on top, straddling my hips, her skirt bunched around her waist, her blouse ripped open with a violence that sent one button pinging off the stone wall. Her breasts spilled free, swollen with milk, the dark nipples already leaking, twin streams running down the warm undersides. Her belly was round between us, the pregnancy showing now, and she looked down at me with brown-gold eyes that were burning with something raw and fierce and possessive.

She reached behind her, found my cock through my trousers, freed it with quick, certain hands. She was soaked. I could feel the heat before she even took me in, the wet smear of her arousal on my shaft as she positioned herself. She sank onto me in one motion, taking me to the root, and the groan she let out was half pleasure and half war cry.

“You’re mine,” she growled. The Matriarch’s voice. The voice that commanded the kitchen and organized escapes and held families together through chains and starvation. Her wide hips rolled, grinding me deep inside her, her walls clenching hot and tight around my cock. She planted her hands on my chest, her green fingers splayed, and rode me with the fierce, claiming energy of a woman who’d been someone else’s property and had finally taken property of her own.

Her breasts swayed above me, leaking, the milk spraying in warm drops that landed on my chest, my neck, my face. The droplets rolled in thin white trails across my sun-brown skin, pooling in the hollows of my collarbones. She rode harder, her wide hips slamming down, her tits bouncing violently with each impact, the wet slap of her ass against my thighs filling the room. “This farm is mine. These girls are mine. This baby is mine.” She clenched around me so hard I grunted, her walls a vise, her skin flushed nearly black from throat to chest. “Nobody is taking any of it.”

I gripped her wide hips. My calloused hands on the soft green flesh, fingers sinking in, holding her, letting her take what she needed. She was a force. The five-foot-one Matriarch riding my cock like she was claiming territory, her round belly between us, her enormous tits spraying milk with every hard downstroke. My face was wet with it. My chest was wet. The sheets were wet.

“You rode to his farm,” she gasped, not slowing, her rhythm punishing. “You looked that man in his eyes and didn’t flinch. You defended this farm. My farm. My kitchen. My baby.” Her voice broke on the last word. She ground down harder, rolling her hips in a slow, deep circle that rubbed her clit against my pelvis. “Do you know what that does to me? Do you know what it feels like to watch the man I chose stand between us and the world and not move an inch?”

“Show me,” I said.

She bared her teeth. The small goblin fangs visible, her dark eyes burning. She rode me with abandon, her hands braced on my chest, her hips moving with a primal urgency that was all body and no restraint. Her tits bounced and sprayed, the milk flying in warm droplets, the wet sound of our bodies filling the stone room. She was close. I could feel it in the way her rhythm went ragged, her walls fluttering, her thighs trembling on either side of me.

“Mine,” she snarled. “Every last inch of you.”

She came biting my shoulder. Her fangs pressed deep into the muscle, hard enough to bruise, and the pain mixed with the feeling of her pussy clenching around me in violent, possessive waves. Milk sprayed across my chest and neck, warm white on sun-brown, the contractions squeezing her swollen tits in rhythm with her orgasm. Her whole body shook above me, her green skin flushed near-black, her ears flat, her pregnant belly tight against mine.

I came inside her. Hard, deep, each spurt buried where she demanded it, gripping her wide hips and pulling her down onto every pulse. She moaned at each throb, her sensitive walls milking me, her body pulling my cum deep and holding it there. Her milk ran down my chest in warm rivers. Her breath came ragged against my neck, hot and damp, her fangs still pressed against my bruised shoulder.

She collapsed onto me. Breathing hard. The milk drying between us, sweet-smelling and warm. Her swollen belly pressed against mine, the baby between us, safe. Her full breasts spread warm and heavy across my chest, the dark nipples still leaking slowly, the last drops seeping into my skin.

“Especially not some man on a horse,” she whispered into my neck.

I held her until she slept.

In the morning, Maren’s message arrived via the traveling tinker who passed through the valley every two weeks. A folded note, sealed with candle wax.

“The filing is confirmed,” I read aloud at the kitchen table. “A magistrate will visit Greenvale within two months to survey and rule. Until then, both Dunhill’s surface rights and the counter-claim are in formal dispute. He can’t act officially.”

The second paragraph: “He won’t wait for the law. He never does. Be careful. And feed that herbalist of yours. Her salves are keeping my hands alive. M.”

Bramble smiled at that. The fierce smile of a woman whose army was growing and whose kitchen was full.

Three days remained. Then two. Then one. The ultimatum expired on a quiet morning with no riders on the ridge and no fences cut and no poison in the creek. Dunhill’s thirty days ended, and we were still here.

The silence after the deadline was louder than the sabotage had been. It meant he was thinking. It meant the next thing would be bigger.

The kitchen light went out. Bramble’s lullaby drifted through the stone walls, the slow version, the one that meant stay close and stay quiet and morning will come.


Chapter 11: Still Water Runs

Day thirty came and went without incident. The ultimatum expired. No riders appeared on the ridge. No fences were cut. No poison fouled the creek. Dunhill’s deadline passed with the quiet finality of a sentence that had run out of words, and the farm breathed.

Not relaxed. Breathed. The way you breathe after a held breath, the first expansion of lungs that have been clenched, the relief that isn’t relief yet but the possibility of it. The sabotage would come back. Dunhill wasn’t finished. But for one day, one quiet, golden late-summer day, the farm existed without someone trying to take it apart.

The morning started the way mornings started now: Bramble in the kitchen with the lullaby on her lips and the bread in the oven and her belly pressing gently against the counter when she leaned forward to stir the porridge. Her massive breasts, swollen with the milk that had become the farm’s secret weapon, strained her blouse from the first button, and the dark green waves of her loose hair caught the morning light through the kitchen window. She looked up when I came in, brown-gold eyes warm and unguarded, and the smile she gave me was the smile of a woman who’d woken up in a man’s arms and still couldn’t quite believe it was real.

“Good morning, dear.”

“Good morning.”

“The bread’s almost ready. Tell Thistle she can stop patrolling long enough to eat.”

Thistle spent the day on the perimeter anyway. She walked the fence line three times, checked every alarm wire, inspected every post. The rope marks on her wrists had faded to pale lines, almost invisible against her olive-green skin, but she’d taken to wearing her tool belt higher, the leather strap sitting just above the marks, not covering them but framing them. She came in for supper with sawdust in her short auburn hair and the report that everything was secure and the unspoken admission that she’d needed to check. She ate sitting down, which was the new habit, the one that had started the morning after the rope and hadn’t stopped.

