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Chapter 1: Harvest Moon

The south field burned gold in the early autumn light. Not the gold of fire, not the gold of coins. The gold of grain ready to fall, heavy-headed stalks bowing toward the earth that fed them. I stood at the field’s edge with my sleeves rolled to my elbows, calloused hands on my hips, and let myself look at it.

One year ago this field was a tangle of weeds choking dead soil. I’d hacked through it with a dull hatchet and bleeding palms while four green-skinned women watched me from a barn with a collapsed roof, deciding whether I was worth trusting. The soil had been so hard that first week that my arms ached for days after every session with the clearing hoe. Now the dirt was rich and dark, turned and enriched and fed until it practically hummed with life.

The stalks stood straight and thick, three times the height they should have been. Each head heavy with grain, more grain per head than any farmer in this valley had ever produced. Nettle’s tonics and Bramble’s diluted milk had done something to this earth that no almanac could explain and no rational mind should accept. But here it stood, golden and defiant of nature, and I’d stopped asking how months ago.

“Thorn!” Pip’s voice carried across the field like a bell struck too hard. “Thorn, LOOK how many I can carry!”

I turned. She staggered toward me with five harvest baskets stacked in her arms, her lime-green skin gleaming with sweat under the autumn sun. The baskets obscured everything above her bare feet. Her toes gripped the soft earth between crop rows with the sureness of someone who’d run this ground every day for a year, but the tower wobbled with each step, the top basket sliding sideways by an inch with every correction.

“More than Thistle carried. I counted.” Her voice came muffled from behind the stack but the pride was unmistakable.

She took one step forward. One single step, with the determination of someone who believed willpower could override structural engineering.

The stack went sideways. Pip went with it. Five baskets scattered across the dirt, root vegetables rolling in every direction, and Pip lay buried beneath the wreckage with her bare feet sticking out and her voice emerging muffled: “I’m fine. This is fine. I meant to do this.”

From the fence line, Thistle’s voice: “Adequate.”

Thistle walked past with seven baskets balanced across her shoulders and a load of fence posts under one arm. Her compact toned body barely registered the weight, olive-green skin sheened with sweat, scarred forearms flexing as she adjusted the balance. Fierce gold eyes flicked to Pip’s collapsed form with something between contempt and fondness. The choppy auburn hair she’d cut with a knife was stuck to her temples with effort. She didn’t slow down. Didn’t acknowledge the disaster. Just walked past like carrying the weight of three people was her default state.

From across the field, Fern’s voice carried, calm and deadpan: “Stump could carry nine.”

Pip, from beneath the basket: “STUMP DOESN’T HAVE ARMS.”

I glanced toward Fern. She patted Stump’s thick neck where they stood at the sledge, her serene expression unchanged. The donkey stared across the field at Pip’s prone form with what I could only describe as satisfaction.

“You can carry what won’t break your spine,” I said, pulling the basket off her.

She grinned up at me from the ground, huge amber eyes bright with mischief, copper-red hair tangled with sweat and grain dust and two leaves she hadn’t noticed. Her cloth band was doing its usual failing job of containing her perky breasts, the thin fabric darkened with sweat, the outline of hard nipples visible through the damp cloth. Her wrap-skirt had ridden up to mid-thigh on one side, showing an expanse of lime-green skin that caught the morning light like polished jade.

I hauled her to her feet and she bounced on her toes immediately. At four foot seven, the top of her head reached my chest. She tilted her face up at me, amber eyes enormous from this angle, the size difference stark as always. I could have rested my chin on the top of her head without bending.

“The north field’s almost done too. Fern says we might finish before the cold sets in.” She bounced again, unable to contain the energy. “And Nettle says the tuber yields are something something percent above normal, I forget the number, but she was writing really fast and using a lot of exclamation marks so I think it’s good.”

I nodded. “Where is Fern?”

“With Stump. Pulling the last root vegetables from the east rows. He’s being good today, only bit Pip once.” She showed me her forearm, where a red mark was already fading. “But that was because I tried to braid his tail. Fern says his tail is off-limits. I think he’s vain.”

I could see them from here: Fern’s silver-white hair catching the low autumn light like a banner, her willowy frame moving in quiet tandem with the stubborn donkey who’d once bitten everyone on the farm. Stump pulled the stone sledge loaded with root vegetables, thick legs churning with patient determination, ears forward, responding to Fern’s soft murmurs in a way he responded to no one else. His old foreleg injury was barely visible now, healed to near-normal by the aquifer-enhanced feed preparations.

The farm had never looked this good. Every direction I turned, something was growing or standing or producing that hadn’t existed a year ago. The greenhouse frame Thistle had finished behind the garden, its ash timber skeleton fitted with oiled-paper panels that let muted light through to the herbs within. Hollis had promised glass before winter, the proper glazing that would make it a true year-round growing space. The expanded chicken run where five birds scratched and pecked: Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner joined by two new hens Fern had lured from the wild. Pip had named them Snack and Dessert. Thistle refused to acknowledge this. The goat pen where Clover and her half-grown kid and Moss the second goat stood in a line watching the harvest activity with the blank judgment only ruminants could produce.

I walked the perimeter before noon, the way I’d walked it every day for a year. It was my ritual, the thing my body needed before it would settle into the day’s specific work. East along the creek where willows trailed their fingers in clear water, their roots drinking from the same aquifer that fed our extraordinary crops. The water ran cold and clean, the sound of it a constant murmur that had become the soundtrack of my life. North past Nettle’s expanded garden and the greenhouse, where the herbs pressed close to the oiled-paper panels from inside, their green shapes visible through the translucent surface. Thistle had muttered for a week about “incompetent botanists who can’t hold a crossbeam straight” while building it, but the joints were perfect, because Thistle’s joints were always perfect.

West along the fence line with its alarm wires and tin cans. Thistle’s system, designed after the wolf attack in our first summer, refined after Dunhill’s sabotage campaign. Every section tight, every post driven deep, every wire at the right tension to rattle without snapping. I checked three connections by habit, found them solid, and moved on.

South back toward the house, where chimney smoke rose straight in the still air and the smell of Bramble’s bread reached me fifty yards out. That smell. Warm yeast and herbs and the deep richness of bread made with aquifer-drawn water. It meant home. It meant everyone was going to eat well. It meant the woman inside was doing what she loved, and the kitchen was alive with her warmth.

I stopped at the south field again on my return loop. Nettle was crouching between the grain rows with her journal open, sage-green eyes intense behind her magnifying goggles. The lenses caught the sun and flashed as her head tilted from one stalk to the next. Her too-tight leggings stretched across the magnificent curve of her rear as she bent to measure a stalk, the dark emerald fabric straining over the round fullness of her ass and thick thighs. Her dark emerald skin was warm in the golden light, the color of forest shade given flesh. Ink stains marked her fingers in three different colors. Dark green-black hair was in its usual neat braid, a single strand having escaped to curl against her cheek.

She didn’t notice me. She was muttering, pen moving rapidly: “…stalk diameter exceeds projected growth curve by twenty-two percent, consistent with third-week aquifer application but potentially influenced by…”

I read over her shoulder: “Tuber mass: 340% above regional baseline!!! Stalk density: unprecedented. The aquifer-irrigated preparations continue to demonstrate accelerating efficacy as ambient temperatures decrease. Hypothesis: cold-season concentration of active compounds amplifying—”

“Three exclamation marks,” I said.

She startled, goggles jumping on her forehead with the force of her flinch. Her ears flushed dark green, the color spreading down the pointed tips like ink dropped in water. “The data warrants emphasis.” She snapped the journal shut against her chest, the heavy D-cup breasts beneath her work apron pressing around the leather binding. Her thick thighs pressed together as she straightened, one hand going to her goggles to push them back into their usual position. “How long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough to see the exclamation marks.”

“That is not—I was simply—the notation is a standard—” She adjusted her goggles again, higher on her forehead. Her composure tell. She did it when flustered, when aroused, when her mind couldn’t find the right word fast enough for her mouth. “The yields are significant, Thorn. Significantly significant. The cold-concentration effect I theorized about in August is confirmed across all test plots. The aquifer compounds are—” She caught herself, glanced around as if the grain stalks might be listening. Lowered her voice to barely above a whisper. “This isn’t normal.”

“I know.”

“I mean truly not normal. Beyond any documented agricultural phenomenon in Orin’s texts or my own comparative research. A barley plant should not produce twenty-four grain heads on a single stalk. That is biologically—”

“I know, Nettle.”

She pressed her lips together. Nodded once. Her sage-green eyes held mine for a moment, the worry in them clear even through the goggles’ slight magnification. Then she turned back to her measurements, presenting her magnificent round rear to me as she crouched again.

She knew exactly what she was doing. The slight pause before she bent, the way her weight shifted to push her hips back, the deliberate angle that stretched those leggings to their absolute limit across every generous inch of her ass. She’d stopped pretending it was accidental months ago. The woman who framed everything as research had clearly concluded that this particular experiment produced reliable results.

I let myself look. The dark emerald fabric pulled taut over each round cheek, the seam disappearing between them, her thick thighs spreading slightly as she crouched to reach a low stalk. My blood stirred, the way it always did when Nettle deployed her specific weaponry.

Then I walked to the kitchen, because someone had to be the responsible one.

The farmhouse was warm and full of sound. Bramble stood at the hearth, stirring a pot of something that smelled like heaven’s own recipe: rich stock, rosemary, the earthy sweetness of root vegetables that had grown to twice their natural size in soil that defied explanation. Her dark forest-green hair was tied back in its working bun, loose strands framing her warm brown-gold eyes and the laugh lines that distinguished her as the eldest of the goblins. Flour dusted her forearms and one cheekbone, a smear across the bridge of her nose where she’d pushed hair from her face.

Her apron strained over her belly.

Three and a half months pregnant. On a goblin’s six-month timeline, she looked closer to five months along, the swell prominent and round and unmistakable. The fertility tonics had accelerated everything, Nettle said, her voice equal parts scientific wonder and professional concern. The belly was tight under the apron fabric, pushing out the ties at her sides, reshaping the garment that had once defined her kitchen authority into something new.

And above the belly: her breasts. Massive before the pregnancy, they’d swollen beyond any reasonable measure as the milk production continued and the child demanded more. They rested on the shelf of her pregnant belly now, heavy and warm, the dark green nipples pressing against thin cotton that had given up any pretense of containing them. The top button of her blouse was a distant memory. The second was fighting a losing war. The deep emerald cleavage was constant, unavoidable, the defining visual every time she turned or bent or breathed.

She turned and caught me in the doorway. Her hands were covered in bread dough, the sticky residue clinging to her fingers and wrists. The smile that spread across her face was slow, warm, knowing. The same smile she’d been giving me for months, the one that said she saw everything I was thinking and found it entirely acceptable.

She held my gaze and slowly licked bread dough off her thumb. Deliberate. Her tongue curling around the pad of her finger, her brown-gold eyes never leaving mine. The warmth of the oven had flushed her deep emerald skin darker across her cheeks and chest, the top curve of her breasts gleaming with a fine sheen of sweat.

“See something you like, dear?”

My blood surged south. She knew exactly what she was doing. She’d been insatiable since the pregnancy, the hormones and the safety and the fulfilment combining into a hunger that surfaced at unpredictable moments, usually directed at me with devastating precision.

“I was checking the south field,” I managed.

“Mm.” She stirred the pot with one hand, the other resting on her belly in the way that had become habitual. Her fingers spread across the tight swell, protective and tender. “And admiring Nettle’s field measurements, I assume.”

“Her yields are impressive.”

Bramble laughed. Low, warm, amused at everything I wasn’t saying and everything she knew I was thinking. “Sit, dear. You’ve been on your feet since dawn. The stew won’t finish faster with you hovering.”

I sat at the kitchen table. Six chairs now. The fifth and sixth had been added by Thistle during the summer, constructed with the same aggressive precision she brought to everything. The wood of all six was worn smooth from daily use. Scratches from Pip’s fidgeting, a gouge from Thistle’s hatchet handle where she’d set it down too hard during an argument with Pip about whose turn it was to haul water, ink stains from Nettle’s journal where she wrote during meals.

Bramble set a bowl of stew in front of me, leaning across the table to place it precisely. Her massive breasts swayed with the movement, the thin blouse gaping where the single remaining button strained at its thread. Deep cleavage, emerald green skin flushed warm from the oven’s heat, the top curve of her breasts visible to the darker green of her areolae. She didn’t button it. Hadn’t in weeks. The Matriarch who ran this household had decided, sometime during her second trimester, that modesty was no longer relevant within her own kitchen.

“Eat,” she said, straightening. Her hand brushed my shoulder as she passed back to the hearth. Deliberate. The warmth of her fingers through my shirt.

I ate. The stew was thick with their own vegetables, herbs from Nettle’s garden, rabbit from Fern’s snares in the northern woods. Every ingredient grown or caught on this land by the people who lived here. Rosemary and thyme that Nettle had propagated from Aldric’s surviving herb garden. Root vegetables grown in soil that shouldn’t produce anything this size or this sweet.

One year ago I’d eaten cold road rations alone in a ruined kitchen with rat droppings on the floor and a cold hearth that hadn’t seen fire in months.

“There’s more,” Bramble said, watching me eat with the quiet satisfaction of a woman who measured love in portions. “Pip already had thirds.”

“Pip could eat her body weight and still claim to be hungry.”

“She’s growing.” Bramble’s fingers spread across the swell where the baby shifted. The corner of her mouth curved. “We all are.”

The domestic rhythm of the morning flowed like water around the harvest urgency. Pip and Thistle carried baskets to the root cellar until the stone-lined space was full to bursting. Nettle measured and weighed and recorded with exclamation marks that grew with each entry. Fern managed Stump’s sledge runs with the patient awareness of someone who understood exactly how much a tired donkey could carry before stubbornness kicked in. Bramble organized the kitchen’s end of things: sorting, cleaning, preparing vegetables for preservation in her clay crocks.

I split wood between basket runs. The rhythm of it grounding. The maul falling, the round splitting, the pieces stacking. My body doing the thing it had learned over a year of this: the work that built the farm, one stroke at a time.

The merchant arrived at midday, as Bramble had predicted he would. “Someone will come,” she’d said at breakfast, her gaze reading the roads through the window. “Word about yields this size doesn’t stay in one valley.”

Osric was his name. Thin, wiry, with a pack mule and the careful eyes of someone who assessed everything he encountered for potential profit. He’d passed through the valley twice before, according to Maren’s intelligence network (which consisted of her nephew and her own sharp observations from behind the shop counter). He’d never stopped at Ashvale before. The reputation of “the goblin farm” kept most traders on the main road, their curiosity about the unnatural yields outweighed by the social cost of being seen doing business with a man who kept green-skinned women.

But word had spread too far to ignore. About the yields. About the quality. About the size of the vegetables coming out of this farm’s root cellar. Someone was going to investigate eventually. Osric was simply the first.

I met him at the gate with the studied calm of a farmer who has nothing to hide and everything to protect. Fern materialized from the barn with silent efficiency to hold Stump back. The donkey had spotted Osric’s mule and his entire body language had shifted to what Fern diplomatically called “deliberate territorial interest.” What I called it was less diplomatic. His thick neck strained against the lead rope Fern held with deceptive ease, her slender arms hiding surprising strength.

“Easy,” Fern murmured, one long-fingered hand on Stump’s nose. Her gray-green eyes met the donkey’s small dark ones. He settled. Stopped pulling. Kept staring at the mule with the focused malice of an animal planning violence for a later date.

“Ashvale?” Osric extended a hand. Round face, ruddy from wind exposure, pale eyes set too close together above a broad flat nose. His clothes were road-worn but well-made. A professional traveler. I shook his hand. His grip was dry, firm, assessing.

His eyes moved past me to the fields, the greenhouse, the rows of grain and root vegetables standing unnaturally tall. His expression shifted. Subtle, controlled, but I caught it: the widening of the eyes, the slight forward lean of a man seeing something that didn’t fit his expectations.

“I’m buying surplus autumn produce,” he said, recovering his composure. “If you’re selling.”

“Some. Come look.”

I walked him to the root cellar. Thistle had expanded it twice during the summer; now it was stone-lined and deep, the steps carved smooth, packed with crates of tubers, bundles of greens, rows of Bramble’s preserved jars sealed with beeswax. Smoked rabbit hung from the ceiling rafters in neat rows, dark and fragrant.

Osric descended slowly, his eyes cataloguing each shelf, each crate. He crouched beside a crate of beets. Picked one up. Turned it in his hands, feeling the weight, examining the skin, the root structure, the extraordinary density. It was the size of two fists, deep purple-red, heavier than it had any right to be.

“These are the largest beets I’ve seen this side of the capital,” he said slowly. He looked up at me, his calculating eyes no longer bothering to hide their intensity. “What’s your growing method?”

“Good soil.”

“Good soil doesn’t produce beets like this.” He set it back, picked up a turnip from the next crate. The size of a child’s head, perfectly formed. “Nor turnips this size, nor grain at three times regional density.” He stood. Brushed dirt from his knees. His voice stayed casual, but the performance was transparent. “I’ll pay market rate plus fifteen percent. For everything you can spare.”

A generous offer. Too generous. He was buying information as much as produce. I sold him four crates of root vegetables, two of preserved greens, and a jar of Bramble’s chutney that she’d labeled in her careful handwriting. He paid in silver. More coin than we’d seen in months, the weight of it satisfying in my palm.

As he loaded his mule, he paused. Turned back. “Word travels, you know. About yields like these.” His tone was light. His eyes were not. “People notice.”

“Let them notice.”

He mounted and rode south toward the main road. I watched him go until his figure was small on the ridge, feeling what he’d said settle between my shoulders like a cold hand. Not a threat. A fact. Word travels. People notice. People with interests more dangerous than a merchant’s curiosity.

The afternoon passed in harvest work. All hands. The golden light stretched long across the fields as we pulled the last of the season’s bounty from the earth. Pip and Fern in the east rows, Pip’s chatter carrying over the field while Fern worked in quiet efficiency beside her. Thistle hauling baskets to the cellar with mechanical determination, her compact body a machine built for labor, never resting. Nettle weighing, measuring, recording everything with increasing excitement, her journal filling page after page. Bramble organizing the kitchen’s preserving operation, her belly bumping against the table edge as she leaned to pack jars, occasionally pressing a hand to the swell when the baby kicked.

The harvest feast happened at dusk. Six chairs at the table, the kitchen warm with hearth-fire and the accumulated heat of a day’s cooking. Bramble had been preparing since morning, her final effort of the season, the meal that said “we earned this.” She moved between stove and table with practiced grace, her belly pressing against the counter edge, her dark green hair tied back and dusted with flour.

The table groaned with abundance. Roasted root vegetables glazed with honey Fern had found in a woodlot hive: golden, caramelized, each one the size that shouldn’t be possible but was, because this soil grew beyond all natural limits. The honey Bramble had drizzled over them caught the lamplight like amber, the caramelization making the kitchen smell like autumn distilled into sweetness. Fresh bread with herb butter, still warm from the oven, the crust cracking under fingers to reveal soft, pillowy interior. Steam rose fragrant each time someone tore a piece. Rabbit stew, the broth dark and rich from hours of slow cooking with rosemary and thyme and the last of Maren’s wine. Greens in a vinegar dressing that Nettle had contributed the herbs for, sharp and bright against the heavier flavors.

More food than six people needed. That was deliberate too. Bramble’s philosophy: feast days meant feast. You ate until you couldn’t move and the leftovers went to tomorrow’s breakfast and nobody worried about portions. Feast days were proof that the lean times hadn’t won.

“This is better than the spring feast,” Pip announced with her mouth full, a piece of bread in one hand and a glazed turnip in the other. Her lime-green cheeks were already smeared with honey and butter, her copper-red hair falling into her plate every time she leaned forward for more. Her amber eyes were half-closed with the heavy-lidded bliss of someone eating something extraordinary.

“Every feast is ‘better than the last one’ according to you,” Thistle said. She ate steadily, precisely, her gaze moving between her plate and the door with the habitual scan she’d never quite lost. Even at peace, even surrounded by family, some part of Thistle was always watching for what might come through the door. But her plate was full, and she was eating sitting down, and those things would have been unthinkable a year ago.

“Because they ARE. Bramble gets better every time.” Pip beamed across the table at Bramble, who was eating one-handed with her characteristic efficiency, the other hand resting on the swell of her belly where the baby was responding to the feast with kicks of its own. “Also, I’m going to eat until I can’t move. Nobody stop me.”

“Nobody could stop you if they tried,” Thistle muttered.

“I have better ingredients every time,” Bramble said, the warm contralto carrying the redirect with effortless grace. “Nettle’s fertilizers. Fern’s animal management. Pip’s field work.” She nodded at each girl as she named their contribution. “I work with what you all provide. The meal is as good as the hands that grew it.”

Nettle looked up from her stew. “The tuber yields alone represent a four-hundred-percent increase over regional baseline, which in combination with the grain density improvements suggests—”

“Save it for the journal,” Thistle said.

“I was making a relevant observation about the collective contribution to—”

“She was complimenting everyone, bookworm. Take the compliment.”

Nettle adjusted her goggles and went pink-green around the ears. “I accept the compliment. The data still warrants documentation.” She wrote something in her journal beside her plate, her pen never far from reach.

Fern ate quietly, her silver-white hair tucked behind her pointed ears. Under the table, I heard the quiet crunch of Stump chewing something Fern had slipped him. Bramble pretended not to see. She’d given up enforcing the no-feeding-the-donkey-at-the-table rule two months ago.

I looked around the table. One year ago this kitchen was a ruin with a cold hearth and rat droppings on the floor. I’d eaten alone in the dark and listened to sounds in the barn that could have been anything. Now it smelled like bread and herbs and home. Five people besides me, a sixth on the way, and a donkey under the table eating half of Fern’s portion.

After dinner, a farm boy from Willowford appeared at the gate. Young, maybe twelve, out of breath from running, his face flushed red with effort. He carried a folded note sealed with plain wax, clutched in a fist that had clearly not let go of it the entire run.

“From Maren,” he panted. “She said urgent.”

I gave him a copper and he bolted back down the road without waiting for water or rest. Urgent from Maren meant urgent. I opened the note by the lamplight of the porch, Bramble beside me on our step, her hip warm against mine, one palm pressed where the baby kicked.

Two pieces of news, written in Maren’s sharp, angular handwriting.

First: “The magistrate ruled. Your uncle’s aquifer claim is upheld. Independent hydrological feature, Class Three, as per settlement-era survey documentation. Dunhill’s surface-water rights do not apply to your well or creek. Congratulations. He’s furious.”

I exhaled. Long, slow, the tension of months unwinding in a single breath. The legal fight that had consumed us through summer. Nettle’s precise documentation, her hours over Aldric’s maps, her legal terminology deployed with scholarly precision. Maren’s connections at the county seat. The counter-claim filed through Gris, the records clerk who owed Uncle Aldric a favor. Done. Dunhill’s leverage over our water supply was gone.

Second: “The Ironhill man is back. Not alone this time. Four men with him. Not merchants, not clerks. Professional types. They’re staying at the Greenvalley Rest and asking questions about ‘goblin escapees from northern operations.’ He has names, Thorn. Be careful. — M.”

The autumn air felt colder. The warmth of the kitchen behind me, the smell of bread and stew, the sound of Pip’s laughter through the door. All of it suddenly fragile.

Bramble read over my shoulder. Her fingers curled protectively over the swell. I felt the fabric shift as the baby kicked, a strong push against her palm. Her brown-gold eyes were fierce and soft at the same time, the way only Bramble’s could be. The look of a woman who’d survived eight years of captivity and would die before she let anyone take what she’d built since.

“Whatever’s coming,” she said quietly. “She’ll be born free.”

She. The first time either of us had used the word for the baby. Bramble’s instinct. Goblin mothers knew, she’d told me once, the same way animals knew. Something in how the weight sat.

I didn’t question it.

I looked out at the farm. Golden fields under starlight. The greenhouse glowing faintly where Nettle was still working by lamplight, a small figure moving behind glass. Smoke from the chimney, the last warmth of Bramble’s oven dying down. Thistle’s fresh-cut firewood stacked against the barn wall in rows so precise they looked machine-made, already enough for a month of cold nights.

And somewhere in the valley, four men with professional eyes and rope at their belts were asking questions about escaped property.

Bramble’s hand found mine in the dark. Her fingers, warm and flour-dusted and calloused from a year of kitchen work, laced through mine. She squeezed once. I squeezed back.

She didn’t let go.


Chapter 2: Teeth in the Dark

Fern left at first light to check the northern forest for herb patches Nettle wanted sampled. Wild rosemary, she’d said. A particular variant that grew only at certain altitudes and only in shade, distinguishable from common rosemary by the silver underside of its leaves. Nettle had drawn her a diagram of the leaf shape, complete with measurements and cross-section sketches. Fern had looked at it, nodded once, tucked it into her belt pouch, and gone without another word. That was how they communicated: precise requests, silent compliance, mutual respect for competence.

By noon she hadn’t returned.

I noticed because Stump noticed first. The donkey stood at the barn door facing north, ears forward, body rigid with the stiff-necked tension that meant one of his people was missing. He refused his morning grain. Refused the apple Pip tried to bribe him with. Just stood, thick neck craning, nostrils wide, staring into the tree line.

“He always does this when she’s gone too long,” Bramble said from behind me, reading my expression the way she read everything. Her fingers spread across the tight curve of her bump, the other hand holding the wooden spoon she’d been using to stir the midday porridge. “She knows those woods better than anyone.”

That should have reassured me. It didn’t. Something in the angle of Stump’s ears, the fixed intensity of his attention, put a weight between my shoulder blades that wouldn’t settle.

I took my hatchet from the tool rack beside the barn door and walked north.

The forest pressed close beyond the farm’s northern fence. Old growth, thick canopy, the kind of shade where mushrooms thrived and sunlight came through in coins of gold scattered across the mossy floor. The air was cooler here, damper, smelling of decomposition and the biting sharpness of pine resin. I followed the path Fern usually took: past the first rabbit run, past the deadfall she’d marked with a strip of cloth, deeper into the quiet.

My boots were loud on the leaf litter. I was not a forest creature. I was a farmer with calluses and a hatchet who belonged in open fields with a clear sky above. The forest was Fern’s territory, and whatever wild things moved between the trees without care for human concepts of property.

I found Fern a quarter mile past the property boundary.

She was crouched at the base of a massive fallen oak, its root plate towering above her like a wall of earth and tangled wood. Completely still. Her silver-white hair fell across her back in a sheet, her willowy body folded into a compact shape of patient attention. She was watching something in the hollow beneath the tree’s exposed roots.

Not something. Someone.

In the space where the oak’s roots had torn free from the earth, creating a cave of sorts, a figure huddled. Small, thin, green-skinned. The tawny shade was unfamiliar: yellowish-green with a golden undertone I hadn’t seen on any of my girls. Warmer, more amber. Short-cropped dark brown hair, cut roughly with what looked like a blade, no attention paid to style or shape. Practical to the point of brutality.

And in her hands, drawn taut, the string of a crude short bow aimed squarely at Fern’s chest.

I stopped. Didn’t step closer. Didn’t reach for my hatchet. I held my breath and trusted the person who knew how to handle this.

Fern didn’t move. She sat cross-legged on the forest floor, three feet from an arrow point that could kill her, with the serene patience of someone waiting for a frightened animal to decide she wasn’t a threat. Her gray-green eyes held the girl’s without challenge. Without demand. Just presence. Just calm.

Minutes passed. Real minutes, long and stretching, filled with the sound of wind in canopy and a woodpecker somewhere to the east and the rapid shallow breathing of a girl who was deciding whether to survive this encounter with violence or trust.