Pip spent the day in the south field, harvesting the first of the autumn squash, her bare lime-green back gleaming in the sun, her copper-red hair full of leaves and a wildflower she’d tucked behind one pointed ear. Her cloth band was its usual barely-there strip, her wrap-skirt its usual barely-there length, and she moved through the rows with the bouncing energy that was pure Pip but quieter than it used to be. Not seeking validation. Just existing, openly, joyfully, in the skin she’d finally learned was worth being seen in. She sang while she worked. Off-key, enthusiastic, the kind of singing that made the birds change trees and Thistle throw small objects from the fence line.

“Could you sing quieter?” Thistle yelled from the north fence.

“No!” Pip yelled back.

“Could you sing better?”

“Also no!”

Nettle spent the day in her garden, measuring the growth rates of her aquifer-irrigated test specimens with renewed focus. Her goggles were down, her journal open, her ink-stained fingers moving between the plants and the page with the rhythm of a woman who’d found her life’s work and intended to pursue it until the pages ran out. The greenhouse frame loomed behind her, half-finished, the skeleton of something that would transform her garden from seasonal to year-round. She looked up when I passed, her pale eyes bright behind the lenses, and the look she gave me was not the flustered, ear-burning look from before the workbench. It was steady. Warm. The look of a woman who’d stopped hiding and liked what she saw.

Bramble spent the day in the kitchen, preserving the last of the summer vegetables, her belly beginning to show the barest curve beneath her apron. She hummed. The lullaby from the camps, but faster, lighter, the version that wasn’t about keeping darkness away but about welcoming what the light brought in. She touched her belly constantly, a reflex, the unconscious gesture of a woman protecting what grew inside her with the same fierceness she’d used to protect four escaped girls through mountains and starvation.

Fern spent the day with the animals.

She was always with the animals. It was where she was most herself, in the barn among the hay and the warm breath of livestock and the steady rhythm of creatures that communicated in a language she understood better than any other. Since her arrival, she’d transformed the barn from a shelter into a functioning livestock operation: Clover healthy and round with her advancing pregnancy, fully recovered from the poisoning. Stump groomed and strong and pulling the plow like the draft animal he was born to be. The chickens laying consistently, their nesting box routine producing two eggs daily with clockwork regularity. A second wild goat that Fern had lured from the hills with patience and grain, now penned beside Clover and already accepting the milking routine. Fern had named her Moss, and Moss followed Fern the way Stump did: with the quiet devotion of an animal who’d found its person.

She didn’t announce her competence. She didn’t need validation or praise or even acknowledgment. She worked because the animals needed work, and the work needed doing, and the connection between her hands and the creatures she tended was as natural as the connection between roots and soil.

But I’d noticed something changing in the weeks since her arrival. The stillness that defined Fern had developed cracks. Small ones. A lingering gaze when I came into the barn, her pale gaze holding mine a beat longer than animal assessment required. A touch on my arm that lasted a breath longer than necessary when she handed me Stump’s lead rope, her lean fingers warm against my forearm. The humming she did when she thought no one was listening, the melody that stopped when she heard my footsteps and resumed after I passed, as if the music was connected to thoughts she wasn’t ready to share.

She watched the others with a curiosity that was becoming something more. She’d seen Pip walk across the yard marked and bare, cum on lime-green skin, and her ears had perked with unfamiliar interest. She’d heard the sounds from behind the barn and from Nettle’s garden and from the bedroom where Bramble’s voice carried through stone walls. She’d observed Thistle walking lighter after the rope, sitting at the table, eating like someone who’d found something worth staying for. She’d catalogued all of it the way she catalogued animal behavior, building her understanding of the herd’s dynamics.

The evening animal rounds were our routine. Fern and I, together, checking on Clover and Moss, filling troughs, securing gates, making sure Stump was settled for the night. The work took an hour and was conducted mostly in silence, the comfortable, complete quiet that was our shared language. We moved through the barn in complementary patterns, her at the animal side, me at the infrastructure side, crossing paths at the hay store and the water pump and the gate latches.

The barn was warm. Hay-scented, lantern-lit, the gold light turning the rough timber walls to honey. Clover dozed in her stall, her belly round and her breathing deep, the kid growing strong inside her. Stump stood in his corner with his eyes half-closed, his jaw working on the last of his evening grain. The chickens had roosted, their murmurs diminishing to silence, Breakfast and Lunch pressed together on the perch with Dinner slightly apart in the manner of a chicken who valued personal space. Moss was curled against Clover’s side, the two goats sharing warmth.

Fern hung the lantern on the hook above the main aisle. She moved through the barn with the unhurried grace that characterized everything she did, her silver-white hair catching the light and turning to liquid metal, her green skin warm in the gold glow. She was wearing the tunic she’d arrived in, repaired and washed, cinched at her narrow waist with a cord. Her bare feet were calloused but healed. Her long ears tilted forward, listening to the barn’s settling sounds.

She checked the last gate latch. Turned to face me.

“The animals trust you,” she said.

The words were familiar. She’d said them before, in this barn, weeks ago. But the tone was different. The steadiness was there, the absolute certainty that was Fern’s signature. But underneath the stillness, something trembled. A current in still water.

“Clover calms when you’re near. Stump lets you lead him. Moss accepted the milking stool on her third day because you were standing beside her.” She paused. Her gray-green eyes found mine in the lantern light, luminous, the color of the creek on a cloudy morning. “I’ve watched how animals respond to you since my first night here. I watch because that’s how I’ve always measured people. Not by what they say. By how the creatures around them behave.”

“What do they say about me?”

“That you’re safe. That you’ll take care of what’s yours.” She took a step toward me. Her bare feet were silent on the hay. Her hair swayed with the movement. “I’ve never belonged to a herd before. In the forest, I was always at the edge. Closer to the animals than to my own people. I understood the cattle and the goats and the birds better than I understood the goblins who shared my fire.”

Another step. Close enough that I could smell her: clean hay, animal warmth, the faint herbal scent of Nettle’s soap, and underneath it something that was just Fern, green and growing and alive.

“I’d like to belong to a herd,” she said. Her gaze steady. “This herd. Your herd.”

She kissed me.

Soft. Certain. Unhurried. A kiss that was a decision, the way she decided everything: by observing, by understanding, by choosing the right moment and acting without hesitation.

Her lips were warm. Her hands came to rest on my chest, her long green fingers spread over my heart, feeling the beat accelerate under her palms. Her ears twitched, the long pointed tips rising with recognition.

“Yes,” she whispered against my mouth. “Like that.”

I laid her in clean hay.

Her silver-white hair spread around her head like a halo, stark against the gold of the straw and the forest-green of her skin. The gold light painted her in warm tones, turning the green to something rich and deep, the silver hair to molten light. She looked up at me from the hay, those gray-green eyes steady, luminous, and for the first time I saw the depth behind the serenity. Everything moved beneath the surface, and the surface gave nothing away.