I could see her better as my eyes adjusted to the hollow’s shadow. She was starving. The wrists holding the bow were too thin, tendons standing out beneath tawny-green skin that should have been smoother, healthier. Her cheekbones cut sharp beneath her face, shadows pooling in the hollows of her temples and collar. Freckles scattered across her nose and the tops of her shoulders, an unusual pattern I’d never seen on a goblin. Her amber-brown eyes were enormous in her gaunt face, fixed on Fern with the intensity of something cornered.

Fern reached slowly into the pouch at her hip. The girl’s bow tracked the movement, string creaking as her draw tightened. Fern’s hand emerged holding a strip of dried meat. She placed it on the ground between them. Quietly. No sudden movements. Then she put her hands in her lap and waited.

Neither of them moved.

The girl’s bow trembled. Her eyes flicked to the meat. Back to Fern. Down to the meat again. The hunger was visible in her body, in the involuntary lean of her torso toward the offering, in the way her jaw muscles worked as if her mouth was watering without her permission.

The hunger won.

She snatched the meat with one hand, never lowering the bow with the other. A grab so fast it barely registered as movement. She ate without chewing, without tasting, swallowing in desperate gulps like someone who’d learned that food could be taken away before you finished. Camp behavior. I recognized it from Pip’s first meals with us.

Fern didn’t react. Didn’t smile or nod or push. Just sat. Patient. The way she’d sit with a spooked horse for hours until it chose to approach.

“There’s more at the farm,” Fern said softly. “If you want.”

No response. But the bow lowered an inch. The string tension eased from lethal to cautious. Her gaze stayed wide, but something in its quality shifted. From cornered to considering.

I let them be. Backed away slowly, placing my feet with care, and walked back to the farm. Told Bramble what I’d seen.

“Another one,” Bramble said. Not a question. Her expression shifted through something complex: recognition, concern, calculation, and beneath all of it, the iron determination of a woman who’d led four starving girls out of a mountain pass and would do it again for a fifth, a sixth, a hundredth.

Her hands went to her belly, then to the kettle. “I’ll make broth. Something easy on a starving stomach. Not stew; the fat would cramp her.” She was already moving, mobilizing with the speed of long practice. Reaching for the dried herbs on the shelf, measuring without looking. “Bread. Nothing heavy. Something she can hold.” She glanced at me. “Keep the others quiet when she arrives. Pip especially. That girl is—”

“I know.”

“If she arrives,” Bramble corrected. Then, firmer: “She will. Fern will bring her. The way I brought these four out of the mountains.”

She was right.

Fern brought her at dusk.

They walked through the gate together, two figures in the evening gold. Fern half a step ahead, her silver-white hair catching the last light, moving with her usual unhurried grace. The girl followed at a distance that could become flight in a heartbeat. Close enough to reach food. Far enough to run. Her eyes moved constantly: scanning the yard, the house, the barn, the fence line, cataloguing escape routes the way Thistle’s had that first morning with a fence post in her hands.

She was smaller than I’d thought in the forest’s dimness. Four foot eight, maybe less. All sinew and taut muscle under tawny-green skin, the kind of lean that came from months of insufficient calories burned by constant movement. No softness anywhere. Narrow-hipped, her small chest flat beneath a torn tunic that had clearly been someone else’s before it was hers. Long legs for a goblin, built for speed and endurance rather than the compact power of Thistle’s frame. The freckles were more visible in the porch lamplight, golden spots dotting her nose and the tops of her shoulders like scattered seeds.

Her eyes swept the farmyard with mechanical precision. Every shadow assessed. Every doorway measured. I recognized the behavior from Thistle’s first hours: the survival scan. The constant calculation of an animal in unfamiliar territory.

Bramble appeared in the kitchen doorway. Unhurried. Unthreatening. She wiped flour from her hands on her apron, the belly beneath it prominent and unmistakable. She said nothing, did nothing except hold out a steaming bowl of the broth she’d been preparing for hours.

The girl’s nostrils flared. Her grip on the short bow shifted. Her body leaned forward by a fraction that she probably didn’t notice, drawn by the warmth and the smell and the simple basic fact of food.

Her bow lowered. Not all the way. But enough.

She ate on the porch step. Three bowls of broth, four pieces of bread, her body folding over the food as if shielding it from thieves. She ate with the speed of someone who’d been punished for eating slowly, who’d had meals taken away half-finished, who’d learned that every calorie was uncertain. Bramble refilled the bowl each time without speaking, without hovering. Just left the pot on the step where the girl could reach it and went back inside.

Then Pip happened.

The door burst open with a bang and Pip was already talking before she was fully outside: “Hi I’m Pip do you have a name what happened to your hair did you make that bow yourself it’s really nice I tried to make one once but Thistle said I’d shoot my own foot did you come from the mountains because we came from the mountains well not ME I was born in the camp but Bramble—”

The girl flinched. A full-body jerk, bowl clutched to her chest with both hands, shoulders hunching, ears pinning flat against her skull. Every muscle clenched for running. Her eyes went from wide to wild in the space between one of Pip’s words and the next.

“Pip.” Bramble’s voice cut through the chatter like a blade through warm bread. The iron register. The one that made everyone, including me, go still. Pip’s mouth snapped shut with an audible click.

“Inside. Now.”

Pip retreated, looking wounded. Her lime-green face crumpled with the stung look of someone who’d been trying to be friendly and been told she was too much. The door closed behind her.

Bramble’s expression softened once the silence returned. She looked at the girl on the porch step, whose breathing was still fast, whose body was still coiled for flight. “Take your time, dear. Nobody here will make you talk. Nobody here will make you do anything.”

The girl looked at Bramble. At the belly. At the bowl in her own hands. Her ears slowly, incrementally, rose from their flattened position. Not relaxed. Not trusting. But no longer mid-flight.

She went back to eating. Slower this time. Still guarded. But present.

Nettle observed from the garden bench, her journal open, pen moving with the quiet scratching that accompanied everything she witnessed. Her sage-green eyes catalogued the girl’s physical details without approaching: the freckles, the unusual skin tone, the signs of malnutrition. I caught a fragment of her entry later: “Possible genetic variant associated with high-altitude forest populations. Melanin clustering producing freckle pattern. Approximate age 19-20 based on skeletal development visible through malnutrition. Fascinating variant.”

Thistle came last. She walked to the porch with her hatchet at her belt and her gold eyes flat, assessing the new girl with the same tactical scan she’d given the farm that first morning. She looked at the starving figure hunched on the step. Looked at the bow clutched in thin fingers. Looked at the hatchet-sharpened hair and the rope burns on thin wrists.

Then she reached into her tool belt. Pulled out her spare hatchet, the one with the shorter handle she’d carved for detail work. Placed it on the porch step beside the girl’s bowl. Not close enough to threaten. Close enough to reach.

A weapon. Offered to a stranger. The means to defend herself, given freely.

The girl’s amber-brown gaze fixed on the hatchet. Then on Thistle. She didn’t take it. But she didn’t move away from it either. And something in her shoulders eased a fraction.

Thistle turned and walked back to the fence she was reinforcing. That was all. No words. No explanation. Just the language of someone who’d been where this girl was and knew what she needed: not words, not kindness, not food. A weapon. The power to choose fight over flight.

The girl slept in the barn that night. Farthest corner from the door, her back pressed to the stone wall, the bow and the hatchet within reach of either hand. I checked on her once, moving quietly, and found her curled under the horse blanket Fern had left: a small tight shape barely visible in the dark, her breathing too fast for true sleep, her ears twitching at every sound. The hatchet was under her right hand. She’d taken it after all.

At dawn: three dressed rabbits on the kitchen step. Cleaned, gutted, still warm. Expert kills, pristine preparation. The kind of work that spoke of years of practice, of hands that knew exactly where to cut and how deeply. Not a drop of blood wasted.

Bramble picked them up at first light. Held them in her hands, weighing them, examining the quality of the work. She smiled at nobody in particular. “She’ll do.”

The girl didn’t speak that first day. Or the second. Or the third. She ate at the table’s far end, those watchful eyes tracking every conversation without contributing a syllable. Her presence was felt through absence of sound, through the game that appeared each dawn, through the snares that materialized in the northern woods with a precision that made Thistle nod with grudging respect.

“She knows what she’s doing,” Thistle said on the third day, examining a snare mechanism she’d found on the north trail. Hemp rope, sapling trigger, counterweight perfectly calculated for rabbit-sized prey. “This is better work than mine.” She paused. Considered the weight of that admission. “Adequate plus.”

Coming from Thistle, that was almost a declaration of love.

Pip, of course, couldn’t leave it alone. On the third afternoon she cornered the girl near the chicken run, bouncing on her bare toes, amber eyes bright with the need to connect.

“Do you prefer sunrise or sunset?”

Amber-brown eyes. Unblinking. The flat stare of someone who’d stopped processing human speech as anything other than threat assessment.

“Do you think Stump is handsome? Because I think he has kind eyes but Fern says he has ‘practical’ eyes which I think means she thinks he’s ugly.”

Nothing.

“If you could eat only one food forever what would it be? Mine would be Bramble’s honey bread. Or maybe the glazed turnips. Or maybe—”

Silence.

“Do you think Thistle smiles in her sleep? I’ve never actually caught her but I THINK she does.”

The girl’s mouth twitched. The corner. A microscopic movement that could have been anything but felt like almost a smile. Almost.

“I think she likes me,” Pip announced at dinner.

“She’s deciding where to aim,” Thistle said without looking up from her plate.

By the end of the first week, the girl had settled into a rhythm. Dawn: game on the step. Morning: forest. Afternoon: forest. Evening: table’s edge, eating, watching. Night: barn corner, blanket, weapons within reach. She participated in the farm’s life the way a shadow participates in a room: present, shaped by the same light, but never quite solid.

Pip tried every day to make contact. She couldn’t help herself. The absence of response was a challenge Pip was constitutionally incapable of ignoring. She left small offerings near Sorrel’s barn corner: a flower, a piece of Bramble’s bread, a smooth river stone. Each one disappeared by morning without acknowledgment. Pip considered this progress.

Thistle, surprisingly, was the one who seemed most comfortable with the new girl’s silence. Perhaps because she understood it. She’d been silent too, once. Not this profoundly, not this completely, but the same root cause lived in both of them: the understanding that sound could be punished, that attention meant danger, that existing quietly was safer than existing loudly.

I learned the girl’s name from Fern on the seventh day. Not because the girl spoke it. Because Fern found it carved into the bark of the tree above her hollow: deep marks, old and weathered, cut into the wood months or years ago by a determined blade. A declaration of identity made to the only audience she trusted: the forest itself.

“Sorrel,” Fern said to me quietly, as we checked on Clover’s kid in the barn. The animal was growing fast, all legs and curiosity, butting against Fern’s hip with increasing confidence. “The plant grows in the same altitude forests she came from. Hardy. Survives poor soil. Doesn’t need much water to thrive.” She stroked the kid’s head. “I think she chose it herself.”

Sorrel. I held the name in my mind. Didn’t use it yet. Not aloud. Not until she gave it to me herself. Which she didn’t.

But she took the hatchet. Thistle’s spare, the one placed beside her bowl that first evening. After a week of leaving it untouched, she picked it up one morning and carried it into the forest on her hip, the handle worn smooth from Thistle’s use. She carried it the way Thistle carried hers: as armor. As identity. As proof that she could choose fight over flight.

And when she did, the morning offering changed. Instead of three rabbits, she brought a wild turkey. The bird was enormous, killed with a single arrow through the eye at distance, dressed with surgical precision. She placed it on the kitchen step before dawn and walked toward the forest without looking back.

Bramble stared at the turkey. Pip stared. It was the largest bird anyone on this farm had seen.

“Where did you find this?” Bramble called after her.

Sorrel pointed north. Vaguely.

“Can you find another?”

A nod. Single, certain. Then she was gone into the trees.

Pip: “She’s terrifying and I love her.”

While Sorrel settled into the farm’s rhythm like a ghost finding its haunt, the valley’s politics moved with less patience and more malice.

Maren’s warning about Ironhill echoed behind every thought I had during those first days of Sorrel’s presence. Every creak of the fence at night made me reach for the axe beside my bed. Every shadow on the ridge road caught my peripheral vision and sent my pulse climbing. Every unfamiliar sound made my hands curl into fists before my conscious mind could assess the threat.

The farm continued its rhythms. Harvest work filled the days: pulling the last vegetables, processing grain, filling the root cellar. Bramble preserved with furious efficiency. Nettle’s greenhouse produced its strange accelerated yields. Pip and Fern worked the fields. Thistle built and fortified. Sorrel hunted in silence.

But under the domestic surface, the tension wound tighter with each passing day.

The confirmation came on the fourth day after Sorrel’s arrival.

Maren’s nephew again. The same boy, red-faced from running, his breath ragged in the cold morning air. He’d come at dawn, which meant Maren had sent him early enough to arrive before the village woke. Before anyone would see which direction he went. She was being careful. That alone told me something.

The note was longer than Maren’s usual style, her sharp handwriting pressed deep into the stock as if the pen were a weapon: “Man named Voss. Agent for Ironhill property recovery. Tall, lean, clean-shaven, dark hair, gray eyes. Wears a tailored coat that costs more than my shop’s monthly earnings. Soft-spoken. That’s what scares me. He came into my store yesterday and spoke like he was ordering tea. ‘I’m looking for some people who belong to my company,’ he said. Smiled while he said it. Four enforcers with him, professional type. Staying at the Greenvalley Rest. Asked me directly about ‘goblin escapees from northern operations.’ He had a list of names, Thorn. Their names. The ones from the camps. He had YOUR address. Be careful. This one is worse than hired muscle. He believes what he’s doing is reasonable.”

He had names. Camp designations. Their names from before they were people. From when they were inventory. Listed on a document somewhere in an office, filed under “outstanding assets” or “recovery pending.”

I read the note twice. The words didn’t change on the second reading. Then I walked to the hearth and fed the paper to the flames. Watched it curl and blacken and disappear into ash. The information lived in my head now. It didn’t need to exist where anyone else might find it.

I didn’t tell the others immediately. Not because I wanted to hide it, but because I wanted the younger girls to have one more meal. One more evening. One more breakfast where the only thing they worried about was whether Pip would eat their portion and whether Stump would escape his paddock.

That night I told Bramble. Quietly, on the porch step, in the dark where nobody else could hear. The autumn cold pressed around us and her belly pressed warm against my side. Our breath fogged in the air.

Her reaction was immediate and familiar. The stone face descending like a visor. The iron composure sliding into place over whatever she actually felt, the mask she’d worn for eight years of captivity and could still summon in a heartbeat.

“Property recovery.” Her voice was flat. Controlled. The words tasting of something foul. “That’s what they called it at the camps. Not slavers. Not kidnappers. Not hunters. Recovery agents. Like we were mislaid parcels. Like we’d wandered off by accident and would be grateful someone bothered to come collect us.”

“They’re not taking anyone.”

“No.” The baby shifted beneath her nightdress, a visible roll against the taut fabric, responding to her mother’s heartbeat and the tension in her muscles. Bramble looked down at the movement. Her brown-gold eyes were hard. “No, they’re not.”

A long silence. The autumn wind through the willows. The creek’s murmur. The distant sound of Thistle’s whetstone from inside.

“We fought wolves and won,” Bramble said quietly. “We fought Dunhill and won. We built this place from nothing.” She looked at me. Not afraid. Determined. “These men are worse. They’re not angry, they’re efficient. They don’t hate us, they account for us.” Her fingers pressed where the baby kicked. “But we’re not the girls who ran from that camp anymore. We have walls. We have weapons. We have seven people who’d rather die than run.”

“Nobody’s dying.”

“No,” she agreed. “They are. If they try.”

The next morning brought unexpected intelligence. Sorrel appeared at the kitchen door. Not at the step with game. Not at the table’s edge with empty eyes. In the doorway. Looking directly at me with an expression that held purpose.

She held something out. A scrap of canvas, dirty and torn, with a symbol burned into it: two crossed pickaxes over a mountain silhouette. The Ironhill Trading Company mark. I’d seen it described in Bramble’s telling of the camps, but never in person. The reality of it was smaller, more ordinary than I’d imagined. Just a brand on canvas. Just the mark of the people who’d stolen years from the women I loved.

“Where?” I asked.

She pointed north. Then held up her hand: two miles, approximately, based on the gesture she’d developed for distance. She’d found the camp. Without being asked. Without being told. The hunter had identified predators in her territory and brought back the evidence.

She held up four fingers. Then pointed to her own wrist, miming something being tied around it. Rope. Restraints. Four men with binding equipment.

“You watched them.”

A nod. Brief. Her amber-brown eyes held mine without flinching.

“Thank you, Sorrel.”

Her expression changed. Barely. The muscles around her eyes easing by a fraction. Not a smile. But not nothing, either. She turned and left, silent as she’d arrived.

She’d decided this was her territory too.

Pip found me in the barn that evening. She’d been buzzing all day with restless energy, the restless vibration of a Pip who felt displaced. A new girl, a new threat, a new crisis consuming everyone’s attention. Pip had thrived on being the bright center of things since the day she’d walked out of the creek naked and claimed me with a kiss. Displacement made her needy.

She didn’t announce herself. Just appeared, materializing from the shadows the way all the goblins could when they wanted, her lime-green skin flushed warm from running, copper-red hair tangled and wild. Her cloth band was damp with sweat and doing nothing to conceal the hard peaks of her nipples. Her wrap-skirt rode high on one thigh.

She jumped onto me before I could put down the stall hinge I was replacing. Her legs wrapped around my waist, unable to reach all the way around, heels digging into the backs of my thighs. Her arms circled my neck. Her mouth found mine with the fierce possessive urgency of someone reclaiming territory.

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

“I’ve been here all day.”

“You’ve been thinking about other things all day. I missed you thinking about me.” Her hips ground against my stomach, her body pressing everywhere she could reach. “So think about me now.”

I set the hinge on the workbench. Gripped her tiny ass with both hands, the cheeks barely filling my palms, her weight nothing against my arms. She made a sound that was half-moan, half-victorious laugh.

“Better,” she breathed. “Prove it.”

I pressed her against the barn wall. She gasped, back hitting wood, her legs tightening. Her amber eyes went wide and bright, the pupils expanding. The cloth band slipped as I shifted her higher against the wall, one small perky breast exposed, lime-green, nipple peaked in the cool air. She didn’t fix it. Grinned instead.

“Here?” she asked. Already knowing the answer.

“Here.”

It was fast and possessive, the way Pip liked when she needed confirmation of her place. Her back against rough wood planks, my hands supporting her entire weight because she couldn’t have weighed more than a sack of grain, her legs squeezing my hips. I freed myself one-handed and pushed her wrap aside to find her soaked. Not merely ready. Dripping. Her arousal had slicked the insides of her lime-green thighs, her small pussy flushed darker green and swollen with need. She’d been working herself into this state all afternoon, I realized. Stoking the fire with every glance at the new girl, every moment of feeling displaced.

I lined up and drove into her in one deep stroke. My cock stretched her tight little channel open, the size difference making her gasp and clutch at my neck. She was devastatingly snug around me, her body gripping every inch, her walls fluttering as I bottomed out inside her.

She cried out. Not from pain. From relief. From the sudden fullness of being claimed, being chosen, being the absolute center of something. Her inner muscles clenched immediately, greedy, pulling me deeper.

“Yours,” she breathed against my mouth. “Say it.”

“Mine.” I pulled back until only the tip stretched her entrance, then slammed home. The barn wall creaked.

“Again.”

“Mine, Pip.” Harder. Deeper. Pinning her tiny body with my hips.

She was vocal, because Pip was always vocal. My name gasped and moaned and screamed without any attempt at discretion. Demands for more, for harder, for faster. Breathless laughter between the sounds of pleasure, because for Pip, sex was always partly joy. Her tiny lime-green body bounced against the barn wall with each thrust, her single exposed breast jumping, the nipple a hard peak that grazed my chest with each impact. Her copper-red hair wild around her grinning, gasping face. The wet slap of my hips against hers filled the barn, the obscene sound of how ready she’d been, how her arousal coated my shaft and dripped between us.

I gripped her tiny ass with both hands, fingers sinking into the firm lime-green flesh, and pulled her down onto me as I thrust up. She shrieked in delight, her nails biting crescents into my shoulders through my shirt.

“Don’t stop,” she panted. “Don’t you dare stop. I’m so close, I’m—”

She came with her fangs in my shoulder, her small body clenching around me in rhythmic waves, her pussy milking my cock with a pressure that made my vision blur. A high keen that carried through the barn and certainly beyond its walls. I drove deep one final time and finished inside her with a groan, my cock pulsing, flooding her tight channel until the overflow leaked around me and dripped down both our thighs. Her legs shook against my hips as she felt each throb, each warm pulse drawing another aftershock from her trembling body.

“Full,” she whispered against my neck, satisfaction thick in her voice. “I can feel it dripping.”

She unwrapped slowly. Slid down my front until her bare feet touched the barn floor. Adjusted her cloth band. Tugged her wrap-skirt to something approximating modesty. Grinned up at me, amber eyes satisfied, her lime-green skin still flushed bright.

“Better,” she repeated. “Now go back to worrying about everything. I’ll be here being fabulous.”

She walked past the kitchen window. Bramble, visible inside washing dishes, looked up. Took in Pip’s disheveled state, the sex-flushed skin, the too-bright eyes. Shook her head with the fond exasperation of a mother who’d given up on propriety long ago.

Pip waved cheerfully.

Outside, Thistle was replacing a fence post. She watched Pip walk past with that rigid set to her jaw, the one that meant she was feeling something she’d rather punch than acknowledge. Her gold eyes flicked to the barn door where I stood, then away. Ears pinning flat for a heartbeat before she forced them upright.

Not anger. Not anymore. She was remembering my hands on her throat. Wanting them again. But Thistle didn’t ask. She prowled until the tension broke something, and then she took what she needed with the violence of a woman who’d never learned to want gently.

Later, in the dark, I sat on the porch step and thought about what Sorrel had shown me. Ironhill’s camp, two miles north. Four enforcers. Rope. They were here to collect.

Bramble brought tea. Sat beside me, hip against mine, belly warm between us. The autumn night was sharp with approaching frost, the stars bright overhead. We didn’t speak. We didn’t need to. The weight of what was coming sat between us like a third body, acknowledged and unspoken.

Inside the farmhouse, Nettle’s pen scratched in the greenhouse lamplight. Thistle’s whetstone sang against her hatchet blade. Pip was asleep at the kitchen table, cheek pressed to the wood, a half-eaten piece of bread still clutched in her fist. Fern hummed in the barn, the low sound carrying through the wall.

And somewhere in the northern trees, in a tree she’d claimed as her own, a girl named Sorrel sat in the dark with a hatchet and a bow, watching the road for threats that nobody had asked her to watch for.


Chapter 3: Swollen

Sorrel integrated the way water soaks into dry earth. Silent, inevitable, and useful before anyone noticed it happening.

Within a week she’d mapped the entire northern forest in her head. Knew every game trail, every deadfall, every hollow where prey sheltered. She set snare lines that produced three rabbits daily without fail, plus whatever she brought down with her bow. Bramble stopped worrying about winter protein the day Sorrel carried in a deer over her shoulders, the animal weighing more than she did, and dropped it in the yard without ceremony.

Fern had looked at the deer, then at Sorrel, and said the most words she’d offered in the girl’s direction: “That’s impressive.”

Sorrel shrugged. One shoulder. Barely a movement.

Thistle, walking past with lumber for the firewood stack, her compact olive-green body carrying three times what any of us could manage: “It’s adequate.”

The highest praise either of them could give. Sorrel’s ears twitched. Almost a smile. The corner of her mouth shifting by a fraction so small you’d miss it if you weren’t watching. I was watching.

She still didn’t speak beyond necessary signals. A nod, a head shake, a pointed finger. At meals she sat at the table’s far end and ate with fast, mechanical focus, clearing her plate before anyone else finished. Camp survival habit, the same pattern Thistle had shown early on: eat fast, eat everything, because you never know if the next meal is coming. She was watching us the way prey watches a new landscape. Deciding if the safety was real or just a trap with a longer trigger.

Bramble didn’t push. Fed her, gave her space, didn’t crowd. The same approach she’d used with Thistle a year ago, and Fern before that. Extra portions left on the step without comment. A clean cloth folded beside her sleeping spot. Small kindnesses delivered with the precision of someone who understood that trust was built in inches, not miles.

“She reminds me of you,” Bramble murmured to Thistle over the morning porridge, watching Sorrel through the window as the girl checked her snare lines.

Thistle’s gaze flicked to the window. “She’s quieter than I was.”

“You threw a fence post at Thorn’s head on your second day.”

“I was making a point.”

“Your point had splinters.”

Thistle almost smiled. Almost. She caught it, shoved it down, and took another bite of bread.

The farm’s preparations for winter intensified as the days shortened. Mornings came later, evenings earlier, the golden autumn light compressing into fewer hours of warmth. The fields needed their last harvest pulled before frost killed what remained. The root cellar needed stocking. The firewood needed splitting. Every day was a race against the calendar.

Thistle had calculated the firewood requirements with her usual aggressive precision. She’d measured the farmhouse walls, estimated heat loss through stone and shutter, calculated the greenhouse’s supplementary heating needs, and produced a number that she announced at breakfast the way other people announced war declarations.

“Forty cords minimum. More if the greenhouse needs heating.”

She pointed at me across the table. “Start cutting.”

“Forty cords,” I said.

“Minimum.” Her stare dared me to argue. “Forty-two to be safe. Two buffer cords in case of prolonged cold snap or structural loss of the north wall’s insulation, which needs repointing that Nettle’s been postponing because she claims the mortar mix requires specific humidity conditions—”

“The mortar DOES require—” Nettle began.

“I’ll start cutting,” I said.

The morning’s work fell into rhythm. Fern and Sorrel in the forest, moving in quiet parallel. Fern gathering fallen timber and checking on wildlife, Sorrel setting snares and returning with kindling bundles from places nobody had shown her. The two of them moved through the trees without speaking, sometimes separated by a hundred yards, sometimes working the same clearing. Both more comfortable with silence than language. Both reading the world through signs that had nothing to do with words.

The bond between them was immediate and wordless, the way two animals of the same species recognize each other in foreign territory. Fern didn’t push. Sorrel didn’t bristle. They simply existed in the same space with a comfort that neither seemed to extend to anyone else.

Nettle found me after lunch in the greenhouse. She needed help moving heavy planting crates to the back wall, the ceramic pots too heavy for her frame despite her strength. I obliged. Close work. She bent to grip each crate and the view struck me the way it always did: that absurd ratio of curve to frame, her leggings fighting a losing war against what they contained. Her breast pressed against my arm as we maneuvered a crate between the narrow benches. She smelled of ink and crushed rosemary and the close warmth of a woman who’d been working in a heated space.

She caught me looking. Didn’t retreat. Held my gaze two heartbeats longer than clinical interest required, her ears flushing that telltale dark green. Then she turned back to her work, presenting that magnificent rear as she bent to examine the soil in the crate’s lower level.

“I’ve been reading,” she said to the dirt. “About certain herbal applications. For relaxation.” She adjusted her goggles without turning around. “Compound 15 has been performing above expectations during solo trials.” A pause. Her ears darkened further. “I may need to schedule additional experimentation. With the appropriate variable.”

Then she fled to her journal, ink-stained fingers already writing before she’d fully sat down.

I left her to it. The afternoon needed my hands elsewhere.

Bramble watched the exchange from the kitchen window, her warm gaze tracking it with the quiet amusement of a woman who saw everything and judged nothing. When I came inside for water, she was humming, palm cradling the round swell beneath her apron, the other hand stirring a pot of something that smelled like warmth itself.

“She wants you to know she wants you,” Bramble said without preamble. “She’s just constitutionally incapable of saying it in fewer than thirty words of botanical terminology.”

“I noticed.”

“Good.” Bramble ladled soup. Set it in front of me. Her heavy breasts swayed with the movement, the thin blouse giving up its structural pretense as it always did in the warm kitchen. She caught me looking at that too and her smile was slow, knowing, and entirely deliberate. “Eat. You’ll need your strength.”

“For the firewood?”

“Among other things.”

The evening hours were a lesson in domesticity. Pip and Fern brought in the last of the root vegetables from the east field, Pip’s chattering narration audible from a hundred yards: “—and then Stump tried to eat the BASKET, not the turnips IN the basket, the actual BASKET, and Fern just looked at him and he stopped but I SWEAR he was planning revenge—”

Fern walked beside her in patient silence, the occasional amused twitch of her ears the only acknowledgment of Pip’s torrent. Silver-white hair catching the last light. A basket of turnips balanced on one hip, Stump’s lead rope in the other hand. The donkey followed her with the devotion of a creature who’d found its person.

Thistle’s axe rang against wood until the light failed completely. She’d split a cord and a half since morning and showed no signs of stopping until Bramble physically stood in her line of sight and said “Dinner” in the tone that ended all arguments.

Sorrel appeared at some point during the meal preparation. Nobody saw her arrive. A brace of partridges on the step, still warm, feathers already removed. Then she was at the table’s edge, eating with the mechanical efficiency of someone who still didn’t quite believe the food was guaranteed.

The table: seven chairs, seven people, the sounds of a family. Pip talking enough for everyone. Thistle eating with focused precision, her gaze scanning the room by habit. Nettle’s pen scratching between bites, documenting something only she found relevant. Fern feeding Stump under the table (Bramble had given up that fight). Sorrel at the far end, silent, watchful, present.

Bramble presided. Served seconds before anyone asked. Refilled cups. Directed traffic: “Pip, elbows off the table. Thistle, there are napkins. Nettle, the journal can wait until after the meal. Fern, I can SEE you feeding him.” Her eyes warm with the bone-deep satisfaction of a woman whose purpose was this: to feed, to hold together, to make a kitchen into a home.

After supper, she touched my arm. “Walk with me.”

The porch step. Our place. Where every important conversation between us had happened since the very beginning. Where trust had been built in quiet evening words, in the smell of autumn and the sound of the creek below the willows. She sat with effort, her pregnant belly changing the physics of everything, and leaned against my shoulder. Her warmth through her clothes. The weight of her against me, familiar and grounding.

“She’s been active all day,” Bramble said, hand on the swell. “Kicking. Moving. She knows something’s changing.”

“How far along are you now?”

“Three and a half months by calendar. Closer to five by size.” Her laugh was dry, self-aware. “Nettle’s tonics did their work too well. I’m growing a baby at double speed and my body is… responding.”

I could see the response. Even in the dim evening light, even through her blouse, the changes were visible. Her already enormous breasts had grown beyond any reasonable proportion, heavy and full, the dark green nipples pressing against fabric that had given up all pretense of containment. The belly beneath her apron was round and tight and unmistakable, reshaping her body into something new. Fertility incarnate on a five-foot-one frame.

“Are you worried?”

She was quiet for a moment. The autumn wind stirred her dark green hair, loose from its bun now that the working day was done. It fell past her shoulders in thick waves, herb-scented, warm. I watched it move and wanted to bury my hands in it.

“I’m not worried about the baby,” she said. “I’m worried about everything else. Ironhill. Trade routes. Whether we’ll have enough preserved food if they try to starve us out.” She paused. Her hand found mine and placed it on her thigh. Her skin was warm through the fabric, impossibly soft. “But right now, in this moment, I’m not worried about any of that.”

Her voice dropped. That register. The one that belonged only to me, only in the dark, only when she decided it was time. The warm contralto went lower, rougher, with a quality of need that made my blood surge south.

“I’ve been patient,” she said. Her brown-gold eyes held mine. Not asking. Telling. “I’m done being patient.”

“You said that once before.”

“And you gave me exactly what I wanted.” Her hand moved from my thigh to mine, lifted it, placed it on her belly. The baby shifted under my palm, a roll and kick that I felt through skin and muscle. Then she moved my hand higher. Up the slope of her pregnant swell, over the tight fabric stretched across her belly, to where her swollen breasts rested heavy on its curve. Even through her blouse I could feel the heat of her, the weight of each breast overflowing my palm, the dark nipple hardening under my touch.

“They ache, Thorn.” Her voice was barely a whisper now. “All day. Full and heavy and leaking and I need your hands on them. I need your mouth.” She pressed my hand harder against the soft weight. Milk dampened the fabric beneath my fingers. “I need you to worship me tonight.”

My cock was straining against my trousers. She felt it, because she pressed her hip against me deliberately, grinding slowly.

“Tonight,” she said. “After the girls are settled.”

Then she stood, smoothed her apron over her belly with both hands, and walked back into the kitchen with swaying hips and the smallest smile over her shoulder. Deciding. Taking.

The evening hours crawled.

I chopped firewood until my arms burned and the moon was high. Checked the fence line with Thistle, who was finishing her evening patrol with the grim satisfaction of someone who’d reinforced every weakness she could find. Helped Fern settle the animals for the night: Stump in his stall, Clover and kid bedded down, Moss the second goat already asleep.

Listened to Nettle lecture about soil pH in the greenhouse while she bent to examine seedlings, the defining curve of her rear straining dark emerald fabric in the lamplight, and tried not to think about Bramble’s hand moving mine to her breast.

Pip fell asleep at the table again. Bread crumbs on her cheek, one hand still wrapped around a piece of bread, her lime-green face soft and peaceful in sleep. Thistle carried her to the barn without being asked. One arm under Pip’s back, the other under her knees, the tiny body cradled against Thistle’s compact chest with a gentleness that would have shocked anyone who’d known Thistle a year ago. She tucked a blanket around Pip’s shoulders, paused, and punched my arm on the way back inside.

“She drools,” Thistle muttered. “On my shirt. Every time.”

“You could wake her up.”

“Shut up.”

Nettle retired to the greenhouse for evening observations, her journal under one arm, her goggles catching the lamplight as she crossed the dark yard. Fern was in the barn with the animals, humming something low and sweet. Sorrel was in her tree. The house went quiet.

Bramble appeared in the bedroom doorway.

Her apron was folded over the kitchen chair. Not hung, not tossed. Folded with the precision of a woman who treated her armor with respect even as she removed it. Her hair was down: dark forest-green waves cascading past her shoulders, thick and glossy, smelling of cooking herbs and warmth.

She unbuttoned her blouse as I crossed the room. Slow. Deliberate. Her brown-gold eyes locked on mine, watching my face with each button released. Each one giving way to another inch of deep emerald cleavage until the fabric parted completely and her breasts fell free.

They were enormous. Swollen beyond even their natural size by the pregnancy and the ongoing lactation. Heavy, round, warm. Dark green nipples already beading with milk, the drops catching lamplight like amber. They rested on the shelf of her pregnant belly, the visual of fertility and abundance that was uniquely, impossibly Bramble. The strongest woman I knew, standing before me with every piece of armor removed.

“You did this to me,” she said. Warm, not accusing. Pride in her voice. Her hands cupped her own breasts, lifting them slightly, feeling their weight. “Look what you made.”

I looked. My mouth went dry. My hands clenched at my sides, fingers aching to touch, but she deserved to set the pace. She always set the pace. Until she decided otherwise.

She sat on the bed’s edge. Her belly between her thighs, the round tight swell pushing against the fabric of her skirt. Her breasts rested heavy on the curve of her belly, shifting with each breath. She crooked a finger.

I went to her.

Her hands found my belt. Undid it with the efficient practiced ease of a woman who’d been thinking about this all day, who’d cooked dinner and managed a household and nursed a secret hunger through every hour of it. She freed my cock, already rigid, throbbing against the cool air. Both her hands wrapped around me, her fingers warm, flour-dusted, the calluses of a year’s kitchen work catching against my sensitive skin.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said, stroking slowly, her grip firm and sure. She released me and cupped her own breasts again, lifting them, pressing them together. Milk ran between her fingers in thin streams, warm and herb-scented, dripping onto her belly. She pressed them together around nothing and looked up at me through dark lashes with an expression that could have melted iron. “They’re big enough now. More than big enough.” She bit her lower lip. “I’ve wanted to try this since they started growing. Will you let me?”

I groaned. My hands went to her hair, threading through the dark green waves. “Bramble.”

She leaned forward and wrapped her massive tits around my cock.

The world went white.

Soft. Hot. Slippery with her own milk, the warm liquid coating my shaft as her breasts pressed together around me, enveloping me in a tunnel of yielding flesh that was nothing like a hand or a mouth. Heavier. Warmer. The particular give of full, milk-swollen breast tissue compressing around a cock that throbbed between them. She held them with both hands, creating a channel so deep and so tight that I disappeared completely between them. Her deep emerald cleavage swallowed me whole, the size of her pregnancy-swollen tits staggering, more than enough to surround every inch of me and then some. The color contrast branded itself into my vision: my cock sliding between her milk-heavy pregnant breasts, sun-browned skin against deep emerald green, her flour-dusted hands pressing soft flesh together with the same firm grip she used to knead bread.

She looked up at me. Brown-gold eyes, knowing, powerful, hungry. The Matriarch on her knees with her man between her tits. “Is this what you wanted, dear?”

“Yes.” My voice was wrecked already. My hands shook in her hair.

She moved. Slow, deliberate strokes. Her breasts sliding up and down around me, the milk making everything slick and warm and impossibly smooth. Each downstroke buried me to the hilt in her cleavage, the warm flesh pressing from every side, my shaft disappearing into emerald green. On each upstroke the swollen head of my cock emerged between her tits, flushed dark and glistening with her milk and the clear pre-cum that had been leaking since the porch. Her tongue darted out to catch it, a hot wet swipe across my slit that made my hips jerk and my fingers tighten in her hair. Her lips closing around the head for one heartbeat, sucking gently, tongue circling the ridge, tasting the salt of me mixed with the sweetness of her own milk. Then she pushed back down and engulfed me in warm slick flesh again, and I groaned from somewhere deep in my chest.

“You made these bigger,” she murmured between strokes. Milk sprayed with each compression, warm droplets hitting my stomach, running down the slopes of her breasts. “You filled me up. Your seed, your baby, making me swell until nothing fits anymore.” Her voice went ragged. “Every blouse splitting at the seams. Every morning so full I leak through whatever I wear.” She looked up with those brown-gold eyes blazing. “I love it. I love what you did to me.”

My hands tightened in her hair. The rhythm quickened. Her enormous tits bouncing around my shaft, the obscene wet sounds of milk and arousal. Her mouth catching me on every upstroke, tongue swirling, lips stretched around my tip. I felt the build, fast and climbing and inevitable.

“Inside me,” she breathed, releasing me from between her breasts with a final slick stroke. Milk dripped from her swollen nipples, streaming down the curve of her belly. “I want to feel you inside me while she kicks.”

She turned. Got on all fours on the bed. Her pregnant belly hung heavy beneath her, round and tight, the swell of new life weighing her down in the most beautiful way. Her enormous breasts swayed free, dripping milk onto the sheets in warm streams. Her wide hips, her deep emerald skin gleaming in the lamplight, the dark green of her sex visible between her thick thighs. She was soaked. Ready. Had been ready since the porch.

She looked back at me over her shoulder. Brown-gold eyes fierce.

“Give me what I need, Thorn.”

I entered her from behind. One long, deep thrust that seated me fully inside her warmth. She gasped, pushed back against me, took me deeper. The angle with her belly hanging meant I went further than usual and she moaned at the fullness.

I went slow at first. My hands found her belly, palms flat on the tight curve, feeling the life inside shift and move beneath my touch. The baby kicked against my hand as I thrust, a small protest or greeting from the daughter who shared this space with me.

“Faster,” Bramble said. Her voice cracked with need. “I can take it. She’s fine. Give me what I need.”

I gave her what she needed. Deep, steady, building. My hands moved from her belly to her hips, gripping the soft maternal flesh with farmer’s hands, pulling her back onto me with each stroke. Sinking into her wet heat to the hilt and holding, feeling her clench, then withdrawing slow enough to make her whimper before driving home again. Her magnificent breasts swayed beneath her with each thrust, heavy pendulums dripping milk onto soaked sheets in warm streams. The slap of my hips against her full soft ass echoed in the quiet room, the sound of skin meeting skin punctuating her moans.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, Thorn, just like that. Fill me up. Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop.”

Her hands gripped the headboard, knuckles whitening. I drove deeper. Harder. She pushed back to meet every thrust, her wide hips rolling with a rhythm that was all instinct, all need, the soft flesh of her ass rippling with each impact.

“More,” she gasped. “I need more. Harder. I can take everything you have.”

I gripped her hips and drove into her with everything I had. The bed creaked beneath us, the frame protesting. Her pendulous tits swayed in violent arcs, milk spraying with each impact, the warm droplets scattering across the sheets, the headboard, her own arms. Her belly swung heavy between us, taut with life. She was making sounds I’d never heard from the composed Matriarch: raw, desperate, animalistic sounds of pleasure that had been locked behind years of restraint and responsibility. The woman who held everyone together, finally letting herself fall apart.

“I’m close,” she said. “Thorn, I’m— don’t stop— she’s kicking— she knows— oh god, right there, RIGHT THERE—”

Bramble came with a low, shaking cry that was part surrender, part triumph. Her body clenched around me in rhythmic waves, her pussy gripping my cock in pulses so tight and so strong it was like she was trying to pull me deeper, keep me inside her, never let me leave. Milk sprayed from both her breasts in twin arcs, hot streams soaking the pillow, the headboard, everything in range. Her whole body trembled, her arms giving way, her belly pressing into the mattress as she collapsed forward with a final shuddering moan.

I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks on her deep emerald skin and followed her over. Drove as deep as I could reach and finished with a groan torn from somewhere primal. My cock pulsed inside her, filling her with long hot spurts, my seed flooding her already-full body. My hands on her belly. My cock throbbing deep in her warmth while our daughter kicked against the contractions of her mother’s pleasure, the two sensations blurring until I couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began.

I stayed inside her as she eased forward onto her side. Followed, spooning behind her, my arm under her head, the other wrapped around her belly. She pressed back against me, still trembling with aftershocks, her skin flushed dark green with satisfied heat.

The baby kicked against my palm. Hard. Definite. As if announcing that the disruption was noted but forgiven.

Bramble laughed. Breathless, watery, full of something that sounded like everything she’d ever wanted distilled into one sound. “She knows your hand.”

I pressed my forehead to the back of her neck. Breathed her in. Herbs and warm skin and milk and sweat and something that was just Bramble. The scent of a woman who’d survived eight years of captivity and built a family in a ruin and was carrying the next generation of it inside her body.

“I love you,” she said quietly. Not for the first time. But each time she said it, it landed like something new. Like a door opening that had been locked for years.

I kissed the nape of her neck. She hummed and settled deeper against me, her body heavy and warm and full and content.

Morning came with Bramble at the kitchen table, radiant. Hair still loose from sleep, a choice she’d never made before this year. Her apron tied over her belly, her hand milking herself into a clay jug with practiced efficiency. The morning routine that fed the farm’s crops. Her magical milk, warm and herb-scented, flowing into the jug with each practiced squeeze. Her full breast resting in her palm, the dark green nipple between her fingers, milk streaming with the easy flow of a body that had been well-emptied the night before.

She hummed the bright lullaby while she worked. Every few beats the baby kicked, visible through the apron, and her rhythm would catch before resuming. The kitchen smelled of fresh bread and the particular sweetness of her milk, the two scents mingling into something that meant home.

Pip stared at the jug from across the table, her amber eyes fixed on the warm liquid with undisguised longing.

“I still think I should get to try some.”

“You may have some when you lay an egg,” Bramble said without looking up. Her technique didn’t falter. The milk kept flowing, filling the jug steadily.

Pip considered this with disturbing seriousness. Her brow furrowed. Her copper-red hair, still tangled from sleep, had a leaf in it from the previous day that nobody had mentioned yet. “But what KIND of egg? Because I think if I tried really hard—”

“Pip.”

“Fine. But I’m holding you to that. If I ever lay an egg—”

“You will not lay an egg.”

“You don’t KNOW that.”

Bramble looked at her over the rim of the jug. One eyebrow. Nothing more needed.

Pip ate her porridge.

The day’s work began in earnest. Winterization consumed every waking hour now. Thistle had Fern and Sorrel working the forest for timber, the arrangement seamless in its wordlessness. Fern identified dead-standing trees suitable for burning: trees dried on the stump, the best fuel wood, minimal moisture content. Sorrel felled them with the axe Thistle had sharpened for her, the blade moving with the quiet competence of someone who’d survived alone in the woods for months. They hauled the rounds back on Stump’s sledge, the donkey pulling three times what any person could carry.

Forty cords meant hundreds of trees processed, split, and stacked. Stump’s flanks steamed with effort in the cool air. Fern walked beside him, one hand on his neck, murmuring encouragement that kept him moving when the loads were heavy.

I worked the splitting maul beside Thistle all morning. Side by side in comfortable silence, the rhythm of wood splitting under iron. The satisfying crack of oak rounds giving way, the rings separating clean, the smell of fresh wood sharp in the autumn air. Her olive-green skin sheened with sweat despite the cool temperature, her compact toned body twisting with each strike. Scars on her forearms flexed with the effort. Jaw set, choppy auburn hair stuck to her temples.

She worked like she fought. Aggressive, precise, no wasted motion. Every stroke landing exactly where it should, the maul finding the grain line with instinctive accuracy.

“Forty-two,” she said at midday, driving the maul through an oak round that split like butter.

“Forty-two what?”

“Cords. Not forty. Forty-two. Two above minimum.” She set the maul on the stump, butt-down, and wiped her face with her scarred forearm. “In case the greenhouse needs heating AND we lose the north wood access.”

“That’s a lot of wood.”

“That’s enough wood.” She looked at me with those fierce gold eyes. Not challenging. Certain. “Enough means nobody on this farm freezes.” She hefted the maul again, settling it into the worn groove in her palm. “Not while I’m standing.”

Thistle’s love language: forty-two cords of firewood, stacked perfect, measured to the inch, calculated for every possible contingency.

Nettle found me after lunch with a report that made her ears twitch with open unease. She was waiting in the barn, away from the others, her journal clutched to her chest.

“The cold-concentrated compounds are getting stronger,” she said, keeping her voice barely above a whisper. “My preparations from this week are twice the potency of anything I produced in summer.” She pushed her goggles higher on her forehead, then pulled them back down, then pushed them up again. Three cycles in five seconds. Bad sign. “My healing salves are closing wounds in a day that should take a week. The growth tonics are pushing seedlings along at triple normal rate. Thorn, that’s not a marginal improvement. That’s a fundamental shift in what these compounds are doing.”

I stared at her.

“Orin’s texts describe enhanced growth from mineral-rich water sources,” she continued, her sage-green eyes wide behind the glass lenses. “But nothing at this magnitude. The cold is concentrating whatever the aquifer puts into the water, and the results are accelerating faster than my models predicted.” She caught herself. Breathed. Adjusted the goggles one more time. “It’s beyond what I can explain with normal herbalism. And I don’t say that often.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“I don’t know.” She held my gaze. “But it’s accelerating. Whatever the aquifer is doing, the cold makes it stronger. And stronger things attract stronger attention.”

She turned back toward the greenhouse, her round ass shifting beneath stretched leggings as she walked, each full cheek outlined with the kind of visual impact that never diminished no matter how many times I’d seen it. Then she paused. Looked over her shoulder. The worry in her eyes momentarily replaced by something else.

“I’m going to keep testing. But Thorn.” Her voice dropped. “If anyone else finds out what’s under this farm…” She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to.

The afternoon brought Sorrel’s second turkey in a week. She appeared from the forest’s edge carrying it over one shoulder like it weighed nothing, this one even larger than the first, killed with the same surgical precision. She placed it on the kitchen step and turned to leave without a sound.

Bramble intercepted her. Not with words. With a plate of bread and cheese, extended at arm’s length the way you’d offer food to a skittish animal. Sorrel looked at the plate. At Bramble. At the plate again. She took it. Ate standing on the step, watching the treeline, the turkey forgotten beside her.

“Two in one week,” Thistle observed from the fence she was reinforcing, not looking up from her work. “She’s better than the snare lines.”

“She IS the snare lines,” Pip called from the porch railing, where she was attempting to balance on one foot for no apparent reason. “Except the snare lines don’t bring back turkeys the size of Stump.”

“Nothing is the size of Stump,” Fern said mildly.

“Sorrel’s turkeys are APPROACHING the size of Stump.”

Sorrel’s ear twitched. The corner of her mouth shifted. Then she was gone, plate empty, the ghost that fed them vanishing back into her woods.

I sat on the porch step that evening as the sun went down, gold light turning everything amber and warm. The farm spread before me in every direction: planted fields browning with autumn’s touch, the greenhouse glowing where Nettle worked by lamplight inside, Thistle’s firewood stack growing along the barn wall in rows so precise they looked machine-cut. Fern gentling Stump in the paddock, her silver-white hair catching the last light. Pip chasing chickens with the boundless energy of someone who would never voluntarily sit still. Sorrel’s shadow visible for one heartbeat at the treeline before disappearing into the dusk.

Inside, Bramble was singing. The bright version of her lullaby. The one she used when things were good. The one with the quick rhythm that spoke of welcoming what the light brings. Her voice carried through the kitchen window, warm contralto mixing with the sounds of dinner being prepared and the gentle crackling of the hearth fire.

The baby kicked against her belly while she sang. I could hear the slight catch in her rhythm when a strong kick landed, the brief pause before she continued, her hand going to the spot where her daughter had announced her presence.

Somewhere in the northern dark, four men with rope and professional eyes were sleeping two miles from this porch. Waiting for orders from a man in a clean coat.

My hand tightened on the porch rail until my knuckles whitened.


Chapter 4: The Man in the Good Coat

Stump’s ears went flat at midday.

I was replacing a gate hinge when the donkey’s entire body stiffened. He stopped chewing the fence rail he’d been methodically destroying and swung his blocky head toward the south road. Ears back, nostrils wide, weight shifting to his hind legs like a horse about to bolt. Beside him, Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner, Snack, and Dessert stopped scratching the dirt and clustered in the corner of their run, silent. Five chickens who normally bickered over every seed suddenly unified in stillness.

Fern appeared from the barn. Her gray-green eyes found mine across the yard. “Someone’s coming.”

I set down the hinge. Took my hatchet from the tool rack. Walked to the gate with the steady pace of a man who wasn’t going to run.

The rider appeared on the ridge road a minute later. Single horse, moving at a walk so unhurried it was almost a statement. Coming from the south, which meant the Willowford road. As he drew closer the details sharpened against the autumn sky: dark blue coat, tailored, spotless despite what must have been hours on the road. The fabric had the sheen of wool that cost more per yard than most farmers earned in a week. Clean-shaven face, neat dark hair. He sat his horse with the easy patience of a man who assumed he’d be received wherever he went.

The assumption itself was an insult. People who knew they were welcome didn’t need to project confidence like armor.

He dismounted at the gate. Tied his horse to the post with a practiced hand, the knot complex and specific, a horseman’s knot that wouldn’t work loose but could be released with one pull. He straightened his coat. Smoothed the lapels. Smiled.

The smile was worse than anything else. It was warm, open, and entirely disconnected from his eyes.

Behind me, the farm positioned. Silent, efficient, the choreography of seven people who’d spent months preparing for threats. Thistle materialized at the fence with her hatchet held low against her thigh, her fierce stare fixed on the man with the flat attention of a predator assessing another predator’s threat radius. Pip vanished into the barn loft; I caught the glint of pitchfork tines through the hay door, positioned where she could drive them downward through the opening if anyone entered below. Nettle moved to her garden bench where three smoke compounds sat in clay pots, each one capable of blinding a man for ten minutes. Bramble was inside, shutters open, watching through the kitchen window with her hand on the long knife she kept by the flour bin.

And Sorrel. Nobody saw Sorrel. She was in a tree beyond the fence line, sixty yards back, her bow drawn and sighted on the stranger’s chest. Nobody had told her to do this. Nobody needed to. She’d positioned herself the moment Stump’s ears flattened, ghosting into the canopy without sound, without discussion. The hunter had identified the threat and responded.

The man reached the gate. Extended a hand across the wooden slats, the gesture relaxed, unhurried. His fingers were clean, his nails trimmed with precision, no calluses anywhere on his palm or fingertips. Not a working man’s hand. Not a hand that had ever gripped a tool or hauled a load or known the honest burn of labor. A hand that wrote in ledgers and signed documents and occasionally shook other clean hands in rooms with closed doors.

“Calder Voss.” His smile widened, showing teeth that were very white and very straight. “Ironhill Trading Company, asset recovery division.” His voice was pleasant, modulated, carrying the smooth cadence of someone trained to speak in negotiations. The words “asset recovery” delivered with the same casual tone another man might use for “cheese merchant” or “traveling tinker.” As if what he did for a living was unremarkable. “I’m hoping we can have a productive conversation.”

I didn’t take his hand. Let it hang there between us in the autumn air until the social weight of the refusal forced him to lower it. He did so without visible offense, which told me more about him than anything he’d said. A man who didn’t react to rudeness was either a saint or a predator with infinite patience. He wasn’t a saint.

His eyes, gray and flat and calculating in a way that reminded me unpleasantly of how Nettle looked at experimental data, slid past me. Dismissed me. Moved to the things behind me with the focused attention of someone performing an inventory audit. They swept the south field: the grain rows standing three times the height they should be, the golden heads heavy with more grain per stalk than any natural crop produced. The greenhouse with its oiled-paper windows stretched across the ash timber frame, the green of herbs visible through the translucent panels. The barn extension, solid ash timber joined with Thistle’s characteristic precision, the construction quality apparent even from thirty yards.

The expanded chicken run. The herb drying racks with their rows of bundled plants. The firewood stack, forty-two cords, straight and precise as a geometric proof. The irrigation channels between the garden beds, clay-lined and efficient. The smokehouse with its vented tin hood. The goat pen with its proper fencing.

He wasn’t looking at the farm the way Dunhill looked at it. Dunhill’s gaze carried territorial resentment: the fury of a man whose neighbor was getting above his station, succeeding where success wasn’t permitted. Voss’s gaze was something else entirely. Clinical. Evaluative. The slight movement of his lips suggested he was counting. Cataloguing. Assigning monetary value to each structure, each field, each evidence of unnatural productivity. Running numbers behind those flat gray eyes.

“I believe you’re harboring six units that belong to my employer,” he said. His voice remained pleasant. Conversational. The way someone might discuss a line item on a shipping manifest or a discrepancy in an inventory count.

Units. Not people. Not women. Not even goblins. Units.

“There are no units on this farm,” I said. “There are six free women who work their own land.”

“Seven now, I believe.” His eyes had found the additional place setting at the outdoor eating bench. One glance as he’d walked from the gate. Details. This man lived in details the way Nettle lived in data. “The Accord of the Three Valleys technically prohibits enslavement, yes. That’s been the legal position since its ratification. But property law regarding pre-existing labor contracts predates the Accord by some forty years. My employer’s position is that these women broke binding service agreements and absconded with company-subsidized training and education.” His smile never wavered. “We’d like to resolve this amicably. Informally, if possible.”

He looked at the south field again. His head tilted, subtle, the way a hunting dog points at game it’s found. “Though I must say, your yields are remarkable for this valley.” His gray eyes tracked the grain rows, measuring their height, their density. “Truly remarkable. What’s your method?”

“Get off my land.”