I undressed her slowly. The tunic untied at the waist, the cord coming free, the fabric parting. My calloused hands against her forest-green skin for the first time, the contact electric, my hands sliding the fabric off her shoulders while the warmth of her body radiated into my fingers. She was different from every woman I’d touched on this farm. Her body underneath was lean and elegant: long for a goblin, her limbs graceful, her waist narrow enough that my hands could nearly span it. Her breasts were small, firm B-cups, the nipples dark and hardening as the night air touched them, shaped perfectly on her slender frame, the kind of proportions that made you want to cup them and feel the whole breast fit your palm. Her hips were narrow, her stomach flat with the subtle definition of a body shaped by walking and animal work, her legs long and toned. She wasn’t built like the others. Where Bramble was all soft abundance and Pip was a tiny firecracker and Nettle was spectacularly thick and Thistle was compact ferocity, Fern was willowy. Elongated. Elegant. A different kind of beautiful, like a forest sapling, and the lantern light on her green skin made her look like something from the old stories the valley told about spirits in the trees.

I worshipped her. Kissed her collarbones, the delicate ridges beneath forest-green skin, feeling her pulse quicken under my lips. The shallow valley between her small breasts, my tongue tracing the warm skin, her nipples hardening further when my breath touched them. I took one in my mouth, the small breast fitting my palm perfectly, and she inhaled, the first disruption in her steady breathing, a short intake through parted lips. I sucked gently, my tongue circling the dark green nipple, and her hands came to my shoulders, her long fingers pressing into the muscle but not gripping. Not yet.

I kissed lower. The flat plane of her stomach, the skin warm and smooth and faintly salty with the thin sheen of nervous sweat, her muscles twitching under my mouth as I worked down. Her narrow hips, the sharp bones beneath lean flesh. Her long thighs, the inner surfaces incredibly soft, the skin there a shade lighter than the rest of her, and she inhaled sharply when my lips touched the tender skin of her upper inner thigh, her legs spreading wider on instinct, her composure still holding but thinner now, the surface of the deep water beginning to ripple.

Her pussy was beautiful. Dark forest-green, flushed darker where the blood was gathering, the lips swollen with arousal she’d been controlling for weeks through serene silence and deliberate calm. She was wet. Not dripping yet, but glistening, the slick evidence of what her composed exterior had been hiding. I ran my tongue along her slit, slow, flat, tasting her, and she tasted green and alive, like the forest she came from, with an undertone of salt and warmth. Her hips twitched. Her composure held.

I licked her again. Slower. Deeper. My tongue parting her, finding her clit, circling it with deliberate pressure. She breathed. Steadily. Watching me with those calm eyes, her silver hair fanned around her in the hay, the picture of quiet control. But her thighs were trembling against my ears, the faintest vibration, and her long pointed ears had begun to tilt forward, listening to her own body with the same attention she gave to animals.

I slid two fingers inside her while my tongue worked her clit. She was tight, blazing hot, her walls gripping my fingers with a reflexive clench. She made a small sound. Just a hum. Her composure, holding.

I curled my fingers. Found the spot. Pressed.

Her back arched off the hay. Just slightly. Her breathing stuttered. One fissure in the stillness.

I rose over her. The size difference was less extreme than with Pip or Thistle but still significant: my six-one frame over her five-foot slenderness, my broad shoulders blocking the lantern light, casting her in my shadow. She looked up at me, pale eyes luminous, and the calm was still there but something was moving beneath it, something vast and building.

I entered her.

Her composure broke open.

The first orgasm hit within seconds. I felt it before I heard it: her walls clenching in sudden, violent contractions around my cock, gripping me with a force that made my arms buckle, her whole body arching off the hay in a sharp, involuntary curve. And then the rush. She gushed. A flood of warm fluid, soaking my thighs, spraying against my pelvis, pouring into the hay beneath her in a spreading dark circle. Her body released with a force that shocked us both. The fluid was warm and copious, running in streams between us, and the wet sound of it filled the barn.

Her eyes went wide. The gray-green enormous, the pupils blown to black, the stillness obliterated. Her mouth opened in a silent O. Her hands flew to her face, pressing against her cheeks, and the look on her face was pure, unfiltered shock.

“I… that’s never…” Her voice cracked. Fern, who was never flustered, who was never startled, who processed every piece of the world with quiet analytical precision, was staring at me with an expression of absolute bewilderment. The calmest woman on the farm, who hadn’t shown a single strong emotion since the day she arrived, was gaping. “I don’t… that’s never happened before. I didn’t know I could…”

I didn’t stop. I gripped her narrow hips, my rough hands wrapping around the lean green flesh, and thrust deeper. Her lean body took me easily, her long legs spreading wider, her back pressed into the soaked hay.

The second orgasm hit thirty seconds later. She gasped, a sharp intake that became a moan she couldn’t control, her back arching higher, her long legs spreading wide, and she flooded again. Harder. The gush was more forceful this time, the fluid spraying between us, soaking the hay in a wider circle, the warm wetness running in streams down my thighs. Her hips bucked upward, involuntary, her body moving without her mind’s permission, her control gone entirely.

“Oh,” she breathed. Her voice was thin. Raw. Unrecognizable. “Oh. I can’t stop it. I’m. It’s happening again.”

I changed the angle. Lifted her narrow hips with my hands, tilting her pelvis, and thrust deeper, hitting a new spot inside her that I could feel against the head of my cock, swollen and sensitive. Her composure, already fractured, detonated. The third orgasm was a wall of sensation that crashed through her entire body and tore a scream from her throat. She grabbed fistfuls of hay, her knuckles going white, her long green fingers buried in gold straw, and she squirted. The fluid arced upward, spraying across my stomach and chest in a warm, shocking burst, the force of it visible, her hips jerking off the hay with each pulse. The sound she made was not the soft, controlled voice of the calmest woman on the farm. It was a scream. High and broken and stripped of everything she’d ever used to hold herself together.

The animals reacted. Clover lifted her head from her stall. Stump shifted, his ears rotating toward the sound. The chickens murmured on their roost. Then, as if responding to some signal from Fern that existed outside human perception, they settled. Turned away. Gave her privacy in the only way animals could. Even they knew this wasn’t danger. This was something else.

“Don’t stop,” she sobbed, and the words came from a woman I hadn’t met yet, the one behind the stillness. “Please. Don’t stop. I don’t understand what’s happening but don’t stop.”