“Of course.” He raised both palms. Peaceful. Non-threatening. A performance as smooth as his coat. “I’m simply here to introduce myself and establish the company’s position. We have documentation for six units.” He didn’t check any paper. Didn’t reach for a pocket or a ledger. The names came from memory, recited with the flat ease of a man reading from a list he’d reviewed a hundred times. “Bramble, cook. Pip, field runner. Nettle, herbalist. Thistle, laborer. Fern, livestock handler.” He counted them off on those clean fingers. “And a sixth from our northern logging operations. Tawny coloring, freckled, killed a guard dog during her escape. We’ve been looking for that one separately.” He paused. Looked at the tree line, then back at the extra place setting. “Though that seventh seat suggests there may be someone beyond our records.”

He knew their names. Their roles. From the camps. The names the slavers had given them, the roles they’d been forced into. The words hung in the autumn air like a smell.

“Those are people you’re naming,” I said. My voice stayed level. Quiet. The tone dropped low, the way it did when something inside me went cold and still and dangerous. “People with a home. People you won’t be taking.”

“We’ll see.” The smile stayed. The eyes stayed flat. He turned to walk back to his horse, then stopped. Looked at the greenhouse one more time. The herb drying racks. The irrigation channels. The quality of Thistle’s construction. His gaze lingered on the greenhouse, the unusual green of the plants visible through the oiled-paper panels.

“Mr. Ashvale, one more thought.” He stroked his horse’s neck with those clean hands. “My original mandate was limited to asset recovery. Six units, returned to the company, case closed.” He looked at me with those calculating gray eyes. “But having seen your operation, the scale of your production, the quality of your infrastructure, I’ve expanded my assessment. The company has interests beyond personnel.”

He mounted. Rode away without hurry, his coat unwrinkled, his back straight, and I could feel him cataloguing every detail he passed on the way back to the ridge road. The greenhouse from this angle. The barn extension’s construction quality. The chimney smoke that suggested a well-managed hearth. The drainage channels Thistle had dug around the foundation. Everything.

He wasn’t just counting goblins. He was appraising the farm. Calculating what this dirt was worth with its uncanny yields and its invisible water magic. Adding a new column to his ledger.

The moment he cleared the ridge, I walked inside.

The kitchen erupted.

Bramble was at the table first, both hands flat on the wood, belly pressing against the table edge. The baby kicked against her apron, the push of a tiny foot outlined through the fabric. Her brown-gold eyes were hard, her jaw set, her shoulders rigid with the controlled fury of a woman who’d spent eight years learning to swallow terror and convert it to strategy.

“Property recovery.” Her voice was controlled but I could see the tremor in her fingers. The fine shake that meant every survival instinct she’d developed in the camps was screaming. “That’s what they called it at the camps too. Polite words for men with chains. Nice coats covering iron intentions.”

“Give me one clear night and I’ll resolve the problem permanently.” Thistle’s voice was low, her gaze hard, hatchet still in her hand. She hadn’t put it down. Wouldn’t put it down for hours, I knew. The tool belt was her armor and the hatchet was her assurance.

“No.” Bramble’s bark. The commanding register that stopped everyone, including me. The one that held years of authority in a single syllable. “We defend. We don’t murder. We are not what they made us.”

“He knows our names.” Pip’s voice was small. She’d come down from the barn loft, pitchfork still clutched to her chest with both hands, the tines pointing up. Her usual brightness was dimmed, replaced by something I’d rarely seen from her: real fear. Her amber eyes were too wide. “He said mine. He said all of them. He knew I was a field runner. That was my designation.”

Nettle, quiet until now, spoke from the doorway: “He wasn’t looking at us.”

Everyone turned to her.

“He was looking at the land.” Nettle pushed her goggles higher with one ink-stained finger. Her sage-green eyes were sharp, analytical, processing the encounter the way she processed data: finding the pattern beneath the obvious. “The fields. The greenhouse. The yields. He mentioned the ‘operation.’ His mandate expanded, he said. Not just from personnel to property. He was assessing this farm’s value as a WHOLE.” Her voice dropped. “The farm isn’t just protecting goblins anymore. The farm IS the prize.”

Silence. Nobody breathed. She’d said the thing nobody wanted to articulate. The thing that had been lurking beneath every exchange since the merchant’s calculating eyes.

Bramble’s fingers curled protectively over the swell. The baby kicked against her palm. Her jaw set harder. “Then we defend both.”

Fern spoke from the doorway behind Nettle, Stump’s bulk visible behind her. “The animals didn’t trust him. Stump wouldn’t let him past the gate. Even the chickens went quiet.” She looked at me with those steady gray-green eyes. “Animals know predators.”

Sorrel appeared. Nobody saw her enter. She was simply at the table’s edge, bow in her lap, amber-brown eyes fixed on me. She placed something on the table: a single arrow. The one she’d aimed at Voss’s chest for the entire conversation. Its iron point glinted in the lamplight. She’d been ready. For the entire time Voss spoke, she’d been a twitch of the finger from ending him.

She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. The arrow said everything.

The afternoon was tense. Every sound sharper, every shadow deeper, every silence more loaded than it should be.

Thistle threw herself into construction with violent energy. Reinforcing the gate’s cross-bracing until the bolts groaned with over-tightening, then adding a second alarm wire to the south approach that Sorrel’s tracking had identified as a likely entry point. Her hammer rang against metal with a fury that echoed across the farm, each strike a declaration of intent. She built the way other people punched walls: to channel something too big for her body to hold.

Pip helped Fern secure the livestock. Checking every pen lock, every barn latch, every loose board or gap that someone might exploit to reach the animals. Pip’s chatter was absent for once. She worked in silence, her amber eyes focused, her small lime-green body moving with purpose instead of her usual bouncing energy. When she finished the barn checks, she picked up her pitchfork and leaned it by the barn door. Within reach.

Nettle disappeared into the greenhouse and didn’t emerge for hours. The lamplight behind the oiled-paper panels showed her moving between preparations with frantic purpose, mixing compounds, labeling jars, her hands working with the speed of someone who’d realized her chemistry might need to serve as weaponry. Smoke bombs. Irritants. The paralytic salve she’d developed from concentrated herbal extracts. All the tools of hedge-witchery, refined and prepared and stored at every defensive position Thistle had marked on her maps.

Fern worked with the animals. Calming them. Stump had been agitated since Voss’s visit, his ears flat, his territorial aggression heightened. She spent an hour just standing with him, her hand on his neck, her silver-white hair against his dark mane, murmuring the nothing-sounds that kept him grounded.

Sorrel was in her tree. Nobody needed to check. She’d positioned herself there the moment Voss departed and would stay until darkness made the road invisible. Her bow drawn across her knees. Her amber-brown eyes on the ridge. Watching for the return she knew was inevitable.

And Bramble cooked. It was what she did when the world threatened to crack open beneath her feet. When control was an illusion and safety was conditional and the people she loved were in danger. She cooked enormous quantities of food: preserving, jarring, pickling, smoking. Filling every vessel and crock with things that would keep through winter and siege alike. Building reserves the way Thistle stacked firewood. The same principle, the same love language.

Enough means safe. Enough means nobody goes hungry. Enough means we survive whatever comes.

Her belly pressed against the counter as she worked. The baby kicked, a sharp push against the apron fabric. Bramble paused, palm pressing where her daughter had announced herself, protective and brief. Then she picked up her knife and kept cutting.

I found Thistle behind the barn at dusk.

She was sharpening her hatchet. The same behavior. The same place. The same set to her shoulders and tightness in her jaw that I’d seen the night she asked me to tie her up. Her gaze was fixed on the blade’s edge, the whetstone moving in precise passes. She’d been at it for twenty minutes at least. The edge didn’t need more work. It could have split silk without tearing. Her hands needed something to do or they’d tear something else apart.

I leaned against the barn wall. Didn’t speak. Waited.

She didn’t start with insults. Didn’t snarl or shove or dare me to say something. She just sat on the stump she used as a workbench, hatchet across her knees, and was quiet. The whetstone stopped moving. Her fingers curled around the handle and her knuckles went white.

Then, in a voice smaller than seemed possible from someone who filled every room with her fierceness: “When they grabbed me at the logging road, they choked me until I stopped fighting.”

The evening went still. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath.

“That’s how they transport new captures.” Her voice was flat. Reporting facts. But her gold eyes stared at the hatchet blade and saw something else entirely. “Hands on the throat until you go limp. Easier to bind someone who’s unconscious.” She touched her own throat with one scarred hand. Briefly. As if testing whether the memory lived in the skin. “I woke up in ropes. My throat was bruised for a week. I couldn’t swallow without remembering their fingers. Couldn’t breathe without feeling them squeeze.”

She looked at me. Her stare was wide. Not fierce. Not angry. Something under all of that. Something she’d walled off behind years of violence and insults and challenges, something she’d hidden so deep she’d almost forgotten it was there. Almost.

“He was there today. A man in a good coat with clean hands. Talking about UNITS.” Her voice cracked on the word. “And all I could feel was fingers on my throat.”

The autumn air was cold between us. Ten feet of distance and a year of trust.

“I want yours there instead.”

My chest tightened. I set down the tool I’d been holding, placed it quietly against the barn wall. Moved to her slowly. The way you’d approach something wild. The way you’d move toward a frightened animal that was deciding between fight and flight, the way Fern had approached Sorrel in the forest hollow.

I crouched until our eyes were level. Her gold met my hazel. She was shaking. The finest tremor, visible only because I was this close.

“You’re sure?”

Her jaw clenched. Ears pinning flat, then forcing upright with visible effort. The battle between vulnerability and armor playing out across her features in real time. “Don’t make me say it again, you rock-brained—” Her voice cracked. She swallowed hard. Tried again. Softer. Real. “I’m tired of their hands being the last ones I remember there. I want yours. I want yours to be what I feel when someone says ‘throat’ or ‘grab’ or ‘hold.’ I want you to take that from them and give it back to me.”

She took my right hand. Lifted it with both of her small scarred ones. Placed it against her throat.

My fingers wrapped around her neck. They nearly spanned it entirely, her throat small and warm and alive under my palm. I could feel her pulse: hammering, fast, a trapped bird beating against her ribs. The heat of her skin, the fine tendons shifting as she swallowed, the ridge of her windpipe beneath my thumb. She was so small. So fierce. So fragile beneath the fury.

Her gold eyes were locked on mine. Terrified. Trusting.

I held her. No pressure. Just warmth. Contact. My hand where theirs had been, but motionless. Steady. Present.

She breathed out. Long, shaking, and I felt the tension leave her body through my fingers. Like air escaping a bellows. Her shoulders dropped. Her jaw unclenched. Her eyes closed. The whetstone slipped from her other hand and clattered to the ground. She didn’t flinch at the sound.

“Not hard,” she whispered. “Just hold me.”

I held her.

For one minute, two, I just held. My hand on her throat, her pulse gradually slowing beneath my palm. Her breathing evening out. The muscles in her neck relaxing against my fingers. She was rewriting, I realized. Cell by cell, moment by moment. Replacing the memory of force with the memory of choice. Of being held by hands she trusted.

Then she kissed me.

Aggressive. Urgent. Her thin lips pressing hard against mine, her fangs grazing my lower lip in a scrape that drew the finest line of blood. Her small hands fisted in my shirt, pulling me closer, pulling me in. My hand stayed on her throat, thumb resting against her pulse point. She trembled into the kiss. Not fear. Need.

“More,” she breathed against my mouth.

I pulled her against the barn wall. One arm under her compact muscular ass, lifting her effortlessly. She weighed nothing. A hundred pounds of fury and sinew and scar tissue, and all of it lighter than a feed sack in my arm. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her back against rough wood, my hand still on her throat. Not squeezing. Resting. Present.

Her eyes flew open, locking onto mine. Dilated until the gold was barely a ring around bottomless black. Her breathing came fast, each exhale brushing my wrist where my hand held her neck.

Her leather chest-wrap was between us. She yanked it down herself, one-handed, baring small firm breasts against olive-green skin. The scar across her collarbone was silver in the dim light. Her nipples hardened in the cool air, peaked and dark against her skin. She grabbed my free hand and pressed it flat against her chest, between her breasts, over her racing heart.

“Touch me. All of me.” Her voice was raw. “Replace them. Every place they grabbed, every place they hit, I want your hands there instead.”

I kissed her throat, above my own fingers. She gasped like I’d burned her. I kissed the collarbone scar, the raised ridge of it rough against my lips. The pulse point. The hollow where her jaw met her neck. Each place my mouth went, I could feel her body unlock another inch. Tension releasing like bolts being drawn back, one by one.

My hand on her throat shifted. I pressed slightly. Just barely. The weight of my fingers against her pulse, not restricting, not blocking air, just there. Present. Heavy. Deliberate.

Her eyes went wide. Then her entire body shuddered and she moaned. Not the snarling combative sounds I was used to from Thistle. A sound of pure, liquid relief.

I freed myself one-handed, shoved her cut-off leggings aside. She was soaked. Drenched. Had been ready since she placed my hand on her neck, since she trusted me with the thing that terrified her most.

I entered her against the wall.

She made a sound between a scream and a prayer. Her claws raked my shoulders through my shirt, five lines of fire across each side. I thrust deep, rough, the way Thistle’s body responded to force from safe hands, the way she needed to be overwhelmed to let go. Her back against the rough barn boards, splinters catching in her choppy hair. My hand on her throat stayed: gentle, present, the pressure of resting not squeezing. My thumb against her pulse, feeling it race.

“Harder,” she hissed. That fierce gaze burned into mine from inches away.

I tightened my grip. A fraction. Not enough to restrict air. Enough to feel. My fingers pressed against the sides of her neck, the pulse hammering under my hand, her throat working as she swallowed.

Her eyes flew wide. Locked onto mine with an intensity that could have set fire to wet wood. Dilated. The gold barely a ring around bottomless black. Burning. Trusting.

I watched her face for any sign of fear. Any flicker of the terror that lived in those memories. I found none. Only need. Only trust. Only the desperate hunger of a woman rewriting her body’s darkest chapter.

I thrust harder. The barn wall creaked. She gasped with each impact, my fingers shifting against her hammering pulse, the dual sensation of being filled and held and compressed making her entire body vibrate like a plucked string. Her legs tightened around my waist, heels digging into my lower back. Her claws drew deeper lines across my shoulders. Blood welled through the fabric, hot and stinging.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Like that. Don’t stop. Don’t let go.” Her voice was raw, stripped of every layer of bravado. Just need. Pure, desperate, honest need from a woman who never let herself need anything.

I didn’t let go. My hand steady on her throat, feeling her pulse race against my palm, feeling her swallow against my fingers with each thrust. My cock drove into her tight, soaked heat with the rhythm her body craved, each stroke bottoming out inside her compact frame, stretching her around me. Her olive-green skin sheened with sweat, scars catching lamplight from the barn window, that burning gaze holding mine through every thrust. The wet sound of our bodies connecting was obscene in the quiet evening air, the slick evidence of how desperately she wanted this.

“You’re mine, Thistle.” Low. Against her ear. My hand pressing slightly firmer against the sides of her throat. Not air. Pressure. Presence.

Her walls clenched at the words. Her breath caught against my palm.

She came with my hand on her throat. Back arching off the barn wall with a force that nearly broke free of my grip, a sound between a scream and a sob ripping from her chest. Her entire body convulsed around me, her pussy clamping down in rhythmic spasms so tight they were almost painful, walls milking my cock in desperate pulses. Legs squeezing, claws sinking deep enough to draw real blood. Her fangs bared, sharp and white, every muscle in her compact body seizing at once. Her gold eyes locked on mine through the entire orgasm. She didn’t close them. Didn’t blink. She wanted to see who was holding her. She wanted to know whose hand was on her throat when she shattered, and she wanted it to be the last thing she remembered.

I finished inside her with a groan, my grip loosening as my own climax crashed through me, my cock pulsing deep in her still-clenching heat. Each throb of my release drew another aftershock from her trembling body. I came and came, filling her, marking her from the inside while my hand still rested on her throat, my thumb stroking the side of her neck gently now. Soft. Careful. The aftermath of force replaced with tenderness, rough hands going gentle on scarred skin.

Her body trembled against the wall. Held up entirely by my arm under her and her legs around my waist. Aftershocks running through her like small earthquakes.

She didn’t go limp this time. She stayed pressed against the wall, my hand still resting on her throat. Light. Present. She lifted her own small scarred hand and placed it over mine. Held it there. Her fingers over my fingers, both of them around the throat that slavers had used to break her.

“They took this from me,” she said. Her voice was raw. Rough. Real. Stripped of every layer of bravado and insult and anger, down to the truth underneath. “You gave it back.”

Then she punched my shoulder with her free hand. Hard enough to bruise. Hard enough that I grunted from the impact.

“Don’t tell anyone I said that, you rock-brained—”

I kissed her quiet. She melted into it, fierce and soft at the same time, her hand still holding mine against her throat. Her legs unwound from my waist slowly, her feet finding the ground. We stood like that, pressed together in the dark behind the barn, my hand resting on her neck, her hand over mine, until her breathing slowed and the tension that had been building for days finally drained from her compact body.

She walked inside after. Ate dinner sitting down. The faded rope marks on her wrists from months of voluntary bondage were almost invisible now, pale lines on olive-green skin. By morning, the faint pink outline of my fingers on her throat would be visible. Two thumb prints, one on each side, symmetrical and deliberate.

She wouldn’t cover them. Badges, all of them. The marks she chose. The marks that meant “I trust” in a language spoken only by skin.

That night at the kitchen table, we planned. All seven present. The lamps burning warm. Bramble’s bread cooling on the board, the smell of it grounding, normal, the scent of home. But the conversation was anything but normal.

Sorrel contributed her arrow on the table and her watchful amber-brown eyes. The arrow was a statement: I am armed and I will use it. She didn’t need to say more.

Bramble led the strategy session with her palm against the taut curve of her pregnancy and her voice made of iron. The same voice that had organized an escape from the camps. The same mind that had calculated food rations for thirteen people crossing mountains. Now calculating defense.

“He’ll come back,” she said. Certain. “Not alone. And not just for us. For all of it. For the farm, the land, whatever he thinks is making these fields produce.” She looked at Nettle. “He noticed the greenhouse. The herbs. The yields. He saw the irrigation. He saw the construction quality. He’s calculating what this property is worth to his company. He’s not stupid.”

“He’s worse than not stupid,” Nettle said quietly. Her sage-green eyes were grave behind her goggles. “He’s efficient. Stupid men make mistakes you can exploit. Angry men make even bigger mistakes. Efficient men don’t give you openings. They calculate and they act and they don’t waste energy on emotions that might cloud their judgment.”

“Dunhill was angry,” Pip said. “We could handle angry.”

“Exactly,” Nettle said. “Dunhill made mistakes because he was emotional. He threatened openly. He used village politics instead of direct action. He gave us time to prepare and respond.” She pushed her goggles up. “Voss won’t do any of those things. Voss will assess, plan, and execute. Like balancing a ledger.”

Nobody spoke. The lamplight flickered.

“Then we make openings,” I said. “Thistle’s defenses. Sorrel’s snares. Nettle’s compounds. We make this place cost more to take than it’s worth. We make every approach dangerous. Every fence line a threat. Every shadow potentially armed.”

“And if they decide it’s worth enough to pay the cost?” Bramble asked. Not challenging. Calculating. The same calculation she’d run in the camps: what if the worst happens? What then?

“Then we make them pay more.” I looked around the table. Six faces in the lamplight. Six shades of green. Six women who’d bled for this farm every day since they walked out of those mountains. “All of us. Together. Whatever comes.”

Thistle’s hand found mine under the table. Squeezed once. Her scarred fingers against my calloused ones, her grip fierce and sure. She met my gaze across the lamplight with the smallest nod. The faint marks of my fingers on her throat caught the lamp’s glow.


Chapter 5: Smoke and Glass

Thistle finished the greenhouse on a Tuesday. I know because she carved the date into the cornerpost the way she carved everything that mattered: deep, deliberate, permanent. The numbers cut clean into ash timber, three strokes for the day and the month scratched below.

Glass panels from Hollis, traded before the routes closed, replaced the oiled-paper windows that had served as interim glazing since autumn. Thistle mortared each one into the ash timber frame she’d shaped and fitted over three weeks of labor. Every joint sealed with Nettle’s waterproof resin, the application so precise you could run your finger along the seams and not find a gap. The door hung true on iron hinges salvaged from the old barn hardware, the latch a carved hardwood mechanism that operated with a satisfying click. Inside: shelves built to Nettle’s specifications (thirteen inches apart for adequate air circulation between plant levels), a potting bench with built-in drainage channels, and a ventilation system Nettle had designed using clay pipes and Thistle had installed while muttering about “incompetent botanists who can’t hold a crossbeam straight and have no concept of structural load distribution.”

Nettle stood in the center of the finished structure, goggles pushed up on her forehead, sage-green eyes wider than I’d ever seen them. Her ink-stained hands hung at her sides, forgotten. Her thick thighs were slightly apart, weight shifted forward like she might need to lean on something or risk falling over. The morning light came through the glass panels from every angle and turned everything gold. The plants she’d already begun cultivating inside caught the light and seemed to lean toward her, as if welcoming their caretaker to her rightful domain.

“This changes everything,” she whispered. Then, as the full scope of possibility hit her, louder: “Year-round compound production. I can grow frost-sensitive species. I can control temperature, humidity, light exposure. I can isolate variables for the aquifer preparations and eliminate seasonal contamination from my data.” She spun in place, her hips turning with her, the leggings drawing taut with each pivot to take in every angle. “I can synthesize the cold-concentration effect artificially by manipulating nighttime temperatures. I can—”

“A ‘thank you’ would work,” Thistle said from the doorway. She leaned against the frame with her arms crossed, one calloused bare foot kicked over the other, her compact olive-green body radiating the earned satisfaction of someone who’d created something perfect and wanted everyone to know it without actually saying so.

Nettle blinked. Surfaced from whatever botanical galaxy she’d disappeared into. “Thank you, Thistle.” She paused. Looked around at the clean joinery, the precisely spaced shelf supports, the glass panels set flush and true without a single misalignment. “The structural integrity is… adequate.”

Thistle almost smiled. The corner of her mouth twitched, held for half a second, then her gold eyes shifted to the doorframe where she’d noticed a microscopic flaw in the mortaring. “That joint needs touching up. The seal isn’t perfect.”

“It looks perfect to me.”

“Then you need better goggles.” But she was already walking back toward the firewood pile, her compact body radiating something dangerously close to pride.

The greenhouse was operational. One victory in a week that badly needed them.

Because the trade routes died three days later.

Maren’s message came via her nephew again, the boy red-faced from running, his breath making clouds in the cold morning air. Two sentences on folded paper, her sharp angular handwriting pressed deep into the stock: “Voss told me directly. Anyone trading with Ashvale obstructs Ironhill operations. He was polite about it. He’s always polite.”

Then Hollis’s note, delivered by the boy’s return trip. Written in rough lettering on a scrap of leather, the kind of surface a man used when he didn’t want paper evidence in his shop: “Sorry. Can’t trade anymore. Wife cried writing this. The salves work better than anything for my hands. But he said our smithy would have an accident if we continued. I believe him. Sorry. — H.”

I read both at the kitchen table. Set them down without expression. The kitchen was quiet for a moment. Bramble’s spoon stopped stirring. Nettle’s pen stopped scratching. Pip’s chatter died mid-sentence.

Bramble’s hand found mine under the table. Squeezed. Her calloused fingers warm, her grip fierce.

“What do we have?” I asked.

She didn’t need to check. She’d been inventorying since the day Voss arrived, the way she’d inventoried supplies in the camps. Mental ledger, always running, precise to the last half-cup of flour. “Flour for three weeks at careful rationing. Salt enough for preserving but not for everyday cooking. No nails. No tools for replacement or new construction. What rope we have. What Sorrel kills. What the greenhouse and garden produce.” Her brown-gold eyes were calculating, not afraid. She’d been hungry before. She’d kept people alive on less.

“Sorrel,” I said.

As if summoned by her name, three rabbits appeared on the kitchen step. Still warm. Perfectly cleaned. The dawn offering that hadn’t failed once since her second morning.

“Sorrel,” Bramble agreed.

The next days were lean and hard and focused. Days that tested whether a household was real or just a collection of people sharing a roof.

It was real. I knew it by how they responded.

Bramble stretched every ingredient with the iron discipline of a woman who’d learned meal planning under conditions where waste meant someone went without and someone going without meant someone dying. Soups replaced bread when the flour ran low, thick soups heavy with root vegetables and herbs that masked the absence of grain. Rabbit in everything: stewed with rosemary for dinner, roasted with the last honey for special occasions, dried into jerky for the root cellar, the bones boiled for broth that Bramble flavored with whatever Nettle’s garden produced through the greenhouse. Root vegetables from sections they hadn’t planned to harvest yet, pulled early, smaller than they would have been with another month in the ground but necessary now.

She never let the table look sparse. This was deliberate, I knew. In the camps, seeing empty plates had broken morale faster than any guard’s cruelty. Bramble filled every bowl to the brim. Made everything look abundant even when it wasn’t. Made every meal feel like a choice rather than a necessity.

“We’re fine,” she said to me on the porch step one evening, fingers spread wide across the bump where the baby shifted. “I’ve fed more people on less.” Her eyes were steady. Not afraid. “This is luxury compared to the mountain crossing.”

Pip helped in the kitchen for the first time, forced by reduced work in the fields. She was terrible at cooking, burning everything she touched and dropping things that shouldn’t be droppable, but she tried with the earnest determination she brought to everything. Bramble corrected her with patient authority: “Lower heat. Don’t stir so fast. That’s a knife, Pip, not a club.”

“I’m trying!”

“Try with less enthusiasm and more precision.”

Sorrel hunted with an intensity that shifted from “contributing” to “essential.” The cornerstone of their protein supply. Three rabbits a day became four, then sometimes five. Birds joined the count: partridge, pheasant, a pair of wood pigeons taken on the wing with arrows that seemed to turn corners. Then a deer she tracked for two days through the northern forest, following its trail through rain and wind, sleeping in a hollow with her bow across her knees, killing it with a single arrow through the throat at forty yards on the third morning.

She carried it back over her narrow shoulders. The animal’s legs dragged the ground on either side of her, its head lolling, its weight easily twice her own. She walked out of the tree line with it balanced across her back as casually as if it were a coat, crossed the yard, and dropped it in the dust beside the kitchen step.

Fern looked up from brushing Stump. Stared. Her gray-green eyes went wide, which for Fern was the equivalent of any other person’s jaw hitting the floor.

“That weighs more than you do,” Fern said.

Sorrel shrugged. One shoulder. Her tawny-green skin wasn’t even flushed with effort. Her breathing was completely normal. She might have been carrying a basket of eggs for all the physical strain she showed. The freckles across her nose caught the morning light. She was already turning back toward the forest.

“She doesn’t even breathe hard,” Pip said from the porch, her amber eyes wide with something between admiration and incredulity and maybe a little jealousy. “I get winded carrying BASKETS. She carries an entire DEER and she’s not even SWEATING.”

Sorrel walked back toward the forest without looking back. The deer’s blood was already drying on her narrow shoulder, dark against tawny-green. Tomorrow she’d bring more. And the day after. And every day after that until the siege broke or winter ended or the world changed. Because this was how she said “I belong here.” With blood and meat and the daily proof of her usefulness.

Maren was smuggling supplies through her nephew’s cart, hidden under hay bales and turnip sacks with the ingenuity of a woman who’d been running a business for thirty years and knew every trick of concealment. Small amounts: a bag of salt wrapped in burlap and buried under a sack of chicken feed. A pouch of ten precious nails tucked inside the boy’s boot, rattling with each step. A length of good rope coiled beneath a feed bag, indistinguishable from the feed-store standard she sold openly. A packet of sewing needles taped to the underside of the cart’s bench.

Each delivery was small. Calculated to be unnoticeable if the cart were stopped and searched. Enough to survive. Not enough to thrive or expand. Enough to keep us patching fences and preserving food and mending clothes. Not enough for new construction or major repair.

She was risking everything. Her store’s reputation in the village. Her relationship with the other merchants who’d bowed to Voss’s pressure. Maybe her physical safety, if the “accident” he’d threatened against Hollis was a genuine promise rather than a bluff. We owed her more than any amount of silver could repay. But Maren didn’t do what she did for payment. She did it because Aldric had been her friend, and his nephew had earned her respect, and she decided what was right and acted on it regardless of cost.

“Don’t thank me,” she wrote in one note accompanying a bag of flour so small Bramble could use it in a single day. “Just don’t let those bastards win.”

The isolation pressed regardless. No Hollis for tools or repair metal meant that when things broke, they stayed broken or were jury-rigged with whatever materials we could scavenge from the property. No general store access for flour or cloth or lamp oil or the dozens of small necessities that kept a household running meant counting everything twice and making do with less. Every thread, every nail, every drop of oil became precious.

What we didn’t grow, catch, forge, weave, or make with our own hands, we didn’t have. Simple as that. The farm that had been expanding all summer, reaching outward with new structures and new fields and new possibilities, contracted to its own borders. Holding tight. A fist clenching against the cold and the hunger and the knowledge that somewhere north, a man in a good coat was waiting for winter to do his work for him.

Thistle responded the way Thistle always responded to threat: she built. She spread scrap paper on the kitchen table and drew with Nettle’s ink, her gold eyes burning with tactical focus. The farm’s full layout from above. Every approach path. Every sight line. Every natural bottleneck where the terrain forced movement into a narrow channel.

“Trip wires here.” She jabbed the paper. “Kill zones here. Choke points at the gates and the two fence gaps.” She drew X marks at each position. “If they come, they come through HERE.” Her finger pressed hard enough to dent the paper at the gate entrance. “And here is where I’ll be.”

Nobody argued. Nobody suggested we negotiate. The time for talking had ended when Voss called them units.

Sorrel appeared at Thistle’s shoulder. Nobody had noticed her approach, which was becoming less surprising and more impressive the more I realized just how close she could get without anyone hearing. She looked at the diagram for a long moment. Her amber-brown eyes tracked the lines and marks with the focus of someone reading a language she’d spoken her whole life.

Then she said her first voluntary word at the farm.

“Snares.”

Thistle looked up. Her gold eyes met Sorrel’s amber-brown. A beat of something passed between them. Recognition. Two hunters speaking the same dialect.

Sorrel crouched. Took a piece of charcoal from the hearth basket and drew on the floor beside the table in quick, certain marks. The northern forest’s approach paths. Every trail, every gap between trees wide enough for a man to walk. Every natural chokepoint where roots narrowed passage or rock formations created funnels. And at each one: a snare symbol. Placement, trigger mechanism, counterweight, all indicated with simple marks that conveyed complete information.

Tactical intelligence from a hunter’s brain. Years of catching prey distilled into a defense plan.

Thistle studied the diagram for a full minute. Her gaze traced each line. Then she nodded.

“It’s adequate.”

From Thistle and Sorrel simultaneously, in the same evening, those words meant a treaty had been signed. An alliance forged without handshake or speech. Two killers agreeing to kill together.

The days after brought confirmation that the threat wasn’t theoretical. Ironhill scouts had been spotted on the ridge road. Watching with spyglasses. Monitoring. A figure at the treeline two mornings running, never the same figure, always positioned where the farm was visible but the observer was barely a shape against the forest edge. They were cataloguing our defenses the way Voss had catalogued our yields.

Pip was furious about it.

Not scared. Angry in the specific way that Pip got angry, which was to say loud, physical, and completely lacking in anything resembling subtlety or restraint.

“They’re WATCHING us,” she said at breakfast, slamming her small palm on the table hard enough to rattle her bowl. “Like we’re animals in a pen. Like we’re THEIRS to watch.” Her amber eyes blazed, the pupils narrow slits of fury. Her lime-green skin was flushed brighter with emotion, the way it always went when she was aroused or enraged or feeling anything too strongly to contain. “I spent eighteen years being watched by people who owned me. Being observed. Being catalogued.” She stood from her chair, the movement explosive for someone so small. “I’m done being watched by anyone I didn’t choose.”

Her cloth band strained across her perky breasts, the thin fabric damp from the morning dew she’d run through on her dawn patrol. Her copper-red hair was wild from sleep and wind, tangled with a dried leaf she hadn’t noticed. Her jaw was set with a determination that looked strange on features usually devoted to brightness and mischief.

“Pip,” Bramble started.

“No.” Pip stood. Her chair scraped back against the floor. She looked at me with an expression I knew. The one that meant she’d already decided and the conversation was about informing me, not asking permission. The one where her amber eyes went sharp and certain and her mouth set in a line that said “try to stop me.”

“They want to watch?” She stepped toward me. “Fine. Let them watch THIS.”

She grabbed my hand. Her small fingers wrapped around my wrist with surprising strength.

I let her pull me through the kitchen door. Across the yard, past the chicken run where all five birds watched us pass with blank avian interest. Toward the south field. The fence line at the south field’s edge was the closest point on the property to the ridge road. Visible from a quarter mile with clear sightlines. Anyone with a spyglass on that ridge would see everything that happened at this fence.

Pip knew this. It was the point.

She stopped at the fence. Turned to face me. The autumn sun was warm on her lime-green skin, turning it luminescent, the brightest shade of green against the gold-brown of harvested fields. Her amber eyes were fierce and bright. Not the playful heat I was used to from her, not the seeking validation of our first time at the creek. Something harder. Something that had steel in it.

Defiance. The fury of someone who’d been property and would die before she became property again.

“They want to take me back?” She reached up and pulled her cloth band over her head. One motion, practiced, the thin fabric sliding off. Her perky breasts bounced free, lime-green, nipples hard from the autumn cold and from the rage coursing through her. She threw the band on the ground. “Let them see who I belong to.”

She dropped to her knees in the grass.

I looked at the ridge. Couldn’t see anyone with my naked eye. But if scouts were there, as they had been every morning this week, with their spyglasses and their reports for Voss, they’d see this. A tall farmer standing at the fence. A tiny green-skinned woman on her knees before him. In broad daylight. Unhidden.

Good. Let them.

Pip’s hands found my belt. Unfastened it with the eager practiced speed she’d perfected over months. Her small fingers working the buckle with familiar dexterity, pulling the leather free, reaching for the buttons beneath. She freed my cock and wrapped both hands around it, her small fingers barely meeting around the shaft. She looked up at me. Amber eyes huge, pupils blown wide with a mixture of fury and desire. Her lips were wet where she’d licked them. Her jaw set with determination.

“Yours,” she said. “I’m YOURS. And every man with a spyglass on that ridge is going to know it.”

She took me into her mouth.

Not playful. Not the eager sloppy enthusiasm of our first night at the creek or the possessive hunger of the barn quickie. This was a statement written in flesh. She serviced me like she was signing a declaration with her tongue, both hands working the base while her mouth took as much as she could manage. She gagged and pushed deeper. Her small hands gripped with fierce intent, twisting slightly on each stroke. Sloppy, wet, fierce. Saliva running down her chin, dripping onto her bare breasts.

Her amber eyes locked on mine from below. Not submission in them. Defiance. She held eye contact with the intensity of someone making a point with every stroke.

She moaned around me. Loud. Deliberately loud. The sound carrying across the open field, rolling toward the ridge road. If anyone was listening, they’d hear her. She wanted them to hear.

I gripped her copper-red hair. Tangled my fingers in the wild tangles, feeling twigs and that dried leaf she still hadn’t noticed. She moaned louder at the grip, pushed deeper onto me, her throat working. Her bright skin gleamed with effort in the autumn sunlight, beads of saliva catching the light on her chin, her tiny body on her knees before me with the open valley stretched behind her like a stage.

Her tongue swirled on each withdrawal. Both hands pumping what her mouth couldn’t reach. She was working me with a focused fury that made my vision narrow and my breath come fast.

“Stand up,” I said.

She released me with a wet pop, strings of saliva connecting her swollen lips to my tip. Her amber eyes gleamed up at me. I lifted her one-armed, her body featherlight even with one hand, and set her on the top rail of the fence. Her bare ass on rough wood, legs spread wide, the ridge road behind her like a backdrop. She gasped at the cold wood against her skin and grinned.

“Let them see,” she said. Fierce. Savage.

I pushed her wrap-skirt up. She was soaked through, the fabric of her underthing dark with arousal, the scent of her hitting me in the autumn air: warm, musky, desperate. I pulled the fabric aside and she was bare beneath: green skin flushed darker with desire, her small pussy glistening wet, swollen and ready. Her arousal had coated the insides of her thighs, thin strings of it visible in the autumn sun.

I gripped both her hips, lifted her slightly to adjust the angle on the rough wood, and drove into her on the fence rail.

She cried out. Not from surprise. From triumph. From the sudden stretch of my cock filling her tiny body in one stroke, the fence rail pressing against her ass, the open sky above and the open field below and nothing between us and whoever was watching.

Her legs tried to wrap around my waist but couldn’t reach all the way. She clung with her arms around my neck, heels digging into the backs of my thighs, her back arching hard. The fence creaked and groaned with each thrust. She was loud. Louder than she’d ever been. Not just moaning: screaming. My name, over and over, aimed at the ridge like an arrow fired with intent to wound.

“YOURS!” Each thrust pushed the word from her chest, driven out by the force of my cock hitting deep inside her. “I’m YOURS, Thorn! Do you HEAR me?”

That last wasn’t directed at me. It was directed at every scout on that ridge. At Voss in his clean coat. At Ironhill and their ledgers and their “units.” At everyone who’d ever looked at her and seen property instead of a person.

I gripped her hips hard enough to leave purple marks on her bright green hips. Drove into her with the full force of my body, each stroke lifting her off the rail, each withdrawal letting gravity drop her back onto the wood before I slammed home again. The fence groaned beneath us, the post rocking in the earth. Her tiny body bounced with each impact, perky breasts jumping free and bare in the autumn air, nipples hard as stones, copper-red hair flying wild around her face. Her amber eyes streamed tears that had nothing to do with pain and everything to do with the ferocity of feeling too much at once: rage and pleasure and freedom all tangled into a sound that carried across the autumn fields.

“Theirs?” she gasped. Her pussy clenched around me, fighting to hold me inside her. “NEVER. Never again. YOURS, Thorn. Say it. Tell the whole valley.”

“Mine,” I growled against her neck, teeth grazing her pulse. “You’re mine, Pip. Every inch.”

She came screaming. Her back arched off the fence so hard that only my grip on her hips kept her from flying backward, her entire small body displayed for anyone on that ridge with a spyglass. Her walls clenched around me in rhythmic crushing pulses, her pussy milking my cock in waves that rolled from her entrance to her deepest point. Her legs locked around my hips, squeezing, her lime-green skin flushing so bright it nearly glowed in the sunlight. The sound she made was not a moan or a cry but a war cry. Pure defiance made into sensation, made into the wet contracting grip of a free woman choosing her man in the open air.

I finished inside her with a snarl. Buried to the hilt and held there, my cock pulsing, pumping her full while the autumn breeze cooled the sweat on our joined bodies. She gasped at the heat of it, at the feeling of being filled and claimed where anyone could see. Her body milked every last drop from me while the aftershocks rolled through her in diminishing waves. She panted against my chest, gripping my shoulders with all her small fierce strength, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

“Good girl,” I murmured against her hair.

She pulled back. Grinned. Fierce, satisfied, savage. Her amber eyes were bright with tears and triumph. Cum already beginning to drip down her inner thigh, visible against her green skin.

“Let them report THAT to Voss,” she said.

She hopped off the fence and walked toward the farmhouse without adjusting a single thing. Cloth band still on the ground behind us. Wrap-skirt still hiked up. Bare-breasted in the autumn sun, cum on her thighs, lime-green skin blazing against the gold of the fields. Chin up. Spine straight. Walking like she owned every inch of ground between the fence and the kitchen door.

Bramble stood in the kitchen doorway, drying a bowl. She watched Pip approach, took in the bare chest, the marked thighs, the expression of pure defiant satisfaction. She shook her head with a fond, exasperated smile.

Pip waved cheerfully. “Thirsty!”

Thistle, passing with lumber for the firebreak: “You’re revolting.”

“You’re looking, though.”

Thistle’s gaze flicked away. Fast. The tips of her ears darkened.

From the barn, Fern watched with gray-green eyes and perked ears. Something like curiosity on her normally serene face. An assessment being made. Beside her, Stump chewed fence rail with complete indifference to human mating displays.

The scouts on the ridge saw everything. I was certain of it.

Good.

The afternoon returned to preparation with renewed energy. Pip’s defiance had given the rest of them permission to be angry. Her display at the fence wasn’t just exhibition; it was a declaration of war directed at every spyglass on the ridge.

Even Bramble seemed lighter. She watched Pip return from the fence with the proud exasperation of a mother watching her daughter do something simultaneously outrageous and exactly right. “She’ll catch cold,” Bramble murmured from the kitchen doorway, but she was smiling.

The afternoon work split along familiar lines. Thistle had Sorrel placing snares in the northern approaches according to their jointly designed plan. The work was physical and precise: hemp rope of Thistle’s making (she’d braided it from raw fiber in the barn, dozens of yards of it, during the evenings when her hands needed occupation). Sapling triggers calibrated to a man’s weight, not a rabbit’s, the mathematics different. Counterweights set to haul a body off its feet and leave it dangling inverted from a bent tree. Not lethal. Painful. Extremely effective at destroying the confidence and the ankles of anyone who stepped where they shouldn’t.

I found them working together in the tree line in the late afternoon. The autumn light was golden and low through the canopy, throwing long shadows across the forest floor. Thistle drove stakes into the hard autumn earth with her mallet, each strike precise, each placement deliberate. Sorrel threaded rope through pulleys she’d carved from branch wood with her knife, her thin tawny-green fingers moving with a speed and precision that suggested she could do this in complete darkness.

They didn’t speak. The silence between them was different from the silence between Sorrel and anyone else. With others, Sorrel’s silence was absence: the space where words should be but weren’t. With Thistle, it was communication. A shared language of competence, of purpose. Two hunters who’d found in each other the rarest gift: someone who understood the work without needing it explained.

Thistle glanced at Sorrel setting a snare trigger. Watched the tawny-green girl’s freckled fingers test the tension on the rope, adjust the counterweight by a few grams, re-tie a knot that was already perfect until it achieved a marginally more perfect configuration. Attention to detail that Thistle recognized because she possessed it herself.

Thistle nodded once. The highest commendation in her vocabulary.

“She’s good,” Thistle said to me, her voice low enough that it should have been beneath hearing range for anyone else.

Sorrel’s pointed ears twitched. She heard. Goblin hearing missed nothing. But she didn’t look up. Just kept working, her thin fingers precise and sure. The ghost of something shifted in the set of her narrow shoulders. Not quite pride. Not quite satisfaction. But the absence of the tension that usually lived there. The absence of waiting for criticism.

It was the closest thing to a smile I’d seen from her hands.

On the walk back from the snare lines, Sorrel stopped. Not her usual tactical stop, the flat-hand warning that meant danger. She simply paused beside a cluster of low bushes at the forest’s edge, their branches heavy with dark blue berries that I wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t knelt beside them.

She picked one. Held it up between her thin freckled fingers. Looked at me. Put it in her mouth. The ghost of something crossed her face that I’d never seen from her: pleasure. Not the grim satisfaction of a clean kill or a full snare. Simple pleasure. The enjoyment of a taste she liked.

She picked a handful more. Ate them one at a time, crouching in the dappled light, her amber-brown eyes half-closed. Then she gathered a palmful and held them out to me.

An offering. Not game for the kitchen step. Not tactical intelligence. Not competence proving her worth. Just berries she liked, shared because she wanted to share them. A personal thing. The smallest act of trust that had nothing to do with survival and everything to do with choosing to let someone see what brought her pleasure.

I took them. They were tart and sweet, intensely flavored, bursting against my tongue. “Good,” I said.

Her ears lifted. She picked one more for herself, ate it, and stood. We walked back to the farm without another word. But something had shifted. She’d shown me a piece of herself that wasn’t a weapon or a skill. Just a girl who liked berries in the autumn forest.

Evening brought Stump’s latest campaign against the greenhouse. The donkey had decided that the door handle was his mortal enemy. He’d chewed through the first leather strap Fern had used, then the second braided replacement, and then a third made of doubled cord. Nettle installed a metal latch positioned above donkey-head height. Stump stood before it for a full minute with what Fern described, in her characteristically understated way, as “deliberate resentment.”

“He holds grudges,” Pip said, watching through the kitchen window.

“He holds everything,” Fern replied from the porch. “Especially grudges.”

The next morning the latch was intact. But Stump had eaten the corner of the doorframe instead. Three inches of ash timber, gnawed through with patient determination. Nettle’s journal entry that evening, visible on the potting bench when I brought her dinner: “Note: investigate anti-herbivory compounds for greenhouse exterior surfaces. Subject: Stump. Motivation: what can only be described as spite. Behavioral classification: escalating territorial conflict. Recommended intervention: consult Fern regarding behavioral modification. Alternative: accept defeat.”

I checked the alarm wires before bed. Checked the gate’s bracing. Checked the axe by the door. Ran my hand along its new handle, smooth ash that Thistle had shaped to fit my grip exactly.

Sorrel dropped from her tree as I passed the north fence. Landed without sound, bow in hand, amber-brown eyes flat and alert. She held up two fingers. Pointed north. Then made a walking motion with her hand.

Two. Moving. Getting closer.

I nodded. She vanished back into the canopy.

I went inside and didn’t sleep well.


Chapter 6: Dual Stimulation

The days blurred together in the rhythm of a farm under siege. Wake before dawn to Bramble’s cooking and Sorrel’s game on the step. Work until the light failed: chopping, splitting, hauling, repairing, reinforcing. Meals at the table with seven voices and what was coming pressing on all of us. Sleep, fitful, with one ear always listening for the alarm wires.

But the farm kept growing. Despite the isolation, despite the closed trade routes, despite the scouts on the ridge and the man in the good coat two miles north. Nettle’s greenhouse produced herbs through the shortening days. Bramble’s rationing stretched their stores without anyone going hungry. Sorrel’s hunting kept protein on the table. Thistle’s construction kept the wind out and the walls strong.

And each evening, as the others settled into their nighttime routines, Nettle disappeared into the greenhouse with the focused intensity of a woman who had something to prove. Not to anyone else. To herself. To the questions that lived in her journal. To the desire that she’d stopped pretending was merely academic months ago.

She always worked late. But since the greenhouse became fully operational, the lamplight behind glass burned until midnight or beyond. The structure held the day’s warmth long after sunset, creating a pocket of summer in the deepening autumn cold. Inside, the air was thick with moisture and the scent of a hundred growing things: rosemary and mint and the clean sharpness of sage and the earthier, stranger smell of whatever aquifer-enhanced preparations she was brewing at her workbench.

Pip had started calling it “Nettle’s bedroom” and Bramble had stopped correcting her.

I brought her dinner. A bowl of Bramble’s rabbit stew, thick with root vegetables and rosemary. Bread on the side, the last of the flour stretched thin but Bramble’s skill compensating. An apple from the root cellar, one of the last of the season. It was what I did. Every evening. Without it, she’d work until midnight on an empty stomach, her blood sugar crashing, her hands shaking too hard to write, and then she’d wonder why her results were “inconsistent” and blame the compounds instead of her own neglect.

The greenhouse door was ajar. Warm air spilled out into the cold evening, smelling of green things and earth and something else beneath it, something sweet and warm that I associated with Nettle’s private preparations. The ones she kept on the shelf between Compound 14-A and Compound 16. I pushed the door open with my shoulder, bowl balanced in one hand.

She was at her workbench. The space she’d made entirely her own over the months since the greenhouse was completed. Every surface organized with the precision of someone who needed external order to compensate for internal chaos. Labeled jars in alphabetical rows. Tools hung on pegs in size order. Reference notes pinned to a board with color-coded markers that only she understood.

Her goggles were pushed up on her forehead, the indentation marks beneath them visible even in the warm lamplight. Her sage-green eyes were intent on her journal, scanning the page she’d been writing with the focus of someone reading something that frightened and excited them in equal measure. One ink-stained hand held the pen that had been writing rapidly. The other rested on something beside the journal. Something that was not a herb sample or a soil test or any of the hundred legitimate objects that normally occupied her workbench.

The lamplight caught the glass panels from every angle and filled the greenhouse with amber glow, turning the space into something that felt more like a sanctuary than a laboratory. Plants surrounded her: seedlings in clay pots at various stages of accelerated growth. Herb bundles drying on strings above, their scent thick in the warm air. The larger beds of winter vegetables pushing green and vigorous through enriched soil, defying the season with the casual indifference of life fueled by magic.

She heard me enter. I knew because her ears shifted, the pointed tips catching my footsteps even on soft earth. She didn’t close the journal when I approached. That was the first sign. The Nettle who guarded her privacy, who slammed notebooks shut and went dark green at the slightest intrusion, didn’t close her journal. Left it open. Left it visible. Intentionally.

I set the bowl on the bench’s empty corner and looked at what her hand rested on. A smooth, polished ceramic shape. Tapered, curved, roughly the length of my hand from base to tip. Herb-oil coated, gleaming in the lamplight. Beside it, a small stoppered bottle of her relaxation compound.

On the journal page visible beneath her hand, in increasingly unscientific handwriting: “The simultaneous posterior-anterior stimulation hypothesis requires a partner for valid data collection. Subject T. Ashvale is the only controlled variable available. Solo preliminary trials have been… insufficient. The compound’s efficacy at promoting muscular relaxation is confirmed but the psychological component requires…”

The rest devolved into agitated scribbling. Several words crossed out. One phrase underlined three times.

I looked at the plug. Looked at the journal. Looked at Nettle.

Her ears were burning dark green. The flush spread down her neck, disappearing beneath her tunic collar. She hadn’t moved. Hadn’t covered the journal or hidden the object. She was holding perfectly still, the way she did when her clinical armor was one breath from shattering.

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

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Her throat worked on a swallow I could track in the lamplight, the muscles of her neck shifting beneath dark emerald skin. Her sage-green eyes, usually so precise and analytical, so controlled in what they showed and concealed, were wide and vulnerable. The wisps of dark hair that had escaped her braid framed her face, softening the angular goblin features into something that looked young and scared and wanting.

“I’ve been conducting…” She started. Her voice was almost normal. Almost clinical. The armor trying to reassert itself, the professional framework she used to navigate desire without acknowledging that it WAS desire. “Preliminary solo trials. The data suggests…” Another swallow. Her hands trembled where they rested on the bench. “The data suggests that the compound’s efficacy in promoting muscular relaxation is confirmed, but the psychological component of…” Another breath. “The data suggests…”

She couldn’t finish. The sentence dissolved in her mouth. The clinical framing, the research language that had protected her through every moment of wanting since the first time she’d written my name in her journal, finally failed her. She couldn’t hide behind it anymore. The armor was too thin and the wanting was too large.

Instead she reached up and removed her goggles. The gesture was slow. Deliberate. The same precise movement she’d used every other time she’d made this choice, but weighted differently now. Heavier. She lifted them carefully from her forehead and placed them on the bench beside her journal. The indentation marks they’d left on her skin showed in the warm lamplight, red lines that showed where the armor usually sat.

Surrender signal. The same one she’d given me at this workbench months ago, the night the original anal research began. The same signal that meant: I’m not a scientist right now. I’m not wearing my armor. I am just a woman who wants something and is asking for it the only way I know how.

Then she turned around. Gripped the edge of the workbench with both ink-stained hands, her knuckles whitening against the worn wood. She looked back at me over her shoulder.

Her ass in those too-tight leggings. The dark emerald fabric stretched obscenely across the full round curve of each cheek, the seam disappearing between them, the material straining at every stitch. Her thick thighs pressed together, the fabric pulled taut across them. Her waist narrowed above, the dramatic hourglass of her figure compressed onto her four-foot-ten frame in proportions that shouldn’t exist on someone this small but did, gloriously, outrageously. She bit her lower lip, her small fangs catching the soft emerald flesh. Her ears were so dark green they looked almost black, the flush spreading down the pointed tips like dark ink in water.

“I need your help,” she whispered. Her voice barely there. The quietest she’d ever been with me. “With the next phase.”

I picked up the ceramic plug. It was warm from her hand, smooth and perfectly shaped. Tapered to a rounded point, the base flared for safety, the surface polished to a sheen that caught the lamplight. Thistle’s craftsmanship was unmistakable in the precision of it: perfectly symmetrical, every curve intentional, the kind of object that could only be made by hands that understood exact measurements. I remembered Thistle’s expression when she’d handed it to Nettle weeks ago, her gold eyes flat with studied ignorance: “Don’t tell me what it’s for.” “I wasn’t going to.” “Good. It’s adequate.”

I set the plug on the bench within reach. Then I stepped behind Nettle.

My hands found her hips. The dramatic flare of them beneath her narrow waist, the curve that began the territory of the most magnificent rear on the farm. She shuddered at my touch. Gripped the workbench harder, her knuckles whitening against the worn wood. The muscles in her thighs clenched through her leggings.

“Tell me what the hypothesis is,” I said against her ear.

Her voice came out shaky, fragments of clinical language dissolving on contact with my breath against her neck. “The anterior pelvic floor muscles… respond to… simultaneous posterior stimulation in a… in a way that theoretically maximizes—” She gasped as my hands slid under her tunic, up her sides, thumbs pressing along her spine. “Maximizes neural… oh…”

I peeled her leggings down. Slowly. The fabric clung to every curve, releasing reluctantly from her dark emerald skin. Her magnificent ass emerged inch by inch: round, full, gorgeous, the defining visual of everything that was Nettle. The leggings caught at her thick thighs, then slid to her knees. She stepped out of them, one foot at a time, still gripping the bench.

I took the stoppered bottle. Poured the herb oil onto my fingers. Warm, smooth, smelling of chamomile and something earthier. Her own preparation, designed for this exact application. I pressed one slick finger against her rear entrance and she moaned, pressing her forehead to the bench’s surface.

“The compound’s active ingredients promote—” she started.

I pushed the finger inside.

“Oh.” Her clinical framework cracked audibly. “The relaxation response is… immediate… the posterior nerve cluster is…” I added a second finger, slowly, the oil making the stretch easy. She made a sound that had nothing to do with science. “More. Please. The research requires—”

I took the plug. Coated it thoroughly with the warm oil. Pressed it against her, replacing my fingers.

“Breathe,” I said.

“I’m aware of basic respiratory func— OH.”

The plug slid in. Slow, steady, her body opening around the tapered shape until the base seated against her. She gripped the bench so hard the wood creaked. Her thick thighs trembled. A long, shaking exhale.

“The… data…” she whispered. “The data confirms…”

I unfastened my belt. Positioned myself behind her, my cock pressing against her wet pussy. She was soaked already, arousal dripping down her thick thighs. The plug’s base visible between her round full cheeks.

I entered her in one slow, deep thrust. Felt her stretch around me, felt the plug through the thin wall separating the two channels, the ceramic pressing against the underside of my cock as I sank deeper. The sensation was unlike anything else: tighter, fuller, her body already occupied and now accommodating me as well, the pressure from both sides creating a grip so intense my vision narrowed.

She shrieked.