I gripped her narrow hips and drove into her. Harder. Her long goblin legs wrapped around me, her heels pressing against the small of my back, her lean body shaking with the force of what was happening inside her. Fourth orgasm. She was sobbing now, not with sadness but with the overwhelming, helpless sensation of a body that had discovered something about itself that the mind hadn’t known was there. She gushed again, the fluid running in rivers into the straw, her thighs slick and glistening, her pussy gripping my cock in spasming contractions that milked me toward my own edge. I held back. She needed this more than she’d ever needed anything.

Her skin glistened in the lantern light, wet everywhere, flushed darker than I’d ever seen goblin skin go, almost black with the blood rushing to the surface. Her hair was plastered to her face and her neck and the straw beneath her, dark with moisture, and her small breasts heaved with her ragged breathing, the dark green nipples standing hard and stiff.

“I can’t stop,” she gasped. Her eyes were wild, the quiet demolished. Everything she’d held below the surface was pouring out. “I can’t. It keeps happening. Every time you move. Every time you push deeper. I can’t control it.”

“Don’t try to control it.” I thrust deeper. Harder. Held her gray-green gaze. “You don’t have to be calm right now. Let it happen.”

Fifth orgasm. I pushed her long legs back toward her chest, her flexibility astonishing, her knees almost touching the hay on either side of her head, the position opening her completely and putting me deep at the center of her sensitivity. She screamed. Not the controlled voice. Not the measured tone. A raw, shattered scream that echoed off the barn rafters. She squirted so hard the fluid hit my chest in a warm arc, spraying between us, her entire body convulsing in spasms so powerful they shook the hay pile and sent a fine mist of straw dust into the lantern light, golden particles suspended in the warm air around her thrashing silver hair.

I held her through it. My hands on her narrow hips, my body over hers, sheltering her while the orgasms rolled through her like waves in a river during flood. She gripped my forearms with her long green fingers, the nails pressing crescents into my sun-brown skin, her grip desperate and involuntary, and she looked at me with eyes that held terror and wonder and pleasure in a ratio she’d never experienced, all of it churning behind pale irises that had been calm for twenty years and would never be entirely calm again.

“Is this,” she gasped between crests, her voice broken and small, “is this what they feel? All of them? Bramble and Pip and the others? Is this what the sounds through the walls are?”

“I don’t know. You feel different.”

“Different how?”

“More.”

She half-laughed, half-sobbed, and the sound broke into her sixth orgasm. Her body was a continuous arc, her lean frame bent like a bow, her walls clenching in overlapping contractions that milked my cock in rhythmic pulses, each one drawing me deeper. She clamped around me so hard my vision went white, her pussy gripping me with a force that was almost painful, desperate, her body refusing to let me withdraw even an inch. The gushing pulsed with each crest, warm fluid soaking everything, the hay beneath us dark and flattened, the blanket beneath her back drenched, her forest-green skin glistening.

I came inside her during the sixth. The orgasm tore through me with a force that hollowed my chest and buckled my arms. Every pulse met by her clenching walls, her body pulling me deeper, pulling everything from me with a grip that bordered on violence. She screamed at the feeling of my cum flooding into her, the warmth mixing with her own, the simultaneous release overwhelming, and her body convulsed one final, devastating time around me, her walls milking the last drops from my cock while her own fluid sprayed warm between us, before she collapsed into the drenched hay and went boneless.

She lay in a puddle of her own making.

The hay was drenched in a circle around her, dark with fluid, the straw flattened and soaked. Her chest heaved. Her silver-white hair was plastered to her flushed green skin, the strands dark with sweat and moisture. Her eyes were half-closed, her body still twitching with diminishing aftershocks that made her hips jerk and her walls flutter around me where I still rested inside her.

The woman who never raised her voice, who calmed animals with a whisper. Wrecked. Demolished. Soaked and trembling and making sounds she’d never made.

She opened one eye.

“Is that normal?” she asked. Her voice was a thread, ragged and raw, barely louder than the lantern’s hiss.

“I don’t know,” I said, wiping the wet hair from her face, the wet strands catching on my calloused fingers. “But I’m going to find out.”

She half-laughed, half-sobbed. The sound broke something open in her, the emotional release that hadn’t come through conversation or confession or tears, arriving now through her body’s total surrender. She’d lost her community. She’d walked alone for two weeks with a stubborn donkey. She’d found a farm and a herd and kept her mask in place through everything, because the mask was all she had.

Now the mask was gone, and what was left was a woman lying in wet hay, trembling, laughing, crying, alive. More alive than she’d been in months. More present than all those years of quiet control had ever allowed.

I pulled out gently. She winced. My cum and her fluid mixed on her inner thighs, white on glistening green, and she looked down at herself with the expression of a woman surveying damage she hadn’t known she could cause.

I wrapped her in the horse blanket. The blanket that had held Thistle after the barn wall and after the rope. The rough wool that was becoming a tradition on this farm, a thing that smelled of hay and comfort and the particular warmth of aftercare. She curled into it, her long body folding compact, her pale hair spilling over the rough wool.

Stump nudged her foot through the stall bars, his rubbery lips mouthing at her toes. She reached down and petted his nose absently, her eyes closing, a smile on her face that was the first real, full smile anyone had seen from Fern.

“I think I ruined your hay,” she said.

“I’ll cut more.”

She laughed. A real laugh, full and warm, the most sound anyone had heard Fern make since the day she arrived. The sound filled the barn and startled the chickens and made Stump snort in surprise and made Clover lift her head and blink.

I held her until the laughter faded into sleep. The lantern burned low. The barn was quiet and close and smelled of hay and animals and the aftermath of something neither of us had expected but both of us would remember.

Morning. The kitchen table.

Fern arrived last. She walked in from the barn, silver-white hair neatly braided, tunic clean, bare feet silent on the stone floor. She sat at her bench, poured herself tea, and took a sip with the measured stillness she wore every day.

Perfectly composed. As if the barn had been a dream that dissolved with the dawn.

Pip stared at her for eight full seconds before her patience ran out.

“Something’s different about you,” Pip said, her head tilted.

Fern sipped her tea. “I slept well.”

Bramble, who had heard everything through the barn walls, said: “The barn walls are thinner than you’d think, dear.”

Fern’s ears flushed dark. A deep, unmistakable blush that spread from the base to the long pointed tips, vivid enough for the whole table to see. Her composure cracked for two seconds before she reassembled it.

“I see,” she said.

Pip opened her mouth. Bramble held up one finger.

“Don’t.”

Pip closed her mouth. Bounced silently in her chair, bare feet swinging, the grin threatening to split her face.