The sound she made was nothing she’d ever produced before. High, sharp, torn from somewhere beneath her diaphragm by the sensation of being filled in both places simultaneously. The plug and my cock separated by nothing but a thin membrane, each one amplifying the other, the fullness absolute and overwhelming. Her entire body clenched, the plug shifting with the pressure of my cock inside her, pressing deeper, and the dual sensation demolished whatever remained of her intellectual framework in a single heartbeat.

“I can’t—” she gasped. Her thick thighs were shaking already. Her pussy was clenching rhythmically around me in involuntary spasms, as if her body couldn’t decide whether to push me out or pull me deeper. “This is— the data is— PLEASE.”

I thrust deep. Drew back. Thrust again. Each stroke shifted the plug, the ceramic sliding fractionally with the pressure of my cock pressing against it through her inner wall. The sensation was extraordinary for both of us: for her, every nerve cluster firing at once from stimulation on both sides. For me, the plug’s hard edge pressing against the underside of my shaft through her body created a tightness and a friction I’d never felt.

Her clinical language dissolved into fragments, then into wordless sounds. Her braid came loose as she shook her head against the bench surface, dark green-black hair spilling everywhere, mixing with scattered herb leaves and journal pages and the dropped pen that rolled to the floor.

“The anterior— oh god— the nerve cluster activation is— harder— I can’t maintain— further observation is— PLEASE DON’T STOP.”

I gripped her wide hips. Drove into her with the rhythm she was begging for, each thrust making the bench creak beneath her weight. Her thick thighs shook violently, the muscles in them bunching and releasing in tremors I could see. Her magnificent ass pressed back against me with each stroke, her green cheeks rippling with impact, the base of the plug visible between them, shifting and pressing with each thrust of my cock. Her skin gleamed with sweat and oil, catching the lamplight until she looked molten.

“Come for me, Nettle.”

“I’m— the threshold is— the compound is—”

I reached forward and tangled my fingers in her loose hair. Pulled gently, arching her back, forcing her head up from the bench. The angle changed. Deeper. The plug pressed harder against the underside of my cock. Her pussy squeezed me in a vice grip.

She screamed. The sound fogged the greenhouse glass.

The orgasm took her like a seizure. Her entire body clenched at once: walls convulsing around my cock in crushing waves while the plug pulsed and shifted with every contraction, the two sensations feeding each other in a loop that multiplied each spasm. Her scream continued, not one sound but a sustained cry that cracked in the middle and became a sob. Her knees buckled completely; only the bench pressing into her hips and my hands gripping her kept her upright. She clamped down so breathtakingly tight that I felt every ridge of the plug through her body, felt the ceramic shift against my cock with each rhythmic pulse.

I followed her over with a groan that came from my bones. Finished deep inside her, my cock throbbing against the pressure of the plug from the other side, each pulse of my release pushing cum into a channel already so full and so tight that it had nowhere to go except back out around me. I felt it leaking, warm, running down her thick thighs while I was still pulsing inside her.

She stayed bent over the workbench. Trembling. Her thick thighs pressed together, the plug still seated inside her, visible between her full cheeks. My cum dripped from her pussy in slow streams, running down the insides of her thighs to pool between her feet on the greenhouse floor. Amid the scattered herb leaves and the dropped journal pages and the warm fog of their breath on the glass panels.

Her breath came in ragged gasps. Her hair was a dark green-black waterfall across the bench surface, mixing with scattered papers and dried herb bundles she’d knocked loose. Her deep green skin was sheened with sweat and oil, catching the lamplight in ways that made her look like a painting of something too beautiful to be real.

For a long moment she simply existed in the aftermath. Trembling. Full. Satisfied in a way that went beyond the physical into something her clinical vocabulary couldn’t classify. Then her hand reached for her journal with the automatic reflex of someone who documented everything.

Found her pen. Dipped it with shaking fingers. Wrote one line in handwriting that barely qualified as legible, the letters lurching sideways and varying wildly in size:

“Hypothesis confirmed beyond all reasonable parameters. Methodology to be repeated at earliest opportunity. Both variables essential.”

She underlined “both” three times. Then added a fourth underline. Then circled the word.

I picked up her goggles from the bench where they’d fallen during the more intense moments. Cleaned the lenses on my shirt, removing a smear of herb oil and a fingerprint. Placed them gently back on her forehead, settling them into the indentation marks they’d left. The familiar weight of them on her brow seemed to anchor her, pulling some fragment of composure back into place.

She leaned back against my chest. Her weight settling against me, her head against my shoulder, her breathing gradually slowing. The smallest smile on her flushed, sweat-sheened face. The smile of a woman who’d found what she was looking for and didn’t have to pretend anymore that the search was purely academic.

“I’ll need to refine the compound,” she murmured. Her clinical voice returning in stages, each word steadier than the last. “The viscosity could be improved. And the herbal composition might benefit from a higher concentration of the relaxation agents. For… next time.”

“There’s a next time?”

“The data demands replication.” She pressed that gorgeous ass back against me deliberately, her warm skin pressed against my stomach. “Repeatedly. Extensively. For a thorough dataset.”

I kissed the top of her head. Her dark green-black hair smelled of herbs and sweat and sex. She hummed with satisfaction.

After a few minutes I helped her pull her leggings up, easing the fabric over her thick thighs with care. She leaned on the bench for support, her legs still trembling with the aftershocks that ran through her at intervals. I watched her compose herself with the fascination of someone watching a master craftsman at work.

Straightening her tunic. Re-braiding her hair with hands that shook for the first minute before steadying through muscle memory. Adjusting her goggles to their precise normal position: exactly three-quarters of an inch above her brow line, the strap at the specific tension she preferred. The transformation from thoroughly undone back to clinical took three minutes. Impressive, given that her legs were still trembling and the greenhouse still smelled unmistakably of sex.

She took the ceramic plug, wiped it clean with a soft cloth dedicated to the purpose, and placed it on her workbench shelf in its designated position. Between “Compound 14-A (Joint Salve)” and “Compound 16 (Fertilizer Concentrate).” She wrote a label in her precise handwriting, the letters perfectly formed despite the slight tremble: “Compound 15 (Personal Research Application — DO NOT TOUCH).”

I left her to finish her dinner, which had gone cold during the research session. At the greenhouse door I looked back. She was already eating the stew one-handed while writing in her journal with the other, her gaze distant with the next hypothesis. Her posture was careful, her weight shifted to one hip, but her expression was serene.

The lamp burned on behind the glass panels. Nettle at her bench. Compound 15 on its labeled shelf. The night settling around the greenhouse with the quiet of fresh snowfall.

Morning brought the usual breakfast chaos. The domestic loop at its most concentrated: seven bodies in one kitchen, seven sets of needs and habits and morning routines overlapping in the warm space around the hearth.

Bramble was at the stove before dawn as always, her apron already flour-dusted, her dark green hair tied back in its working bun. The porridge was thick with the last of the honey Fern had found in the woodlot hive, each bowl a minor miracle of rationing. Her belly pressed against the counter as she stirred, the baby kicking hard enough to see through the fabric, her massive breasts resting on the shelf of her pregnant belly.

Pip was awake and chattering before she’d fully descended the ladder, her lime-green skin still creased from sleep, a new leaf in her copper-red hair from wherever she’d fallen asleep the previous evening. She stole a taste of porridge from the pot and Bramble’s wooden spoon caught her hand with the precision of a striking serpent.

Thistle sharpened a chisel at the table, the whetstone’s singing rhythm her morning meditation. She sat with a discipline that still surprised me: straight-backed, both feet on the floor, eating with methodical efficiency between strokes of the blade. A year ago she’d eaten standing, crouching, ready to run.

Fern brought eggs from the coop. Three today. She set them on the counter without ceremony, her silver-white hair catching the hearth light. Stump’s head appeared in the kitchen doorway behind her, his nose working the air, and she pushed him back with one hand without looking.

Sorrel was already eating at her end of the table. She’d been there before anyone else came down, her plate half-finished, her amber-brown eyes tracking the morning chaos with the flat attention of a prey animal in a new herd. Three rabbits and a brace of partridges on the kitchen step. Her application, renewed daily.

Nettle came to the table last.

She walked with a measured caution that suggested sitting would require strategy and planning. Each step was measured, her weight distributed with the precision of someone carrying a full bucket of water and determined not to spill a drop. She chose her chair with the focused attention she normally reserved for selecting the exact right specimen of rosemary for a critical compound.

She lowered herself the way you’d set down a valuable and fragile object. Slowly. With controlled breath. Her eyes closing briefly as the seat took her weight.

Thistle noticed. Her attention flicked from her chisel to Nettle’s careful posture, tracking the micro-winces, the deliberate movements. One auburn eyebrow rose.

“Problem with the bench?”

Nettle didn’t look up from her porridge. Her ears went dark green but her voice was perfectly controlled. “The bench performed admirably.”

Pip’s head snapped around so fast she nearly fell off her chair. Her amber eyes went wide, then narrow, then bright with the sharp gleam of someone who’d just solved a puzzle. “She’s walking FUNNY.” She looked from Nettle to the greenhouse visible through the window. Back to Nettle. “You were in the greenhouse until MIDNIGHT. I SAW the light. And now you’re walking—”

“Eat your porridge.” Bramble, from the stove. Iron. Final. Pip’s investigation died on the spot.

Pip ate her porridge. But her grin was enormous.

Fern fed Stump under the table with her characteristic subtlety, her face expressionless. Sorrel ate in silence at her end, but I caught the ghost of a smirk on her freckled tawny-green face. The first expression beyond neutral I’d seen from her. Progress.

The morning passed in farm work. Bramble directing the kitchen’s preserving operation, her belly bumping against every surface, her competence undiminished by pregnancy. Pip and Fern in the east field pulling the last root vegetables before the ground froze, Pip’s chatter and Fern’s silence creating their usual soundtrack. Thistle splitting wood with the controlled fury of someone who’d calculated exactly how many cords she needed and was determined to exceed it.

I helped Sorrel check the northern snare lines. She moved through the forest ahead of me, her bare feet silent on the leaf litter, her keen gaze tracking everything. We reset three triggers, collected two rabbits, and she showed me a new path she’d found: a narrow deer trail that ran parallel to the ridge road, concealed by heavy brush, invisible from above. A potential escape route if one were ever needed.

She pointed at it. Looked at me. Her expression held something that might have been pride.

“Good find,” I said.

Her ears twitched. That was all. But she walked with slightly more spring in her step on the way back.

Later, Nettle cornered me in the barn with a report that turned her expression from the post-satisfaction softness of the morning to genuine fear.

“The cold-concentrated compounds,” she said, keeping her voice low even though no one was nearby. Her goggles were pushed high on her forehead, the marks beneath them visible as faint red lines. She pushed them up further, then pulled them down, then pushed them up again. Three cycles. Bad sign. “They’re beyond anything in my framework now.”

“Tell me.”

“A seedling I treated with pure aquifer concentrate grew six inches overnight. Not with the enhanced formula. Pure water. Concentrated through freeze-distillation.” She swallowed. “That’s not chemistry, Thorn. That’s not herbalism. That’s not even hedge-witchery as Orin described it in his most speculative marginalia.” Her ink-stained hands twisted together. “The water under this farm is something else. Something I don’t have a name for.”

“Something dangerous?”

“Something powerful.” She hesitated. Her sage-green eyes held mine with a vulnerability she rarely showed. “I don’t know if those are the same thing yet. Power without understanding is… unpredictable. And unpredictable draws attention.” She looked toward the south, toward the valley, toward where Voss’s appraising eyes had catalogued everything. “If anyone discovers what’s here. What’s really under this land. They won’t just want the girls back. They’ll want the earth itself.”

“Keep testing,” I said. “But carefully.”

She nodded. Turned to leave, the view from behind as devastating as always in those leggings. Paused at the barn door. Looked back over her shoulder.

“Thorn?” Her voice was quiet. Stripped of every layer of clinical armor, every botanical term, every measurement and hypothesis. Just a woman who was scared of what she’d found. “I’m not sure my preparations are causing the accelerated growth anymore. I think the growth is causing itself. The aquifer is… waking up. Whatever’s down there, it’s been dormant, and we’ve been stimulating it with our use. With Bramble’s milk. With Fern’s…” She flushed dark green. “With Fern’s contributions. And now it’s responding. Independently.”

She left me with that. An aquifer that was waking up beneath our feet. A magic that was growing stronger without our help. Under a farm that seven people and an unborn child depended on for survival.

I stood in the barn for a long time, my hand on the wood of the stall door, feeling the life of the farm around me. The animals breathing. The tiny flowers still growing from the barn-floor cracks where Fern’s magic had seeped through. The deep, patient hum of something vast beneath the stone foundation.

It was beautiful. It was terrifying. It was ours.

The evening after settled into the farm’s usual rhythm. Supper at the table, seven bowls of Bramble’s stew, the conversation flowing around the topics that mattered: winter supplies, fence repairs needed, Sorrel’s report on game trails moving south with the cold. Normal things. Domestic things. The life of a farm that was also a fortress that was also a family.

Pip discovered something was different about Nettle’s movements during the meal. She watched with narrowing amber eyes as Nettle shifted on her chair three times during dinner, her dark emerald ears betraying discomfort each time she repositioned her weight.

“You’re fidgeting,” Pip said.

“I am not fidgeting. I’m adjusting my seated position for optimal spinal alignment.”

“You’re fidgeting because your—”

“Pip.” Bramble. One word. Nuclear.

Pip returned to her stew with a grin that said the conversation was merely postponed.

After dinner, Thistle and I walked the perimeter together. The evening patrol, our routine. Side by side in the dark, checking wire tension, testing posts, scanning the tree line for movement. The night was cold, breath fogging, the stars hard and bright above.

“She seems satisfied,” Thistle said. Out of nowhere. Not looking at me. Her gaze on the fence, hatchet in her belt, voice flat.

“Who?”

“The bookworm.” A pause. “She walked out of that greenhouse like she’d discovered a new species.” Another pause. “Of something.”

I said nothing.

Thistle punched my arm. Not hard. The affectionate version. “Good. She needed that.” She walked ahead. “Don’t tell her I said that.”

That night, the alarm wire rattled. One sharp clatter from the east perimeter, the tin cans ringing against each other in the cold air. I was at the fence in thirty seconds, hatchet in hand, the combat reflexes now ingrained after months of readiness. Thistle materialized beside me from a different direction, gold eyes scanning the dark with predator focus. Behind us, I heard Sorrel’s feet hit earth as she dropped from her watching tree, the soft impact of a body that knew how to fall silently.

Nothing visible in the moonlight. The tree line was still. The wire swung, settling, the disturbance already past.

In the morning, Sorrel found boot prints at the wire line. Two sets. Heavy treads, the same diamond-pattern heel-wear Thistle had identified months ago as matching Ironhill’s standard-issue boots. They’d approached to within ten feet of the fence, triggered the alarm, and retreated. Testing. Measuring. Learning our response time: roughly thirty seconds from alarm to armed presence.

Ironhill was getting bolder. Testing the edges of what we’d built. Learning what we had and how fast we could bring it to bear. The intelligence-gathering that preceded every assault.

“Next time they trip that wire,” Thistle said, crouching over the prints with her hatchet balanced across her knees, “they’ll find one of Sorrel’s snares at the other end. A nice inverted one. Let them hang upside down for a while and think about their life choices.”

From the treeline, barely visible in the morning mist: Sorrel’s nod. Her amber-brown eyes bright with the predatory light of a hunter given permission to hunt.

The hours after dark were quiet. Bramble and Pip doing dishes together at the wash basin, Pip chattering about nothing while Bramble dried each plate with the patient efficiency of someone who found comfort in repetition. Thistle carving something at the kitchen table, her hatchet working a piece of scrap wood with precise, meditative strokes. She wouldn’t show anyone what it was. Fern was brushing Stump in the barn, the rhythmic pull of bristles through coarse hair audible through the open door.

In the greenhouse, Nettle’s lamplight burned like a small warm star. Her shadow moving behind the glass, bent over the workbench, pen in hand. Compound 15 on its labeled shelf between the salve and the fertilizer. The aquifer beneath the farm humming with something that didn’t have a name in any language any of us spoke.

Two days later, Pip found the label. She pressed her face against the greenhouse glass to read it, fogging the panel with her breath until she had to wipe it clear with her palm. Her amber eyes squinted at the neat handwriting on the shelf.

“What’s Compound 15?” she called through the glass.

Nettle, visible inside, didn’t look up from her journal. “Classified.”

Pip cupped her hands around her mouth, pressing closer to the glass. “Everything in here is classified, Nettle. Your LUNCH is classified. Your SOCKS are classified.”

“Precisely.” Nettle’s pen didn’t stop moving. “If you’re quite finished fogging my experimental panels…”

Pip squinted harder at the shelf. The ceramic shape was partially visible behind a row of dried herb bundles. “Is it bigger than Compound 14? Because it LOOKS bigger than—”

Nettle’s ears went so dark green they were nearly black. She stood from her bench with careful precision and drew the blinds across that section of glass.

“Eat your lunch, Pip.”

Pip walked away grinning, her bare feet leaving foggy prints on the cold grass. She’d figure it out. She always did. And when she did, the entire farm would hear about it.

Some things were inevitable.


Chapter 7: Snares and Silence

The mornings were cold now. True autumn cold, the kind that turned breath to fog and put frost on the grass that didn’t melt until midmorning. I could see it from the porch at dawn: white crystals on every blade, on the fence rails, on the windowsills. The farm wore a thin glass armor each morning that shattered under footsteps and sunlight.

Bramble had taken to wrapping herself in a shawl over her apron, her pregnant belly too large now for any coat to close around it. She cooked with the shawl draped over her shoulders and her massive breasts resting on her belly’s shelf, humming the bright lullaby while the baby kicked in response. The kitchen stayed warm even as the world outside hardened with the approach of winter.

Sorrel and I worked the forest together.

Not talking. That was the arrangement, unspoken and comfortable. She didn’t talk. I’d learned not to need her to. We moved through the northern woods checking snare lines, resetting triggers, collecting kills. The fallen leaves were deep now, ankle-high in places, the colors fading from gold to brown, the crunch of them underfoot inevitable for someone my size. Her bare feet made no sound on the leaf litter. Mine were quiet enough for a farmer but loud compared to hers. She moved with the silence of a predator who’d survived by never being heard.

She communicated in gestures she’d developed over our weeks of working together. A flat hand held low: stop, something ahead. A pointed finger: look there, something I’d missed. A head shake, sharp: not safe, change path. A nod, single: good, continue. The vocabulary was limited but complete. A language built for two people in dangerous territory who couldn’t afford sound. Everything she needed to say, she said without words, and I’d learned to read her the way Fern read Stump: through attention and patience.

Her competence was stunning. She read the forest the way Nettle read a journal, the way Bramble read a kitchen, the way Thistle read a building’s structural integrity. Every broken twig told her a story: how long ago, what size creature, which direction it was moving. Every disturbed pile of leaves was a map of recent activity. Every shift in bird calls meant something specific: alarm for predators from above, alarm for predators from below, all-clear, territorial dispute. Every track pressed into soft earth was a sentence in a language she’d spent her life learning.

She’d stop mid-step, head tilting, ears swiveling toward something I couldn’t perceive. And I’d learned to stop with her. Immediately. Without question. Wait. Watch whatever she was watching. Because if Sorrel stopped, there was a reason, and the reason was always valid.

This morning she stopped three times. The first: a deer trail crossing ours, the tracks fresh, the dew pattern suggesting it had passed within the hour. She pointed, nodded. Information filed. The second: a disturbance in the canopy fifty yards ahead where birds had gone silent. We waited five minutes. A fox emerged from beneath a fallen log, saw us, froze, then vanished into the undergrowth. Sorrel relaxed. The third: boot prints. Two sets. She pointed at them, then at me. Her flat hand: stop. She crouched, touched the edge of the print with one finger. Shook her head. Old. Two days at least. But still: Ironhill’s people had been here recently.

Three snares had triggered overnight. Two rabbits, fat autumn specimens with thick fur already growing in for winter. One partridge, its neck broken clean by the counterweight snap. She collected them with efficient hands, checking each rope for wear, resetting the trigger mechanisms, adjusting the tension on two that had loosened with the night’s damp. Her thin freckled fingers worked faster than I could follow, the movements honed by years of repetition until they were no longer conscious.

She offered me one of the rabbits to carry. I took it. She carried the other two and the partridge without apparent effort.

We moved north past the property boundary, into the deeper forest where Ironhill’s scouts had been spotted. Sorrel led. Her amber-brown eyes scanned constantly, never resting on any single point, the wide-angle awareness of prey that knows predators share its territory. She checked the trees for cut marks that would indicate human passage. The ground for boot prints or disturbance. The air for smoke that might mean a camp. Every sense engaged.

I found myself watching her as we moved through the forest. The wiry body navigating dappled shade with effortless grace, her tawny-green skin blending with the autumn browns and yellows until she was nearly invisible unless I tracked her directly. Short-cropped dark brown hair, practical to the point of severity, disappearing against the bark of every tree she passed. She moved like water moving downhill: finding the path of least resistance, flowing around obstacles, never fighting terrain but using it. Her bare feet placed themselves with an instinct that bypassed conscious thought.

Fragments of her story leaked through in moments she couldn’t control. Small cracks in the armor of silence.

She flinched when I raised my voice to warn her about a loose rock on the trail. Not a big flinch. A catch in her step. Ears pinning flat for one heartbeat, the golden tips pressing against her short-cropped hair. A tension in her narrow shoulders that she released with visible effort, the muscles unclenching one by one like someone counting backward from a panic. I filed it away. Didn’t mention it. Lowered my voice for future warnings.

Later: a bird call from the canopy above. Sharp, two notes. Clear and carrying in the cold morning air. Her entire body went rigid mid-stride, as if she’d walked into an invisible wall. Her hand shot to the hatchet at her belt with a speed that would have done Thistle proud. She froze. Not breathing. Her eyes fixed on the treetops with an expression I recognized from Thistle’s worst moments, from Bramble’s stillnesses, from every woman on this farm who’d survived things that left marks deeper than skin.

Pure terror wearing a mask of combat readiness. The face of someone who’d learned to respond to fear with violence because the alternative was being caught.

The call came again. Just a thrush. An ordinary bird making ordinary bird sounds from an ordinary branch. Nothing. Nobody.

Sorrel breathed. Slowly. One count. Two counts. Three. Her hand released the hatchet handle. The muscles in her jaw unclenched. She didn’t look at me. Didn’t acknowledge what had happened. Just resumed walking, her bare feet placing themselves with the same silent precision as before.

But faster now. Slightly. The pace of someone who wanted distance from a memory.

Slavers used whistles. Two-note signals to coordinate captures. To call groups together. To signal “target acquired” across dense forest. I’d heard Bramble mention it once during her telling of the escape: the sound that meant runners were converging on a position. The sound that preceded hands on throats and rope on wrists.

That sound lived in Sorrel’s bones the way fire lived in Bramble’s nightmares.

I said nothing. We kept walking. I made a mental note: no sharp whistles near her. Not ever.

Her forearms had rope burns. I’d noticed them in her first days but they became clearer as she relaxed enough to stop covering them. Different from Bramble’s wrist marks: Bramble’s were narrow, the ropes of servitude, worn into skin by years of wearing them. Different from Thistle’s parallel scars: those were punishment marks, deliberate, made by a hand with a blade. Sorrel’s burns were wider. Rougher. The kind that came from being tied to something unmovable with heavy rope. A tree, maybe. A post. Tied tight enough to cut circulation, left long enough for the skin to die and scar.

She slept with the hatchet Thistle gave her under her right hand. Every night without exception. Pip had mentioned it once, her amber eyes soft with concern. Bramble had said: “Let her. She’ll stop when she’s ready. Or she won’t. Either way, it’s hers to decide.”

We reached the northern extent of the snare lines. The forest here was older, darker, the canopy thick enough that the morning frost hadn’t penetrated. Moss grew on everything in thick green carpets. The air was damper, cooler, smelling of decaying leaves and the bite of pine resin. Sorrel checked the last three triggers with her usual efficiency: tension, mechanism, bait. Collected a rabbit from the third snare, added it to the ones already slung across her narrow shoulders.

Then she paused. At the forest’s edge where the land rose toward rocky ground, the terrain shifting from loam to stone. She looked north. Completely still. A stillness I couldn’t have matched: no movement in any muscle, not even the rise and fall of breathing visible. Listening. Her pointed ears swiveling in minute degrees, catching frequencies my human ears couldn’t perceive.

A minute passed. Two. The forest around us continued its sounds: birds, wind, the creak of branches. Normal sounds. But Sorrel was hearing beneath them. Hearing the absence of sounds. The places where birds weren’t calling because something larger had passed through recently.

Then she pointed. Northwest, about a mile distant based on the angle of her arm. Held up two fingers. Fresh tracks. Her other hand made the boot-gesture she’d developed for Ironhill: a flat palm pressing down. Heavy feet. Human. Two of them had passed through within the last day, heading east. Circling the farm. Still watching.

The scouts hadn’t stopped. Even after the perimeter probes. Even after Sorrel’s snares caught one of them. They were persistent in the way that corporate operations were persistent: not from passion or hatred but from mandate. From a line in a report that said “continue reconnaissance until recalled.”

Sorrel looked at me. Her amber-brown eyes held a question she wouldn’t voice. Not because she couldn’t, but because she was testing whether I could read the question without words. Whether we were that connected now. Whether the language we’d built between us worked both ways.

“We set more snares on that path,” I said. “Deeper. Where they won’t expect them.” I met her eyes. “And we tell Thistle.”

A nod. Brief. Satisfied. She’d asked and I’d answered correctly. She was already cutting saplings for the new triggers, her thin knife flashing in the morning light, her tawny-green hands sure and fast.

We worked back toward the farm in the afternoon. Near the property boundary, where the creek widened before crossing Ashvale land, I noticed something odd. The undergrowth along the water’s edge was… vigorous. Abnormally so. Ferns twice their normal height. Moss thick as carpet. Wildflowers blooming despite the season, their colors too bright for autumn.

This was near the barn. Near where Fern and I had been together, months ago, in the hay that had gotten thoroughly soaked.

The memory connected to something Nettle had told me three days ago. The soil tests she’d run at Fern’s request. Enriched earth. Compounds matching the aquifer extract. But nobody had applied anything.

Fern was in the barn when we returned, brushing Stump with long even strokes. Clover’s kid, three months old and growing at twice the normal rate for a goat, butted against Fern’s hip for attention. She scratched between its ears without breaking rhythm. The kid was already the size of a six-month animal, all legs and curiosity, its coat glossy and dense from the enriched feed Fern had been mixing with Bramble’s diluted milk. Stump, too, showed the effects. His old foreleg injury, the one that had made him favor his right hind for years, had healed to near-invisibility since Fern started adding the milk to his grain. The connection was undeniable: Bramble’s body produced something that accelerated growth and healing in everything it touched.

“Fern.”

She looked up. Calm gray-green eyes.

“The plants by the creek. Near the barn. You’ve seen them?”

A pause. Her ears shifted, pressing slightly back. The closest thing to discomfort I’d seen from her. “Yes.”

“Nettle tested the soil.”

“I know.” Another pause. She set the brush down. Turned to face me fully, her willowy body silhouetted against the barn’s dim interior. Silver-white hair loose today, falling past her waist. “She told me what she found.”

Sorrel drifted away. Gave us space without being asked. The hunter reading the situation and choosing distance. I heard her feet on the roof ladder; she was going to her watching spot.

Fern’s forest-green ears flushed deeper. “When we… when you and I…” She stopped. Tried again. “Nettle tested the soil where my… where what happens to me… soaked in. The compounds she found are identical to concentrated aquifer extract.”

I waited.

“My body produces them,” Fern said. Quiet. Certain. Embarrassed in a way that looked wrong on her usually serene face. “When we’re together. What comes out of me. It feeds the land.”