Thistle, across the table, caught Fern’s eye. Gold met gray-green. The fighter and the gentle one, different in every way except the one that mattered: they’d both chosen to trust the same man with the parts of themselves that scared them. Thistle nodded. Small. Controlled. One warrior acknowledging another’s battle.

Fern nodded back.

Nettle tapped the rim of her goggles and said, “The physiological phenomenon you described aurally through the barn walls is consistent with female ejaculation, which is medically documented in several species including…”

“Nettle,” everyone said simultaneously.

Bramble placed a bread roll in Nettle’s mouth with the gentle authority of a woman who’d been silencing scholars and children for decades. The table settled. Six people and one baby and one herd’s worth of animals, all fed, all safe, all exactly where they belonged.

Fern sipped her tea and said nothing, and the silence was the specific silence of a woman who’d found her place and intended to keep it.


Chapter 12: Five Roots

Late summer on the farm looked like something a painter would invent and a farmer would dismiss as unrealistic. The fields were green and gold, the south field heavy with autumn squash and root vegetables, the north field producing its first real yield of rye and kale from soil that Fern’s amendments and Nettle’s aquifer tonics had transformed from alkaline rock to workable earth. The creek ran clear, the poisoning weeks behind us, the water tested daily by Fern and declared safe with the confidence of a woman who trusted her own senses over any instrument. The fences stood straight and doubled and wired with Thistle’s alarm system, which hadn’t been tripped since the ultimatum expired.

The farm was thriving in a way that shouldn’t have been possible for a property that had been a ruin eight weeks ago and a contested battleground for the last six.

I knew the numbers because Nettle kept them. Crop yield: four times our first harvest, and this was only the secondary planting. Root cellar: overflowing. Preserved stores: thirty-seven jars of pickled vegetables, twelve of preserved fruit from the wild plum trees Pip had discovered along the creek, eight of rendered fat, six of Bramble’s honey from the hive Fern had located in the woodlot. Livestock: two goats, one pregnant and one in milk, one donkey, three laying hens producing two eggs daily. Herbal inventory: Nettle’s garden was producing enough medicinal preparations to trade at Maren’s store, which had become the farm’s primary source of income now that half the valley wouldn’t sell to us directly.

And Bramble’s milk. The secret weapon. Diluted into irrigation water, it had boosted the north field’s yield by three hundred percent. Applied to Clover’s feed, it had accelerated the goat’s pregnancy to a development rate that Fern said was healthy but remarkable. The seedlings in Nettle’s test greenhouse were the size of small trees.

Nobody outside the kitchen table knew about the milk. What the valley saw was a farm that was producing beyond any reasonable expectation, run by a young man and his goblin workers who seemed to be doing the impossible.

Maren noticed. “Your uncle couldn’t grow weeds on that land,” she said when I brought the latest trade goods to her store. Her sharp blue eyes swept the baskets of squash and bundles of herbs, each one larger and more vibrant than anything the valley had seen. “What are you feeding those fields?”

“Good soil,” I said.

“Hmm.” She didn’t push. Maren was the kind of ally who respected boundaries because she understood that secrets kept in the right hands were assets, not liabilities. She weighed the squash, calculated the credit, and wrote the figure in her brass-clasped ledger with a hand that had been writing numbers for thirty years and knew when they didn’t add up.

I walked the farm that evening. Not the perimeter walk, Thistle’s domain. This was something different. A tour of what we’d built, from the stone farmhouse with its warm kitchen and full shelves to the barn extension with its proper livestock housing, from the north and south fields planted and producing to Nettle’s expanded garden with the greenhouse frame rising like the skeleton of something that would change everything again. The root cellar, stocked for winter. The chicken coop, Thistle’s tight construction. The goat pen, Fern’s design. The smokehouse with its stone walls and tin hood. The drying racks fragrant with Nettle’s herbs. The drainage channels and the perimeter alert system and the doubled fences.

From ruin to homestead. From weeds and sagging walls to a farm that fed six people and traded surplus. Over the course of the summer, Ashvale Farm had become what Uncle Aldric had wanted it to be and what Dunhill had bet it never could: alive.

The harvest happened on a morning the valley gave us as a gift: clear sky, warm air, the ridge catching the gold light. All six of us in the fields, plus Stump pulling the harvest sledge, plus Clover grazing in the yard because Fern said she needed the exercise. Plus Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner scratching for insects in the harvested rows, performing the pest control that Pip insisted was their primary occupation.

Bramble directed. She stood at the head of the south field, her belly showing now beneath her apron, her loose dark green hair catching the breeze, and she assigned rows with the authority that came as naturally to her as breathing. “Pip, squash, east rows. Thistle, root vegetables. Nettle, catalogue yields as we go. Fern, manage the sledge and Stump. Thorn, everything else.”

“What about you?” Pip asked.

“I’ll supervise.”

“Again?”

“Being pregnant has privileges, dear.”

The harvest was enormous. Squash in sizes that made Nettle’s eyes go wide behind her goggles. Root vegetables that had grown dense and sweet in the aquifer-fed soil. Rye grain that Pip bundled with the speed of someone who’d found her stride and never looked back, her green arms a blur. Kale so dark and glossy it looked lacquered.

Pip won the harvest race again. She was unstoppable in the field, her small bright body a blur of motion, her copper-red hair flying, her bare feet slapping the sun-baked earth. She filled three baskets to Thistle’s two and celebrated by doing a victory dance that involved jumping on Stump’s back. Stump, who had apparently decided that Pip fell within his tolerance range, allowed it for four seconds before walking sideways.

“I’m the harvest queen!” Pip declared from Stump’s back, her arms raised in triumph.

“You’re the harvest pest,” Thistle said. But her eyes held the warmth that had been building in them for weeks, the reluctant fondness that Thistle would deny under torture and everyone at the table could see.

Nettle catalogued the yields in real time. “The Cucurbita pepo specimens average forty-three percent larger than the regional mean,” she announced. “The Brassica oleracea shows exceptional glucosinolate density.”

“Nettle,” Bramble said. “Is the harvest good?”

The tiny smile. “The harvest is excellent.”

Fern managed the sledge with quiet efficiency. Stump pulled the full loads to the root cellar and returned for more with a work ethic that Thistle admitted was impressive. “He’s ugly and stubborn and he smells,” Thistle said. “He’s the best worker on this farm after me.”

The root cellar was full. More than full. We stacked baskets along the cellar walls, in the farmhouse pantry, in the barn’s dry storage. Enough food for winter. Enough for spring. Enough to trade and enough left over that Bramble was already planning next year’s expansion.

The feast was Bramble’s masterpiece.