She looked at me with those calm gray-green eyes. Not asking permission. Not apologizing. “I want to find out more.”

That night, she led me to the barn.

The same barn, the same clean hay, the same lamplight where she’d discovered what her body could do months ago. But this time she laid canvas beneath us first. Practical. She knew what was coming.

She undressed with the unhurried certainty that defined everything Fern did. Silver-white hair spilling loose as she unpinned it, the waves cascading down her back like moonlit water. Her forest-green skin warm in the lantern’s glow, lean and elegant. Long goblin legs, narrow hips, small firm breasts with their delicate peaks. The willowy grace that set her apart from the others’ dramatic curves.

She spread the hay thick. Laid the canvas over it. Smoothed it with her hands. Then she lay down and looked up at me.

“Nettle thinks my body is connected to the aquifer,” she said. “That what happens when we’re together is… magic.” The word sounded strange in her calm voice. Too big. Too uncertain. “I want to find out if she’s right.”

I knelt beside her. Ran my hands along her sides, feeling the slender lines of her, the warmth of her forest-green skin under my palms. She watched me with serene interest, her gaze steady. Patient.

I kissed her collarbones. The hollows of her throat. The flat plane of her stomach. The sharp juts of her hip bones. She breathed evenly, watching, present but controlled. My mouth traced lower. The soft skin of her inner thighs. She parted her legs for me with unhurried grace.

I took my time. My mouth on her, tongue slow and deliberate, finding the rhythms that made her breath catch. The taste of her was warm, slightly sweet, with an undertone of something mineral and strange. The aquifer’s gift, maybe, concentrated in her body. Her composure held through the first minutes: fingers loosely resting in the hay, eyes half-closed, small controlled sounds that she measured out like drops from a bottle. Quiet. Measured. The calm surface of deep water.

My tongue circled her clit. Pressed. Flicked. Her hips shifted, the smallest involuntary movement. I slid two fingers inside her, curling forward, finding the spot that made her composure crack.

“Oh.” Just the one word. Controlled.

I worked her with patience. My mouth and my fingers, building her steadily toward what we both knew was coming. Her breathing quickened. Her hands shifted from loose to gripping. Her hips began to move without her permission, pushing against my mouth.

Then I rose over her. Positioned myself between her long goblin legs. Ran my cock along her wet heat, teasing, feeling her body jump at the contact. She looked at me with that serene gaze, still calm on the surface, but I could see the depth beneath. The currents stirring.

I entered her. Slow. Watching her face as my cock spread her open, inch by inch, her slick heat parting around me until I was seated fully inside her lean body.

Her composure shattered like glass hitting stone.

The first orgasm hit within seconds of my cock filling her. Her back arched off the canvas in a bow, a gasp torn from the deepest part of her chest, and she gushed. Not leaked. Not trickled. Gushed. A hot torrent surging around my shaft, flooding out of her with a force that soaked the canvas beneath her hips, ran in warm rivulets down the sides, and pooled between her thighs. I felt it: the rhythmic clenching of her walls forcing fluid out around my cock with each spasm, her pussy contracting so hard it pushed the wetness out in pulsing waves. The volume was staggering, the warmth of it running down my thighs, dripping from my balls. Her eyes flew wide with the shock of it, her mouth forming a perfect O, the same shock every time, as if her body’s response still surprised her after months of knowing what it could do.

I didn’t stop. Didn’t slow. Drove deeper into the warm slick tightness of her, the extraordinary wetness making each thrust frictionless and fast, feeling her walls flutter and clench around my shaft, feeling the next one building in the tightening of her stomach muscles before the first had fully passed.

Second orgasm. Harder. Her narrow hips bucked against mine with a force that shouldn’t have been possible from someone so lean. Her body convulsed, her flat stomach clenching, and fluid sprayed in a hot rush that soaked my thighs and the hay beyond the canvas edge. She grabbed fistfuls of canvas, her willowy body writhing beneath me, her pale hair whipping across her face.

“Thorn, I—”

Third. She screamed. Her long goblin legs wrapped around my waist, shaking violently, and she squirted so forcefully it spattered the nearest hay bale a full foot away. The warmth of it ran down my legs, pooling beneath us. I gripped her narrow hips with both hands, farmer’s grip holding her steady against the force of her own body, and drove deeper. Watched her face transform: the serenity dissolving, the composure collapsing layer by layer until there was nothing left but raw sensation.

“I’ve got you,” I murmured. “Let go.”

“I can’t stop it,” she gasped. “I can’t—”

“Don’t try. Let it happen.”

Fourth. Her back arched so far off the ground that her weight rested only on her shoulders and her heels, her willowy body a taut bridge of muscle and trembling flesh. A sound came from her that wasn’t a word, wasn’t a scream. Something between prayer and surrender and the involuntary cry of a body pushed past every limit it understood. Fluid streaming from her in waves, pulsing with each contraction, pooling and spreading until the canvas overflowed at its edges and soaked into the surrounding hay.

I changed the angle. Lifted her hips, drove in from above. Deeper than before. She sobbed at the new pressure, her body writhing.

Fifth. Her thin arms shot up and wrapped around my neck, pulling me down against her, clinging with surprising strength. Her entire body convulsed in rolling waves, flooding with each crest, her forest-green skin dark with arousal and exertion. The calm girl, the serene girl, the one who spoke in soft certainties and moved through the world like still water, utterly demolished. Shaking. Soaked. Gasping my name between contractions that seemed to have no end and no mercy.

I held her through it. Whispered against her ear, against her hair that was plastered to her flushed forest-green skin in wet ropes. “I’ve got you. You’re perfect. I’ve got you. Let go.”

“More,” she gasped, and I couldn’t tell if it was a plea or a surrender.

I drove into her harder. Held her narrow hips and took her with the rhythm that had pushed her through five already. Her slender body bounced beneath mine, her small firm breasts shifting with each thrust, her long legs locked around me as if letting go would mean drowning.

Sixth. I drove deep, held, and came inside her at the peak of it. The orgasm hit us both at the same time: my cock pulsing thick ropes of cum into her while her body clamped around me with everything she had. Legs locked. Arms crushing. Walls gripping my shaft in contractions so powerful I felt each one squeeze the cum from me, pulling it deeper, taking everything I had to give. The pressure was extraordinary, crushing, her lean body gripping mine as if trying to pull me deeper than physics allowed, as if she could consume me entirely.

Her cry was the loudest sound she’d ever made in any context: louder than words, louder than the silence that defined her. A sound of complete surrender and complete freedom at once, echoing off the barn rafters and carrying into the night.

Fluid streamed around my cock, around where we joined, mingling with my cum in a warm flood that pulsed with each aftershock. Her body couldn’t contain everything: the mix of her and me flowing out with each contraction, soaking everything within reach. The canvas. The hay. The barn floor. My thighs. Her thighs. The blanket beyond the canvas edge. The sheer volume was beyond anything natural, her body releasing what it had produced like a spring overflowing its banks.

We lay in the aftermath. Her chest heaving. My arms around her. The canvas beneath us was a lake. The hay beyond its edges was drenched.

But something else.

Around the edges of the canvas, where her fluids had seeped into gaps and soaked through to the floorboards, tiny green shoots were pushing up. Through the hay. Through the cracks in the barn floor. Pale stems unfurling, seeking light, growing visibly in the lamplight’s glow.

We both stared.

A small flower bloomed from a crack near her left hand. Pale petals, no bigger than her thumbnail, unfurling in real time. One petal. Two. Three. A miniature bloom, stubbornly alive, growing from bare wood that had been dead timber yesterday.

Fern touched it with one finger. Her eyes were wide. Not with fear. With wonder.

“Oh,” she said softly.

I watched another shoot push up through the hay, this one thicker, curling toward the lantern as if seeking warmth. A third emerged near Fern’s hip. A fourth.

“I think Nettle was right,” Fern whispered.

I wrapped her in the horse blanket that was becoming tradition. She curled against my side, still trembling with aftershocks, silver-white hair damp and tangled. The tiny flowers around us continued to bloom in the quiet. By the time her breathing steadied, there were a dozen of them. Small, pale, defiantly alive.

“Good magic?” I asked.

She considered this with the gravity she gave everything. “I think so.” She touched another bloom. “It’s not the aquifer. It’s not Nettle’s compounds. It’s me.” She looked at me. “It’s us.”

Morning. The barn was different.

I noticed it before Fern woke, before the first gray light of dawn fully penetrated the high windows. The air smelled different. Green. Fresh. The smell of growth, of spring in a building that should have smelled only of hay and animal.

Fern stirred against my side. Opened her gray-green eyes. Saw the barn ceiling and the tiny vines that had crept six inches up the nearest beam during the night, their tendrils feeling blindly for purchase.

She sat up. The horse blanket fell from her shoulders. Her silver-white hair was tangled and damp, her forest-green skin still flushed from the night’s intensity. She looked at the flowers around us. Dozens now. Small pale blooms growing from every crack in the floor where her fluids had reached. A miniature garden erupting from dead timber and barn-floor dust.

“Nettle needs to see this,” she said quietly.

Fern showed the barn-floor seedlings to Nettle before breakfast. The herbalist arrived in her nightclothes with her goggles already on, journal clutched to her chest, summoned by Fern’s single knock on the greenhouse door and two whispered words: “Come see.”

Nettle’s goggles nearly fell off her face. She crouched among the tiny blooms with her journal open across one thick thigh, pen moving so fast the nib caught on the paper and tore it twice. Three full pages in ten minutes. Measurements: stem height in millimeters, estimated growth rate per hour, color spectrum assessment. She touched each leaf with careful ink-stained fingers, testing composition by texture. Sniffed the soil where shoots had broken through the floorboards. Her sage-green eyes went progressively wider behind the goggles until they looked like they might pop through the lenses.

“The catalytic compounds in your…” She glanced at Fern. Adjusted her goggles up. Then down. Then up again. Her ears were so dark green they looked black. “In your… fluids… are structurally identical to the concentrated aquifer extract. Down to the molecular binding patterns.” She looked up from her journal, pen still moving without her attention. “Your body is producing them naturally. During… during…” She couldn’t say it. Waved one hand vaguely. “Fern, this is…”

“Magic?” Fern said. Calm. The way she said everything.

“I was going to say ‘unprecedented biological alchemy that contradicts every text in my professional library.’” Nettle paused. Looked at the flowers still growing from the barn floor, their petals reaching toward the dawn light. “But yes.” She swallowed. “Magic.”

Fern stroked Stump’s nose. The donkey stood in his stall three feet from a garden that hadn’t existed twelve hours ago, chewing hay with the absolute unconcern of a creature who didn’t care about impossibility as long as nobody touched his grain. “Good magic?”

Nettle’s pen stilled for the first time since she’d entered the barn. She looked at the blooms. At Fern. At the barn walls where the tiniest tendrils of vine were beginning their slow creep upward, feeling their way with the blind certainty of life seeking light. At the faint iridescence on the petals that caught the morning’s first rays and threw tiny rainbows across the hay.

“I think so,” she said. “But magic this strong doesn’t stay secret. And magic that doesn’t stay secret…” She didn’t need to finish the sentence. Voss. Ironhill. The ledgers and the good coat and the word “assets.”

Fern nodded. Looked at the flowers one more time. Touched one with a gentle finger, delicate as a whisper.

She was right. It didn’t stay secret.

The next week pressed forward with the relentless momentum of a farm preparing for two kinds of winter: the cold, and whatever Ironhill was planning.

Sorrel and I continued the forest patrols every morning. Two hours in the dawn cold, checking snares, resetting triggers, watching for signs of intrusion. Her word count increased from zero to one or two per day: “Here.” “Safe.” “Three.” Always information. Always tactical. Never personal. But the quality of the silence between us had shifted from uncomfortable to companionable, and sometimes she walked close enough that our arms nearly touched.

She sat next to Fern at meals now. Their shoulders almost touching at the table, two forest creatures who’d found each other and needed nothing from the proximity except the comfort of shared understanding. Fern sometimes passed food to Sorrel without looking, the gesture natural, and Sorrel took it without acknowledgment. The bond between them was invisible to anyone not watching for it.

Bramble noticed. She noticed everything. “They’re good for each other,” she said to me one evening on the porch step. Her fingers tracing slow circles on the taut swell, the baby shifting beneath her touch. “Sorrel needs someone who won’t push. And Fern needs someone who matches her quiet.” She smiled. The knowing Matriarch’s smile. “The farm keeps giving us what we need.”

Ironhill’s probes continued. Boot prints near the east fence, two sets, the tread patterns matching the ones Sorrel had tracked weeks ago. A cut alarm wire that Thistle repaired with dark fury, her hatchet slamming the new post into the ground with enough force to drive it six inches deeper than necessary. Sorrel’s snares caught nothing human, but we found them triggered and empty: the ropes cut cleanly with a knife. They were learning our defenses. Testing. Cataloguing. Building the picture they needed before the real move came.

“They’re mapping us,” Thistle said at the kitchen table one evening, spreading Sorrel’s tracking reports beside her own defense plans. Her gold eyes traced the pattern of intrusions. “Testing response times. Measuring how fast we react, which directions we come from, how many of us respond to each alarm. Finding the gaps.”

“Then close the gaps,” Bramble said. Her palm pressed against the swell where the baby lay. Her voice steady. Calculating, the way she’d calculated escape routes from the camps. The way she’d calculated food rations for thirteen people fleeing through mountains. Strategy was her native tongue.

Thistle looked at Sorrel across the table. Gold eyes met amber-brown. Something passed between them that the rest of us could feel but not quite see: a plan, forming complete and whole in the space between two hunters who thought the same way.

“More snares,” Sorrel said. Two words. Quiet. But her eyes were sharp with intent.

“Deeper in the forest,” Thistle agreed. “Where the approaches narrow between the rock formations. Where a man running from a triggered alarm would run. Where he’d expect clear ground because we ‘couldn’t’ have gotten that far.”

“Second layer.”

“Third.” Thistle’s gold eyes gleamed. “They found the first line. They’ll avoid it next time. So we put the real traps where they’ll run TO.”

They worked the next day in silence. Two hunters, side by side in the cold forest, building invisible walls around the people they’d chosen to protect. I watched them from the farm’s edge for a moment before turning back to my own work: splitting wood, checking the gate’s bracing, carrying water for the greenhouse.

The domestic loop continued. Bramble cooked. Pip chased chickens. Nettle tested compounds that made seedlings grow overnight. Fern managed the livestock with quiet competence, Stump following her like a large ugly dog, the kid goat butting against her leg at every opportunity.

And in the greenhouse, Nettle’s lamplight burned late. Testing compounds that grew stronger with each passing day. Documenting growth rates that exceeded anything in Orin’s texts. Watching the boundaries of known science dissolve under what the aquifer was becoming.

Seven people at the table. That was what I counted at dinner that night, watching them all reach for bread at once. Six green-skinned hands and one of mine, crowding a table that kept getting smaller no matter how many chairs Thistle added.

Bramble’s hand found my knee under the table. Squeezed once. Held.


Chapter 8: Good Girl

Sorrel had been at the farm for three weeks. She still barely spoke. Ten words a day at most, and those were tactical: “Tracks.” “Two men.” “East.” “Safe.” Information stripped to its bones, delivered in a rough whisper that suggested vocal cords unused to producing language beyond the absolute minimum.

But she was changing. Small shifts, visible only if you knew where to look. She ate sitting down now. Had done since the second week, her slight body lowering itself into the seventh chair with the cautious precision of someone testing whether the seat would hold. She let Bramble touch her shoulder without flinching, the contact registered with a slight stiffening but no longer the full-body jerk of her first days. She let Fern walk beside her in the forest without putting distance between them, their parallel paths sometimes converging until their shoulders nearly touched. She let Thistle nod at her snare work without bristling at the acknowledgment.

She left game on the kitchen step every dawn. Three rabbits minimum. Sometimes a brace of birds. Once a week, something larger. The offerings were never late, never poorly prepared, never anything less than expert. And lately, tucked beside the game: a bundle of herbs Nettle hadn’t asked for but always needed. Wild rosemary from the high altitude stands. Dried mushrooms from the deep forest. Things that required knowledge of the land, attention to detail, awareness of what the farm consumed.

She was becoming part of us. In actions, if not in words. Her language was service. Her vocabulary was competence. Her love letters were written in clean kills and useful finds.

I noticed the way she watched me.

It started in the second week and intensified daily until it was a constant presence, a weight of attention I could feel on the back of my neck whenever I worked within her sight line. It wasn’t like the others’ attention. Not at all.

Pip’s gaze was bright and obvious, sunshine-direct, demanding to be noticed and acknowledged. She looked at me like I was the best thing she’d ever seen and wanted everyone to know it. Thistle’s attention had been an electrical charge, hostile and crackling, the kind that preceded lightning. Even now that hostility had transformed to devotion, there was intensity in how she watched, a coiled readiness. Nettle analyzed: measuring, cataloguing, pretending clinical distance while her ears betrayed everything. Bramble’s attention was knowing warmth: the confidence of a woman who’d already claimed what she wanted and could wait for the right moment. Fern assessed with serene calm: reading me the way she read animals, through behavior and response patterns.

Sorrel watched me the way she watched prey.

Patient. Constant. Focused. Attention that didn’t waver or shift, that tracked its subject with a hunter’s total commitment to identified prey.

When I swung the splitting maul, her warm amber-brown eyes tracked my hands. The arc of the tool. The flex of my forearms. The way my shoulders moved under my shirt. When I spoke at the table, her gaze fixed on my mouth, watching the shapes words made. When I walked the perimeter, she tracked my path from her tree with the unblinking focus of a raptor on a thermal.

She never approached. Never initiated contact. Never put herself in my path or created opportunity. Just watched. Endlessly. Hungrily. The way a wild thing watches the edge of firelight: wanting the warmth with every cell but not knowing how to step into it without being burned.

Three weeks. The watching intensified daily until it was a physical presence in every room we shared. Pip noticed on the fifteenth day and opened her mouth to comment, her amber eyes bright with knowing mischief. Bramble’s look caught her before the first word emerged. The nuclear look. The one that said: do not interfere with this process or I will make your life hell in ways you cannot imagine.

Pip’s mouth closed. Stayed closed. The effort nearly killed her.

Evening settled over the farm with the early darkness of late autumn. The sun gone by half-past four, the stars emerging in a clear cold sky. Supper was done: Bramble’s rabbit stew, thick with rosemary and the last of the turnips. Seven bowls emptied, seven chairs pushed back, the household dispersing into nighttime routines.

Bramble to her bedroom with a cup of tea and her palm cradling the bump, humming the slow lullaby. Pip curled on the kitchen bench with her eyes already closed, bread crumbs on her cheek, unconscious within minutes of sitting down. Nettle’s lamplight already burning in the greenhouse. Thistle’s whetstone singing against steel somewhere outside. Fern checking the animals one last time before she settled for the night. Sorrel… somewhere. Always somewhere.

I was in the barn replacing a stall hinge that Stump had managed to bend by leaning his considerable weight against the door for three consecutive hours that afternoon. His method was simple and effective: lean, wait, lean harder. The hinge, designed for normal goat-related pressures, had not been engineered for a donkey’s patient warfare. The metal pin was warped thirty degrees off true.

The lantern threw warm light across the hay-scattered floor, the amber glow making the space feel smaller and warmer than it was. Outside, autumn dark pressed close against the barn walls. Inside, the smell of animals and dry wood and clean hay. And beneath those normal farm smells, the faint green scent of something that shouldn’t exist: the tiny flowers still growing from the floorboard cracks where Fern’s magic had seeped through weeks ago. They’d survived the cold so far, small pale blooms that shouldn’t exist, putting out new leaves with quiet determination.

Sorrel appeared.

No sound. No footstep. No creak of the barn door, which I was certain had been closed. She was simply there: inside the doorway, amber-brown eyes wide in the lamplight, her lean tawny-green body held with the stillness of something wound so tight it might shatter if touched. Freckled nose and shoulders catching the lamp’s warm light. Short-cropped dark brown hair bristle-soft against her skull. The hatchet absent from her belt for once. She’d left it behind.

That detail registered. She never went anywhere without the hatchet. It was her armor, her security, the physical proof that she could choose fight over flight. She’d left it behind tonight.

I kept working. I’d learned through three weeks of careful observation that pushing Sorrel into interaction only made her retreat. The silence between us was comfortable now. Had been for weeks of forest patrols and snare work and the shared quiet of two people who’d stopped needing to fill space with sound. I fixed the hinge pin, tested it with a press of my thumb, adjusted the alignment by a fraction.

She stepped closer.

I didn’t look up. Gave her the space to come at her own pace, the way Fern had given her space in the forest hollow, the way Bramble gave space in the kitchen. Nobody forced Sorrel into anything.

Closer again. Her bare feet silent on the barn floor. Close enough now that I could see her shadow on the wall beside mine: a narrow shape next to a broad one. Her breathing was audible in the barn’s quiet. Faster than normal. The rhythm of someone working up to something that required every bit of courage they possessed.

Her hand touched my forearm. First voluntary contact in three weeks. Small, calloused fingers pressing against my skin with a pressure that trembled.

I set down the hinge. Turned to face her.

Her eyes were enormous in the lamplight, the amber flecks catching the flame. Her wiry body was shaking. Not from cold. From something she couldn’t name and couldn’t contain.

“I don’t…” she started. Her voice was rough from disuse, barely a whisper, the sound of someone who’d forgotten how vocal cords were supposed to work for anything beyond necessary signals. “I don’t have words for this.”

I waited.

She swallowed. Tried again. “They said I was stupid. Worthless. Not worth words.” Her eyes dropped to the floor. Her ears pinned flat. “They said I was nothing. An animal. Animals don’t need words. Don’t need anything.” Her hand was still on my forearm. Trembling.

“I don’t know how to ask,” she whispered. “For what I want.”

I put down the tool. Turned fully toward her. Took her hand from my forearm and held it in both of mine. Her fingers were tiny between my palms, callused from bow and knife work, strong for their size.

“Then show me.”

She looked up. Amber-brown eyes searching my face for something. Permission. Safety. Some signal that the thing she was about to do wouldn’t result in being hit or mocked or told she was nothing.

She kissed me.

It was awkward. Unpracticed. Her lips pressed too hard, her angle wrong, her nose bumping mine. She didn’t know how mouths worked together. Didn’t know the rhythm, the give-and-take, the softness that comes from experience. She kissed me the way she did everything: with intense focus and zero knowledge of how the thing was supposed to feel.

She pulled back immediately. Ears flat. Eyes down. Her body coiling away, preparing for rejection. The same posture as a kicked animal, expecting the blow to come.

“That was good, Sorrel.”

Her whole body shuddered. From the base of her spine to the crown of her head, a tremor that had nothing to do with cold and everything to do with words she’d never heard directed at her.

I cupped her chin. Tilted her face up. Her eyes were wet. Not tears yet. The pre-tears, the ones that build before the dam breaks. Her freckled tawny-green skin was flushed warm, darker across her cheeks.

“Come here,” I said. Soft. The same voice I used with skittish animals, with Pip when she was frightened, with Thistle when she cracked.

She came.

I kissed her properly. Gentle. Showing her how. My hand on her jaw, thumb against her cheekbone, covering most of the side of her face. She was so small. Smaller than Pip in some ways, narrower, more fragile-looking despite the wiry strength in her limbs.

She trembled into the kiss. Learned fast. Her mouth softening, her rhythm finding mine. Her small hands came up and rested on my chest, tentative, barely pressing.

I guided her to the hay. The horse blanket, Thistle’s and Fern’s and now hers. I laid it down and she stood watching me with those wide eyes, her lean body wrapped in uncertainty.

I undressed her slowly. The torn tunic over her head, revealing her lean torso: narrow waist, visible ribs from months of starvation before us, small A-cup breasts with dark tawny nipples. Freckles scattered across her shoulders and chest, the unusual pattern that Nettle found fascinating. No curves. No dramatic proportions. All lean angles and functional strength and the beauty of something perfectly built for its purpose.

She tried to cover herself. Arms crossing over her chest, one hand going to the freckles on her shoulder as if she could hide them. Shame in every line of her body.

I gently moved her hands away. “Let me see you.”

She dropped her arms. Stood bare and shaking.

“You’re beautiful, Sorrel.”

Her breath caught. A sound like someone had pushed air out of her chest with a fist. Her eyes welled over. Two tears slid down her freckled cheeks, following the path of her cheekbones.

Nobody had ever said that to her. I could see it in the way the words landed, not as a compliment but as something that rearranged the ground beneath her feet.

I laid her on the blanket. Covered her with myself. My mouth on her neck, her collarbone, the small peaks of her breasts. She gasped beneath me, her small hands gripping the horse blanket, her lean body arching into every touch. Responsive. Desperately responsive. Every nerve singing after years of deprivation.

I worshipped her. The lean lines. The freckled skin. The small firm nipples that peaked under my tongue. She made soft sounds: not Pip’s volume or Thistle’s snarls or Nettle’s clinical fragments. Small sounds. Caught sounds. The noises of someone who’d been punished for making noise and couldn’t unlearn the silence.

My mouth moved lower. Her flat stomach, the jut of her hip bones, her lean tawny-green thighs. She spread for me without hesitation, past embarrassment now, only need. My tongue found her center.

She keened. A high thin sound, her back lifting off the blanket. Her thighs shook against my ears. Her fingers found my hair and gripped.

I worked her with my mouth. Patient. Thorough. She was responsive beyond anything I expected, her body building toward climax with startling speed. Her breathing went ragged. Her hips rolled against my tongue. She climbed. Higher. To the edge.

And stopped.

Her body hung there. At the precipice. Shaking. Unable to fall. I felt it in the tension of her thighs, the strain in her stomach muscles, the way her grip on my hair turned desperate. She was right there. Right at the crest.

She couldn’t come.

Her face contorted. Frustration. Desperation. Something closer to anguish. Her hips pushed against me harder, seeking, trying to find the last push that would send her over. It didn’t come.

“I can’t—” Her voice cracked. “I don’t know how to— I can’t—”

I understood. The body learns what it’s taught. Hers had been taught that it wasn’t worthy of pleasure. That relief was for people who mattered. That she was nothing. Animals don’t need anything. The words lived in her muscles, her nerves, the locked cage of her pelvis.

She needed a key.

I moved up her body. Positioned myself between her lean tawny-green thighs, my cock pressing against her entrance. She was wet from my mouth, slick and swollen, but still achingly tight when I pushed inside. Slow. One inch at a time. Feeling her body stretch around me, accommodate me, her narrow frame opening to take something it had never held before.

She gasped at the stretch. Her arms wrapped around my neck. Her eyes went wide. I filled her completely, my cock pressing deep into her narrow body until there was nowhere left to go, until I could feel the limits of her small frame around me. She whimpered. Her walls fluttered, testing the intrusion, clenching experimentally. She was so tight I could feel her heartbeat through the grip of her pussy.

I built a rhythm. Slow. Deliberate. Steady. Each thrust measured, controlled, sinking deep and withdrawing gently, giving her body time to adjust, to accept, to want more. She climbed again. That desperate winding tension, building higher and higher with each stroke, her lean body responding to the fullness with increasing urgency. Her hips began moving without her permission, rising to meet me, tilting to take me deeper. Her small firm breasts shifting with each thrust. Her breathing ragged, fast, almost panicked.

She reached the edge again. And hung there. Shaking. Suspended. Her body straining toward release with every fiber, her walls clenching rhythmically around my cock, so close she was quivering. But she couldn’t fall. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. Her freckled face contorted with frustration, with the terrible familiarity of being denied.

I cupped her face with one calloused hand. It covered most of her from jaw to cheekbone, my palm against her flushed tawny-green skin, my thumb near her trembling lips. Made her look at me.