She’d been cooking since noon, refusing help, banishing everyone from the kitchen with the authority of a chef protecting her craft. Root vegetable stew enriched with bone broth. Roasted squash glazed with wild honey. Three loaves of fresh bread, golden-crusted and warm. Sauteed greens in rendered fat. Pickled beets that gleamed like rubies. And a pudding that Pip described as “the best thing that has ever happened to my mouth.”

All of it ours, from the soil to the table.

We ate at the table. Six chairs now, the bench replaced with a proper chair that Thistle had built for Fern, carved from ash with a smooth seat and legs that matched the others. Bramble served seconds, thirds. Pip ate four bowls. Nettle took notes on the flavor profile. Thistle ate three, sitting down, and gave the stew her highest compliment: silence. Fern ate steadily, feeding scraps to Stump under the table. I ate until the belt protested and then ate more because Bramble put another bowl in front of me with the look that said eating was not optional.

Wine. Maren had sent a bottle, wrapped in cloth: “For the harvest. You’ve earned it. Don’t tell Dunhill. M.”

The wine was rough and local and tasted like the valley itself. Bramble poured it into five mugs, measured Pip’s half-portion, and raised her own mug of herb tea.

“To the farm,” she said.

“To the farm.”

The warmth settled over the table. Pip’s eyes sparkled with wine. Nettle’s cheeks deepened in color. Thistle’s shoulders dropped, the perpetual tension eased. Fern sat with quiet contentment. Five goblin women in five different shades of green, their pointed ears at various angles of relaxation, their fangs visible in their smiles.

I looked around the table. Five goblin women, a kitchen that smelled like bread, fields that produced beyond explanation, a donkey that bit everyone, and a baby on the way. The speed at which “broken farm, no plan” had become “this” should have been impossible and wasn’t.

Bramble looked at me. The particular light in her brown-gold eyes. The Matriarch making a decision.

“I think we’ve earned something tonight,” she said. She stood. Took my hand. Led me toward the barn.

The others followed.

The barn was close and golden, the hay fresh, the lantern light soft. Bramble had prepared it: horse blankets over clean hay in the main aisle, creating a space that was part bed and part nest. The animals were settled. The barn smelled of hay and warmth and the particular sweetness of a harvest evening.

Pip bounced in first, already pulling her cloth band off, her perky breasts bouncing free. Nettle entered slowly, adjusting her goggles with trembling fingers. Thistle came through the door with her arms crossed and her expression set in feigned reluctance that fooled nobody. Fern entered last, calm, curious, her pale gaze taking in the space Bramble had prepared.

Bramble turned to face us all. The Matriarch in her element. Not the kitchen this time. A different kind of meal.

“I’ve watched all of you find him,” she said. Her voice was the warm contralto, the commanding one. “Each of you, in your own way.” The knowing smile. “I’ve approved of every one of you because I trust the man I chose, and I trust the women who chose him.”

She looked at me. “Tonight, we’re a family. All of us. Together.”

She offered her breast. Unbuttoned her blouse with steady hands and freed one heavy breast, the green skin swollen with milk, the dark green nipple already beading with a warm white drop that caught the lantern light. She held my gaze, her eyes steady and commanding and certain, and cupped the heavy breast in her own hand, lifting it, offering the leaking nipple to my mouth.

I lowered my head and drank. The warm, sweet, herb-scented milk flooded my senses, rich and alive, and I groaned against her skin. Her hand came to the back of my head, her green fingers threading through my hair, guiding, holding me against the heavy fullness of her breast.

“Pip,” Bramble said, her voice steady despite my mouth on her, Bramble commanding even while she nursed. “You know what to do, dear.”

Pip dropped to her knees with a grin so wide both fang-tips showed. She was between my legs instantly, her small lime-green hands on my belt, working the buckle with practiced speed, her amber eyes looking up at me past the heavy curve of Bramble’s breast. She freed my cock, both small green hands wrapping around the shaft, and she moaned at the sight of it, the sound theatrical and genuine at once. Then she took me in her mouth with a long, wet, worshipful moan that echoed through the barn, sloppy and eager, her lime-green lips stretched wide, performing for the audience of four goblin women watching with varying degrees of composure.

Bramble directed the scene with quiet authority and the absolute expectation of compliance. Her free hand stroked my hair while Pip’s mouth worked my cock, the dual sensation of nursing and being sucked making my knees buckle.

“Nettle, dear. Come show him your best.”

Nettle trembled but moved. She reached up and removed her goggles with shaking, ink-stained fingers, the surrender signal, placing them carefully on a hay bale with the precision she brought to everything, even when her hands shook and her ears burned dark green. She turned, bent over the hay bale beside me, and presented. Her round ass in those tortured leggings, round and full and straining the fabric. Her dark-green hair fell loose from its braid, cascading over one shoulder. She looked back at me over her shoulder, sage-green eyes wide and wanting and bare without the goggles. My free hand found her, sliding down the curve of her legging-clad ass, feeling the heat of her through the thin fabric, then slipping beneath the waistband. My fingers found the slick warmth between her thick thighs, and she whimpered, gripping the hay.

“The experimental parameters suggest that multi-participant scenarios could provide valuable comparative data regarding…”

“Hush,” Bramble said, with fondness.

Nettle hushed. My fingers slid deeper, teasing the cleft of her ass where the herbal oil had opened her weeks ago, circling with deliberate pressure, and she buried her face in the hay and made a sound that was pure, clinical-vocabulary-free need.

Thistle hung back at the barn’s edge. Arms crossed over her leather chest-wrap, jaw set, the fighter’s resistance on full display. But those fierce eyes tracked what was happening with an intensity that flushed her olive-green skin dark across her throat and the exposed V of her chest-wrap. Her small firm nipples were visible through the thin leather, hard points pressing against the material. Her knees locked, her weight shifting. Her breathing was shallow and fast.

Bramble looked at her with the patience that had reached Thistle through food in the camps and silence on the fence line and years of not giving up on a furious girl who bit every hand except the one that fed her.

“Your turn, stubborn girl.”

Thistle’s jaw worked. Her fierce gaze flickered to the rope coil on the barn wall. Her rope. Her kink. Her choice. The thing she’d asked for in the dark and would deny in the light, the surrender that the fighter couldn’t give without being made to give it.

Bramble followed her gaze. Without a word, the Matriarch crossed the barn, took the rope down, and held it out. The hemp was rough and strong, Thistle’s own construction, the same coil that had hung her from this same beam.

“I’ll tie you,” Bramble said. “The way he does. If you want.”

Thistle crossed the barn in three strides and thrust her scarred wrists at Bramble. The Matriarch tied the bowline with steady, practiced hands, the knot sitting precisely over the old camp scars with the care of a woman who understood exactly what those wrists had endured and what it meant for them to be bound by choice, by the hands of a woman who’d untied them in the camps. She raised Thistle’s bound wrists overhead and looped the rope over the barn beam. Blindfolded her with a cloth from her apron pocket. The fighter, suspended, helpless, trembling, her compact olive-green body bare from the waist up where Bramble had pulled down the chest-wrap, her small firm breasts exposed, her scarred forearms stretched above her. Choosing every second of it. Her fangs showed between parted lips, not a threat but the visible edge of something enormous breaking open inside her.

I took Pip first.

Lifted her from her knees, one arm, her weight nothing in my grip, her bright body leaving the ground with a squeak of delight. I set her on the hay bale, pushed her wrap-skirt aside, and entered her from behind while Bramble guided my mouth back to her breast, milk flowing warm onto my face and dripping down onto Pip’s bare green back in thin white trails. Pip was vocal. Gloriously, exhibitionistically vocal, performing for an audience of four goblin women, moaning my name loud enough to make the chickens shift on their roosts and Stump snort in his stall.

“Yes! Oh, Thorn, yes! Everyone’s watching! Can you hear me? I hope everyone can hear me!” Her small body bounced with each thrust, her red hair wild, her perky breasts swinging, her lime-green skin flushed bright with arousal. I gripped her tiny waist, my calloused hands spanning it entirely, and drove into her hard enough to make the hay bale rock. She came with a cry that was half scream and half delighted laughter, her lime-green pussy clenching around me, her ears pinning flat, her whole body seizing and then going limp and glowing. She sprawled across the hay grinning like she’d won the harvest race again, her hand trailing lazily to her own clit to ride the aftershocks.

Thistle next. I moved to where she hung from the beam, her green body stretched and helpless and beautiful, her eyes hidden behind the blindfold, her small chest heaving. She’d been listening to Pip’s screams and her body showed it: flushed dark from throat to stomach, her cut-off leggings visibly damp at the inner thigh.

I took her roughly. Standing, from behind, my hands gripping her narrow hips, pulling her back onto my cock while her bound arms strained overhead and her bare feet left the hay. The angle was deep and brutal and exactly what she craved. She snarled through clenched teeth, the aggressive sound of a fighter’s pride holding out for three thrusts before the snarls dissolved into moans, the moans into broken sounds that came from somewhere past language.

“Harder,” she gasped. “Harder than you gave her.”

I gave her harder. I spanked her mid-thrust, the crack of my palm on her bare olive-green ass ringing through the barn, and she screamed, her body convulsing against the rope, her back arching, her bound wrists twisting. Her compact body was a knot of olive-green muscle dissolving into softness, the fighter becoming something smaller and needier with every stroke. She came violently, her walls clamping around me in vicious spasms, her body going rigid and then completely limp, her head falling forward, her choppy auburn hair hanging in her face. A broken whisper through clenched teeth: “Yours.”

While I took Thistle, Pip sprawled on the hay, flushed and satisfied and grinning, watching with her hand working between her own thighs, her eyes bright with voyeur satisfaction. She watched Thistle’s body swing on the rope, watched my cock drive into the fighter’s compact frame, and her fingers moved faster.

“Harder,” Pip whispered, her breath catching. Whether she was talking to me or to herself was beautifully unclear.

Nettle. I’d been teasing her throughout, my free hand returning to her spectacular ass between each partner, fingers sliding beneath her waistband to tease the slick heat between her thick thighs but never entering, circling her most sensitive places and withdrawing. Building her deliberately, edging her with the patience that would break her clinical armor.

She’d been bent over the hay bale for the duration, listening to everything, her breathing coming in ragged fragments of botanical language. “The multi-subject stimulation protocol is… the peripheral nerve response suggests… the sustained teasing paradigm creates an autonomic escalation curve that…” She whimpered when I withdrew my fingers again, her heavy rear pushing back against empty air, her thick thighs trembling. “Please. The data is sufficient. Initiate the experimental procedure.”

I slid her leggings down. That full green ass, bare in the lantern light, the full heavy curves gleaming. I ran my hand over the smooth, gleaming skin, gripping, spreading, and then pressed one slick finger between the cheeks, circling the tight ring where the herbal oil had opened her weeks ago, pressing slowly but not entering. Just the pressure. Just the promise.

She came from that alone. Silently, her mouth open in a perfect O, her body going rigid against the hay bale, her thick thighs shaking, her heavy breasts crushed against the rough wool. Then the high, thin cry, the bird-call sound that was uniquely Nettle’s, torn from the scholar’s throat while her ass clenched around my teasing finger and her pussy pulsed, dripping, untouched. I hadn’t given her more than my hand, and the denial left her shaking and desperate, her face pressed into the hay, her sage-green eyes dazed without the goggles, already whispering about “urgently required follow-up experiments.” I leaned close to her ear. “Later. Just you and me. The full experiment.” Her whole body shuddered and she gripped the hay with both fists.

Fern had been watching from the barn door. Calm, composed, her gray-green eyes taking in the scene with the analytical stillness she brought to everything. But her calm was cracking. I could see it in the details: her legs drawn tight beneath her tunic, the forest-green skin of her cheeks flushed darker, her breathing gone shallow and quick. Her long ears twitched with each sound, rotating between the moans and the cries, cataloguing the data the way she catalogued animal behavior, except this time the data was making her wet and trembling and the stillness she wore like armor was dissolving.

Bramble saw her. The Matriarch, one heavy breast still exposed and leaking, milk on her chin and satisfaction in her eyes, looked at the newest member of the herd with the warmth she’d shown Fern from the first bowl of stew.

“Come here, new one,” Bramble said. Her voice was warm and certain and the most welcoming sound in the world. “You’re family.”

Fern approached. Unhurried, because Fern was never hurried, even when the calm was a lie and the deep water was churning. The walk that was hers alone, the willowy grace of the forest. She kissed me with the soft certainty she’d shown the first time, her long green fingers on my chest, her eyes open and steady and holding mine.

I laid her in the hay among the others. Entered her slowly while Pip propped herself up on her elbows to watch and Thistle, freed from the rope, lay limp in the hay with her eyes half-open, and Nettle clutched her journal and peered over the top of it. Bramble watched from her hay bale throne with the satisfied composure of a woman who’d served every course and was waiting for dessert.

Fern’s composure lasted two strokes. On the third, her back arched off the hay and she came with a laugh that broke into a moan, her body releasing in a gush that soaked the blankets beneath her and splashed against my thighs. Not the shocked discovery of the barn. She knew what was coming this time, and instead of fighting it, she rode it, her lean body rolling with the wave, a smile on her wet lips even as her eyes went glassy.

“She DOES that?!” Pip shrieked, bouncing up to her knees.

Fern’s answer was a second orgasm that made the first look restrained. Her long legs locked around my waist, pulling me deeper, and she flooded again, her body clenching and releasing in surges that left the hay dark and the air heavy with the scent of her. She was grinning through it, wild-eyed and flushed, nothing like the trembling bewilderment of the first time. This was joy. This was belonging.

“That is physiologically remarkable,” Nettle breathed, her journal forgotten, her sage-green eyes enormous.

I finished inside Fern during her third, the orgasm tearing through both of us, her pussy gripping me in spasming contractions that milked every drop while her body shook and her silver hair clung dark to her flushed green skin. The hay beneath us was ruined. She didn’t care. She was laughing.

Bramble watched it all. Satisfied. Radiant. The Matriarch had directed the feast and served every course, and when the table was clear and five goblin girls lay in various states of beautiful, satisfied destruction across the hay, she surveyed her work with the slow, satisfied smile of a general who’d won every engagement and lost nothing worth mourning.

Aftermath.

Five goblin girls and one farmer in a pile of hay and blankets. The lantern burning low. The barn thick with body heat and satisfaction.

Pip was talking. “That was the BEST…”

Thistle, face down in my shoulder, her bound wrists freed and resting on my chest, her rough-cut hair everywhere: “Shut up.”

“We should do that every…”

“Shut. Up.”

“She loves me,” Pip whispered to Nettle.

Nettle, curled against my left side, journal clutched to her bare chest, goggles crooked: “I need to document this. The physiological data alone warrants…”

“Document it tomorrow,” Bramble said from above, settled with her back against a hay bale, watching her family with the knowing, certain eyes of the Matriarch watching her family sleep.

Fern lay against my right side, still twitching, her pale hair spread across my chest. She opened one eye. “Is that going to happen every time?”

“Probably,” I said.

“I see.” She closed her eye. “I’ll need more hay.”

Bramble: “Same time next week.”

Everyone groaned.

Bramble: “I wasn’t asking.”

The days after the harvest settled into the rhythm of abundance.

Thistle built the cradle first. She’d been working on it for weeks, alone, in the corner of the barn where she kept her personal projects. Intricate joinery: dovetails and mortise-and-tenon. Carved designs on the rails, leaves and vines, the first decorative work anyone had seen her do. Her finest work. She left it outside Bramble’s bedroom door without a word.

Bramble found it in the morning. She stood in the doorway with the cradle in her arms and her face held for approximately three seconds before it dissolved into tears. She set the cradle beside the bed and pressed her hand against the carved leaves and the tears ran down her green cheeks. Nobody mentioned the gold eyes visible through the barn window, watching, or the way those eyes were wet.

The farm kept filling. Nettle announced she needed a proper laboratory, or at least a bench that wasn’t covered in potting soil, and spent her mornings cataloguing the aquifer herbs’ potential with an excitement she couldn’t contain behind her goggles. Pip stopped performing and started just existing: bare feet on the porch, copper-red hair wild with sleep, volunteering to help Fern with the goats because Fern had said she was gentle enough, which was the biggest compliment Fern could give. Bramble hummed the lullaby’s bright version, her belly showing beneath her apron, and said one morning while stirring porridge with one hand and holding mine with the other, “Our kitchen table needs more chairs soon, dear.”

Fern with the animals at dusk. Stump beside her, Clover at her hip, Moss behind them. Silver-white hair in the last light. “Good night,” she told the animals. Turned to the farmhouse. Six figures visible through the kitchen window. She walked toward the light.

The hook arrived at dusk.

A traveling tinker, the same one who carried Maren’s messages, appeared at the gate with a folded note sealed with candle wax. He was nervous. More nervous than usual. He handed me the note, refused the cup of tea Bramble offered, and left at a pace that was just short of running.

I read the note on the porch. Bramble came out and stood beside me, her hand on her belly, the evening settling over the farm.

Maren’s handwriting. Quick, compressed, the letters smaller than usual.

“A man came to my store. Well-dressed, not from here. Smooth manner, like someone used to asking questions and getting answers. He asked about ‘goblin escapees from the northern operations.’ Said he represents the Ironhill Trading Company’s property recovery division. He was polite. He had a list of names. He had your uncle’s address. He left heading north but said he’d return. Be careful. M.”

My hand tightened on the porch rail.

Bramble read the letter over my arm. Her face went still. The mask. The one she’d worn in the camps, the expression that showed nothing because showing anything was dangerous. The mask she hadn’t needed since the day she walked out of the barn and trusted a stranger with her family.

“Property recovery,” she said. The words were flat. Empty. The voice of a woman hearing the language of her captors in the place she’d finally learned to call home. “That’s what they call it. When they come for escaped workers. When they track down the ones who ran.” Her hand found her belly, protective. “‘Property recovery.’ As if we’re lost luggage.”

“He’s not getting anywhere near you.”

“He had names, Thorn. Our names.”

“He’ll find a farm with doubled fences and alarm wires and a fighter who kills men with rocks and a herbalist who makes smoke bombs and a donkey that bites.”

She didn’t smile. The fear was too real, too old, too deep in the bone. But her hand found my arm, the way it had on the porch the morning the riders came, and her grip was steady. The Matriarch’s grip. The grip of a woman who’d survived chains and tea and walking through mountains and she’d survive this too.

I looked at the farm. The fields, the fences, the smoke from the chimney. The garden where Nettle was still bent over her herbs in the fading light. The barn where Fern hummed to the animals. The south field where Pip danced between the rows. The north fence where Thistle’s shadow moved, watchful, armed, ready.

Five women who’d chosen me. A baby growing. A valley that was learning to respect what we’d built. And a letter that said the people who’d enslaved my family were looking for them.

The Ironhill Trading Company. Property recovery. A man with a list of names and a polite manner and the assumption that escaped goblins were lost property to be reclaimed.

He was coming back.

I folded the letter. Looked at Bramble.

“We’ll be ready,” I said.

She pressed her forehead against my arm. The goblin intimacy gesture. The press of deep emerald skin against sun-brown flesh that meant more than words, more than promises, more than the legal filings and the doubled fences and the alarm wires combined.

“I know,” she whispered. “Because the kettle is on and the bread is rising and this kitchen is mine.”

She went inside. The lullaby started, muffled by stone, the bright version, the one that was about welcoming what the light brought in.

I stood on the porch and watched the evening settle. The ridge was dark. The stars came out. The farm was quiet and full and alive.

Thistle’s shadow moved along the fence line. Her hatchet caught the last light. She was ready.


Thank you for reading!
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