Her eyes. Wet. Desperate. Pleading for something she couldn’t name but needed more than air.

“You’re so good, Sorrel.” Soft. Certain. I thrust deep as I said it. Held.

She whimpered. Her walls clenched hard around me, pulling, squeezing.

“You’re good.” Deeper. Slower. Grinding against her, filling every inch of her, my thumb stroking her cheekbone where the tears tracked silver lines through her freckles. “You’re worth everything. You’re wanted. You belong here.”

Her lip trembled violently. Her breath caught in a sob. Her body was right there, right at the edge, vibrating with the need for the one thing that could push her over. Not physical. Not deeper or harder or faster. Just words. Just the words nobody had ever given her.

“You’re my good girl.”

She broke.

The orgasm hit her like a dam that had held for years finally giving way. A full-body convulsion that started at her core and radiated outward, from the crown of her head to her curling toes. Her back arched off the blanket with a raw animal sound that didn’t belong to the silent girl. Guttural. Primal. Ripped from somewhere so deep inside her that she’d forgotten it existed. Her walls clamped around my cock in crushing rhythmic spasms, her pussy milking me with a desperation that was years of denial releasing in one shattering moment. Her body seized, every muscle firing at once, her lean frame convulsing beneath mine with a force that seemed beyond what someone so small could produce.

I came inside her. Couldn’t hold against the pressure of her orgasm gripping me. My cock pulsed deep, filling her with heat while her body continued its violent contractions. My mouth against her ear, murmuring without thought, the words pouring from me as natural as breathing: “Good. So good. Perfect, Sorrel. You’re perfect. My good girl.”

She came again. On the words. A second orgasm triggered by nothing but my voice, her body convulsing a second time around my still-pulsing cock. Her thin arms tightened around my chest with desperate, bone-crushing strength. A choked cry against my neck, muffled by my skin, wet with her tears.

The silence afterward was enormous.

She didn’t let go. Her arms stayed locked around my chest, face pressed into my neck, her tears soaking my skin. Her body heaved with breaths that were too close to sobs. Not sadness. Release. The same thing I’d seen in Thistle after the bondage night, in Bramble after the first time. Years of holding breaking open in one moment of being allowed to feel.

She whispered against my neck. So quiet I barely heard.

“Again. Say it again.”

I stroked her short-cropped hair. The bristle-soft strands under my palm. “Good girl, Sorrel.” She shuddered. Curled tighter. “You’re my good girl.” Another shudder. Smaller. Her breathing evening.

We lay in the lamplight, wrapped in the horse blanket. Her thin body against my chest, her heartbeat slowing against mine. The hunter who survived alone, who spoke in gestures and lived in trees and expected nothing from language, choosing to be held. Choosing to need.

She fell asleep with her fist curled in my shirt. The same gesture. The one Thistle started. The one Bramble took. The one that meant: I trust you enough to sleep.

I held her in the dark and listened to her breathe.

Dawn.

The world was gray and cold outside the barn, the first frost of the season silvering the grass. I’d carried Sorrel to the hay at some point in the night, wrapped her in the horse blanket that was becoming tradition: Thistle’s blanket, Fern’s blanket, now Sorrel’s. She’d curled into a shape so small she barely made a lump under the rough wool, her fist still closed in my shirt, her breath deep and even.

When I woke she was gone. The blanket folded with military precision. No sign she’d been there except the warmth lingering in the hay.

Sorrel at the kitchen table. Earlier than usual. Sitting in her chair at the far end. She’d placed two rabbits on the step as always, cleaned and warm, the cuts precise. But beside them: a small bundle of wildflowers. Late-autumn blooms, rare, the kind that grew deep in the forest where only someone who knew every hollow and microclimate would find them. Purple asters and golden rod, tied with a braided grass stem. Beautiful. Deliberately chosen. Arranged with a care that the rabbits never received.

I found them first. Brought them inside and set them on the counter. Bramble arrived from the bedroom moments later, one hand on her belly, and saw them immediately. She picked up the bundle, turned it in her fingers, studying the braided grass stem. Then she placed them in a cup of water on the windowsill without ceremony. The same windowsill where Aldric’s pressed flowers had sat in their frame for years before the glass broke. The right spot for things that mattered.

Sorrel ate breakfast sitting down. Her back straight, not hunched. She ate her porridge with the same efficient speed as always but something was different in the way she held her spoon. The grip was looser. Less desperate. She glanced at me once across the table, her gaze catching mine for a heartbeat. Her freckled tawny-green ears flushed gold-green. Then she looked away. Ate. Said nothing.

But her posture was different. The hunched survival crouch that had defined her shoulders since arriving was a fraction less pronounced, as if some internal weight had been set down. Her feet were flat on the floor instead of tensed for running. Her elbows rested on the table’s edge instead of hovering above it, ready to push off.

Thistle noticed the change. Her gaze tracked from Sorrel’s relaxed shoulders to the flowers on the sill to me. She didn’t comment. Just ate her bread with a tiny nod that said she approved without needing to name what she was approving of.

Small changes. Real ones. The kind that took weeks to happen or one night.

The flowers on the windowsill caught the morning light and blazed purple and gold against the glass.

That night, everything changed.

The hours between Sorrel falling asleep and midnight were quiet. The domestic quiet of a farm in autumn: wind against shutters, animals shifting in the barn, the faint creak of timber contracting in the cold. I lay awake listening to Sorrel’s breathing. Steady. Deep. The breathing of someone who’d finally let go. Her lean body warm against my side, her fist still closed in my shirt.

I should have been sleeping. Should have been resting for whatever tomorrow brought: more snares to check, more wood to split, more repairs to the perimeter that Ironhill’s probes kept testing. But something kept me awake. A feeling. The kind of feeling that Fern talked about when she described how animals knew before storms hit. A wrongness in the air that had no name but plenty of weight.

The alarm wire screamed at midnight.

The north fence. Tin cans clattering against taut wire, the sound designed by Thistle to be unmistakable and designed to jolt anyone from sleep. A single perimeter breach.

I was off the hay and at the barn door with my axe in three heartbeats. Sorrel was faster. I didn’t see her leave. One moment she was sleeping against my side; the next, the horse blanket lay empty and the hatchet was gone from under her hand. She’d vanished into the dark like smoke on a breeze.

I sprinted for the north fence. Thistle was already outside, materializing from the shadows beside the porch with hatchet in hand and gold eyes blazing. She hadn’t been asleep. Hadn’t even undressed. She’d been waiting. She fell in beside me without a word.

In the moonlight, shapes at the fence line. Two men. Dark clothes, no insignia. They moved with professional efficiency, one testing the fence for weakness while the other watched the farmhouse.

Sorrel’s snare caught the first one mid-step. The sapling triggered, hemp rope snapping taut around his ankle. He went up with a strangled yelp, inverted, dangling from a bent tree. His companion spun toward the sound.

I reached the fence. The dangling man was cutting at the rope with a belt knife. I let him see the axe in my hand. The moonlight on the blade.

“You’ve got one chance to tell Voss this farm isn’t worth the price.”

He cut himself free. Dropped to the ground. Scrambled into the forest without looking back.

The second man threw something as he retreated. A knife. It clipped my sleeve, tearing fabric, the blade singing past my forearm close enough to feel the wind of it.

First blood. Minor. A torn shirt and a graze beneath. But the message was clear: we can reach you.

I walked back to the gate. Thistle was there, breathing hard, her bruised ribs from the day’s splitting work making her wince. But her stare was sharp.

“Next time I won’t let them run,” she said.

From the darkness behind us, a voice. Rough from disuse. But clear. Unmistakable.

“Next time, I won’t miss.”

Sorrel. Bow in her hands, an arrow nocked, emerging from a shadow that should have been too thin to hide a person. Her amber-brown eyes reflected the moonlight like a cat’s.

Not the private words she’d whispered to me in the dark. This was public. A declaration. And it landed like a vow.

We gathered at the kitchen table. Bramble had lit every lamp in the kitchen, banishing the shadows to the corners. The warmth of the hearth was deliberate: she’d stoked it high, the crackling fire a statement that this home was lived in and defended and would not go dark.

I showed the torn sleeve. The graze beneath, shallow but visible, the skin split in a clean line across my forearm. Already clotting, the blood dark and sluggish. Bramble examined it with fingers that didn’t shake, cleaned it with warm water and one of Nettle’s mild antiseptic preparations. Her touch was steady. Professional. But her face was stone, the iron mask of the Matriarch processing threat through calculation because feeling it directly would crack her open.

Her other hand rested on her belly. The baby shifted beneath her palm.

“They’re testing,” she said. Her voice was flat. The camp voice. The one I’d heard her use only at the worst moments: when Dunhill’s riders came, when the wolves circled, when the fire burned. The register that meant fear had been compressed into something useful. “Finding out what we have. How fast we respond. How many defenders and where they’re positioned. Where the gaps are.”

She looked around the table. Seven faces in the lamplight. Pip clutching her pitchfork with white-knuckled hands, her usual brightness dimmed to a hard determination. Nettle with smoke bombs and a knife beside her plate, her goggles askew, her journal forgotten for once. Thistle’s split knuckles, raw and seeping, wrapped around a cup of tea she wasn’t drinking. Fern’s staff leaning against the wall, within arm’s reach, her gray-green eyes calm and watchful. Sorrel’s bow unstrung now, lying across her knees, but the quiver still full.

“The real attack comes after,” Bramble said. Quiet. Certain. The certainty of someone who’d lived through this pattern before and survived. “This was information gathering. Now they know our response time. They know we have snares and alarm wires. They know we’re armed. They’ll factor all of it into their plan and come with enough to overwhelm what they measured tonight.”

She was right. She’d been through this before. At the camps, the slavers probed before they moved. Tested defenses. Measured response. Counted bodies. And then, when they had the full picture, when they’d mapped every variable, they came with everything at once in the dark.

“Then we give them nothing to measure,” I said. “If they think they know our pattern, we change it. New positions. Different response times. Rotate who covers which approach.” I looked at Thistle. “Can we move the snare lines overnight?”

“Already planning it.” Her voice carried the combat focus that made her terrifying in a fight, translated directly to tactical planning when she had a table and a map. She was already drawing in the flour dust on the table’s surface.

Sorrel leaned forward. Drew in the same dust with one calloused finger: the farm’s layout from above, the approach paths through the northern forest, the places where tonight’s probers had entered. Her marks were precise, spatial memory translated directly to map-making without hesitation.

“Here,” she said. Pointed at the northeast gap between snare lines. Her voice was rough but clear. “They know this path now. They triggered the alarm and got out. They’ll use the same path next time because they think they know it.” She looked at Thistle. “Move the snares.”

“And add a second layer,” Thistle said, her scarred face brightening with tactical enthusiasm. “Behind the first. Deeper. So when they avoid the line they found…”

“They hit the one they didn’t.” Sorrel finished the thought. Two hunters sharing a single brain.

They looked at each other across the table. Gold eyes and amber-brown. Something passed between them that didn’t need words: respect, recognition, the shared language of people who’d been prey and chose to become predators instead.

Bramble stood. Slow, her belly pressing against the table edge, but with a deliberateness that pulled every eye in the room.

“We defend this.” Her brown-gold eyes moved from face to face, holding each person’s gaze for a moment. “Everything we’ve built. Everything we’re building.” Her eyes went to her belly. Then to me. Then around the table. Each girl seen. Each one counted. “This is our ground.”

Nobody spoke. But one by one they stood with her. Thistle first, the scrape of her chair sharp and certain. Then Pip, her small frame drawn straight. Nettle, journal forgotten on the table. Fern, steady and unhurried. Me.

Last: Sorrel. She rose from the table’s far end with a slowness that wasn’t hesitation. It was decision. The hunter committing to the territory she’d chosen.

Seven people standing in lamplight. The kitchen that had once been a ruin with rat droppings on the floor, now holding a family that would kill before it ran.


Chapter 9: Scorched Earth

I smelled it before I saw it.

Dawn. That moment between sleep and waking when the body registers something wrong before the mind catches up. The smell reached me through the shutters, through the stone walls, through two inches of mortar and timber. Smoke. Not woodsmoke from Bramble’s chimney, not the clean burn of seasoned ash in the hearth. This was acrid. Chemical. The bitter tang of oil on green vegetation, the unmistakable stench of deliberate destruction.

I was off the bed and at the door in three heartbeats. Bare feet on cold stone. The autumn air hit me and the smell intensified: burning grain, scorched earth, the acrid chemical reek of lamp oil poured on living things. Wrong. Everything about it wrong.

The south field was burning.

Flames licked through the grain stalks in three separate lines, each originating from a cluster of dark rags placed at intervals along the crop rows. Not wildfire. Not a spark carried by wind. Oil-soaked rags placed with deliberate spacing, lit from multiple directions simultaneously. Coordinated arson that required at least three men moving in the dark, placing accelerants, timing their ignition. Professional. Planned.

A quarter of the field was already blazing, orange and black against the pre-dawn gray. The flames ate through grain stalks I’d planted with my own hands a year ago, the stalks Pip had helped me seed, the rows Nettle had enriched with her preparations until they grew three times normal height. Golden life becoming black ash. The heat reached me across fifty yards, a wall of warmth that didn’t belong to this autumn morning.

“FIRE!” I shouted toward the house. Then I was running.

Behind me, the farm erupted into motion. Bramble’s voice, commanding from the kitchen doorway with the commanding authority of a woman who’d survived worse: “Pip, Fern, the creek. Buckets. NOW.” Thistle’s boots hitting the ground at a sprint, her hatchet already in her hand, not to fight the fire but to cut firebreaks. Nettle stumbling from the greenhouse in her nightclothes with an armful of wet-herb blankets she’d prepared for exactly this possibility, her sage-green eyes wild behind crooked goggles.

We fought it.

Pip and Fern ran the creek line, hauling water in buckets that weighed half what either of them did. Their small green bodies worked at double speed, bare feet flying across the dewy ground. Pip’s lime-green skin gleamed with effort in the fire’s orange light, her copper-red hair streaming behind her, her face set with a determination that looked foreign on features usually devoted to grins. Fern moved with her characteristic efficiency, no wasted motion, each bucket carried at the perfect angle to minimize spillage, Stump following her without being led.

Thistle cut firebreaks. Her hatchet bit into standing grain, creating gaps the fire couldn’t cross, twenty-foot trenches of nothing between the blazing rows and the untouched sections. She worked with the violent focus of someone who had a target for her rage and it was the ground itself. Each stroke precise. Each gap perfect. Gold eyes reflecting the flames with a fury that had nothing to do with heat and everything to do with the man in the good coat who’d stood at their gate and smiled while planning this.

Nettle deployed her wet-herb blankets across the fire’s leading edge. Thick cloth soaked in a compound she’d developed for exactly this scenario, the fabric heavy with moisture and fire-retardant preparations from the greenhouse. She smothered flames where water couldn’t reach fast enough, her dark emerald skin streaked with soot, her goggles fogging from the heat.

I worked the middle. Shoveling dirt onto burning rows with a spade I’d grabbed from the tool rack. Stamping out embers with my boots. The leather soles smoked and the heat penetrated through to my feet but I didn’t stop. Pulling flaming oil-rags from the soil with my bare hands, throwing them clear of the crop rows into the already-burned sections. The pain registered distantly, filed under a category of things that could matter later but not now. Not with the field dying in front of me.

Bramble directed from the farmhouse porch. Too pregnant to run, too stubborn to hide. Her pregnant belly pressed against the porch railing as she leaned forward, her voice carrying across the field with the clarity of someone who’d spent eight years commanding people in worse conditions than this. “The north end, Thistle. Cut there, three rows deep. Pip, more water at the base where it’s hottest. Thorn, pull back from that section, it’s too far gone. Save what’s beside it.”

Sorrel was in the trees. I caught one glimpse of her tawny-green form ghosting along the perimeter, bow drawn, scanning for the arsonists with the hunter’s instinct to pursue the prey that had struck. They were gone. Professionals who lit and vanished into the pre-dawn dark, their work done in minutes while we slept. She wouldn’t find them. But she stayed out there, circling, watching, making sure they didn’t return to finish the job.

It took two hours.

Two hours of hauling water, cutting firebreaks, smothering flames, shoveling dirt. Two hours of burning lungs and aching muscles and the sick smell of crop death. Two hours of watching a year of work turn to ash one row at a time while we fought to save what was left.

By the time the last flame died under Nettle’s blankets, the sun was fully up. Pale autumn light exposed the damage in cruel clarity.

Three acres of the south field. Destroyed.

Late-season grain that would have fed us through winter. Root vegetables still growing in the ground, their green tops now blackened stubs. Winter reserves that represented months of labor: planting, weeding, watering, enriching, protecting from pest and disease. Gone. Three acres of charred rows stretching across what had been the farm’s best producing section. Black earth where green life had stood at dawn. The smell of ash hung over everything, settling into our clothes, our hair, our skin.

I stood in the burned field. The ash was still warm under my boots. Gray and black and lifeless where an hour ago there had been golden grain and green vegetables and the abundance of a farm fed by magic water and magical milk.

My hands were raw. Blistered across both palms where I’d grabbed burning rags, the skin cracked and weeping clear fluid. Soot worked into every crack and callus. The pain hit now, dull and throbbing, a baseline burn that pulsed with my heartbeat. I didn’t care about the pain.

This was the dirt I’d cleared with my own hands in my first week here. I remembered the clearing hoe biting into the weeds, the ache in my shoulders that lasted for days, the satisfaction of seeing bare soil for the first time. The field where Pip had bounced between rows faster than me, her tiny body moving like a hummingbird, dropping seeds into furrows while chattering about nothing and everything. The earth Nettle had enriched with her preparations, measured with precision, documented in journal pages full of exclamation marks. The soil Bramble’s magical milk had fed through the irrigation channels, turning it from good earth into something extraordinary.

Gone. Because a man in a good coat decided our home was an asset on his ledger.

The others gathered in the burned field around me. Seven people standing in ash, looking at destruction.

Pip was crying. Not from fear. Her amber eyes blazed with a rage I’d never seen from her. Tears streamed down her lime-green cheeks but her jaw was set, her fists clenched at her sides, her tiny body shaking with fury. She wasn’t scared. She was furious. The girl who’d been born in a cage and had finally found freedom was watching someone try to put her back in one.

“They BURNED our FOOD.” Her voice shook. “They burned what we GREW. What I PLANTED.” She wiped her face with the back of her hand, leaving ash streaks across her lime-green skin. “I hate them. I hate them and I want them to hurt.”

Thistle built. She didn’t cry, didn’t rage in words. She built a new firebreak. Larger than the emergency ones. A permanent barrier between the surviving sections and the burned ones, her hatchet biting into earth and wood with each stroke, violent, relentless. She worked until her scarred forearms trembled and her eyes were bloodshot from smoke exposure and still didn’t stop.

Nettle catalogued. Her journal out, pen moving. Which herbs survived. Which sections of the garden were untouched. What percentage of the total crop was lost versus what remained. She kept her voice clinical, precise, the way she always did when she was trying not to feel. Numbers don’t hurt. Data doesn’t bleed. Her sage-green eyes were red-rimmed behind her goggles, and twice she had to stop writing because her hand shook too hard.

Fern comforted the animals. Stump was skittish, pacing his paddock with his ears flat, unable to settle. Clover pressed against the barn wall, her kid tight against her flank. Fern murmured to them, soft and steady, her silver-white hair catching soot from the air. Her hands on their necks, her voice the constant that calmed them. Because someone had to take care of the creatures who couldn’t understand what had happened.

Sorrel was in a tree on the north perimeter. Bow out, amber-brown eyes scanning the forest with flat intent. She didn’t come down for hours. Her silent vigil was her contribution: nobody would approach this farm unseen while she was watching.

And Bramble.

Bramble didn’t cry. Didn’t rage. Didn’t catalog or build or scan.

She cooked dinner.

Whatever we had. Whatever remained in the root cellar that hadn’t been in the field. Whatever Sorrel’s snares produced that day. Whatever the unburned section of garden still offered. She moved through the kitchen with her usual efficiency, her belly pressing against the counter, her hands measuring and chopping and stirring by instinct. She set the table. Seven chairs. Seven bowls. She ladled stew from a pot that smelled of rosemary and rabbit and home.

“We eat,” she said. Her voice was iron. Not sharp, not angry. The iron of something that would not bend. “Then we plan.” She set the last bowl in front of Sorrel’s place. Straightened. Her fingers curled beneath the heavy swell, cradling it, fierce. “They burned our food. We’ll grow more.”

Her composure held us in place. She’d done this before. In the camps when rations were cut without warning. When people disappeared in the night and their bowls were empty at morning. She’d set the table and fed whoever was left and refused to let the loss become the ending of the story.

We ate. Nobody spoke much. Pip picked at her food, moving vegetables around the bowl without eating. Thistle ate standing, then pacing, then forced herself to sit because Bramble’s look said she would. Nettle’s pen scratched in her journal between bites, documenting the damage in numbers that made it feel survivable. Fern fed Stump under the table, her silver-white hair still gray with ash. Sorrel appeared last from the darkness, ate quickly and efficiently, and disappeared back into the night.

I watched Bramble across the table. Her face was calm, warm, in control. The woman who ran this household at full power. The same woman who’d stood in front of the hearth an hour after the fire was out and started cooking as if nothing had happened. Nobody watching her would guess that anything was wrong.

But that night, in bed, her composure cracked.

She pressed against my back, her pregnant belly warm and heavy and alive between us, and her hands fisted in my shirt. The Thistle gesture. The one that meant “don’t leave.” The grip that said “I’m terrified” in a language that required no words. Her forehead pressed against my shoulder blade and I felt her breath come fast. Too fast. The rhythm of someone fighting panic.

“I can’t lose this place.” Her voice in the dark. Small. Not the iron of dinner. Not the Matriarch. Just Bramble. Just the woman who’d fled one burning home and built another and now stood in the ash of a third fire watching it happen again. “Not again. I can’t run again.” Her hands tightened on my shirt, pulling the fabric taut. She pressed closer, belly against my back, her massive breasts warm against my spine. “Not with her.”

I turned. Gathered her against me, facing each other in the dark. Her belly pressed into my stomach, round and tight, the baby shifting beneath the surface in response to her mother’s heartbeat. Her swollen breasts crushed against my chest, warm through the thin fabric of her nightdress.

“We’re not running,” I said.

“They burned our food, Thorn.” Her voice trembled. The armor failing. The Matriarch giving way to the woman underneath who remembered what it felt like to have everything taken. “Our winter food. Three acres. If they come again, if they burn the rest—”

“We’re not running.”

“You can’t promise that. You can’t—”

“I can promise you that nobody on this farm runs. Not while I’m breathing.”

She pulled back. Looked at me in the dark. Her brown-gold eyes shone with tears she hadn’t shed all day, holding the fear and the need in equal measure. I could see both in the thin moonlight through the shutters: terror and hunger. The need to be held and the need to reclaim what had been attacked.

Her hands moved. From my shirt to my chest. Sliding down, deliberate, her calloused kitchen-worker fingers tracing the line of my body. From my chest lower, across my stomach, to my belt.

Her voice shifted. From afraid to fierce. From vulnerable to the steel she’d worn all day but couldn’t wear in this bed.

“Look at me.” Her hands found my belt and undid the buckle with a single practiced motion. “Look at what we made.” She pushed my shirt up, her palms flat on my stomach, then my chest, then back down to free me from my trousers. “They can burn fields. They can burn grain. They can’t touch this.”

She pushed me flat. Climbed on top.

Her pregnant belly settled against my stomach, warm and heavy and round and alive. The baby shifted inside her as she moved, a visible roll beneath the taut skin. Her heavy breasts hung above me, swollen with milk, the dark green nipples leaking in thin streams that dripped onto my bare chest. Each drop warm, herb-scented, the liquid that fed crops and healed wounds and nourished their daughter.

She was silhouetted against the thin moonlight through the shutters. The shape of abundance. Of fertility. Of everything that Ironhill’s fire couldn’t touch and their ledgers couldn’t quantify. Bramble reclaiming.

She guided me inside her. Reached between them, her calloused kitchen-worker fingers wrapping around my cock, positioning the head at her entrance. Then she sank down. Slowly. Taking me inch by inch into her wet heat, her body opening around me with the practiced ease of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and exactly how to take it. Her brown-gold eyes never left mine as she descended, her expression shifting with each inch: relief, then hunger, then the raw satisfaction of being filled. She settled fully, my cock buried to the hilt inside her, and the heat was extraordinary. Tight despite everything, wet, her walls gripping me as if trying to hold me there forever.

Her hands found my shoulders, nails pressing crescents into my skin. She was seated on me completely, her full weight pressing down, my cock touching her deepest point.

“Let them burn every field,” she said. Her hips rolled. Slow. Deep. A circular grinding motion that took me to places inside her that made my vision swim. The full weight of her pregnant body pressing down with each movement, gravity working for her, gravity making every roll and grind push me deeper than any thrust could reach. Her belly pressed against my stomach, taut and warm and alive, the baby between us, the child shifting in response to her mother’s movement. Her massive breasts swayed above me, heavy and pendulous, dark green nipples streaming milk with each undulation of her body. Warm droplets splashing on my chest, running in thin rivers down my throat, pooling in the hollow of my collarbone.

“Let them burn the barn.” She rolled harder. Rose up until only my tip remained inside her slick heat, then sank back down in one fluid motion, taking me completely. Again. And again. Her thighs clenched against my hips, powerful, maternal thighs that gripped me with the authority of a woman who’d decided this was happening on her terms. Her body working with a rhythm that was pure instinct, pure need, each downstroke accompanied by the wet sound of our bodies connecting. Her heavy breasts bounced with increasing force, milk spraying in thin arcs that caught the moonlight and fell on us both like warm rain.

“None of it touches THIS.” Her voice broke on the word. Raw. Desperate. Defiant. Her hands shifted to my chest, nails digging in, drawing thin lines of fire. She ground down hard, circling her hips with a slow devastating roll that made my cock press against her front wall. Taking me to the hilt and then working herself on me with her pelvis tilted forward, her clit grinding against the base of my shaft. Her belly pressed between us, the baby kicking against the motion, responding to the quickening heartbeat above. Her breasts swung heavy above me, dripping, overflowing, the thin nightdress soaked and transparent where it still clung to her shoulders.

“Bramble.” My hands found her hips. The soft maternal weight of her, more than Pip, more than Thistle, the fullness of the life she carried adding gravity to every stroke. She was heavier now, fuller, the pregnancy making her body lush and abundant in ways that my hands couldn’t encompass. I gripped her, pulling her down harder, driving my hips up to meet her descending weight.

“Look at me.” Fierce. Commanding. The Matriarch above me, belly and breasts and brown-gold eyes burning with an intensity that made the room feel like it existed only for us. “Look at what they can never take.”

I looked. At the woman riding me with the fury of someone defending her world through the act of living in it. At the pregnant belly between us, taut and round and commanding attention. At the milk streaming from breasts that had never been larger, never been more full of the magic that made this farm extraordinary, the warm liquid coating us both. At the fierce gaze above me that held fear and fury and love and the absolute certainty that this body, this act, this life growing between us, was beyond any ledger’s power to claim.

She came with my name on her lips. Not a scream, not a moan. A declaration spoken through clenched teeth. Her body clenched around me in waves that started deep and rolled outward, the rhythmic pulse of her orgasm gripping me from root to tip, squeezing with the strength of a body that had just pushed through six hours of labor with this same fierce determination. Milk sprayed from both her breasts in hot arcs across my chest and throat, the streams catching moonlight as they fell. Her belly contracted with the force of her climax, the muscles tightening visibly, the baby shifting inside her.

I gripped her hips hard enough to leave finger-shaped marks on deep emerald skin and drove up into her one final time. Finished deep inside her with a groan through clenched teeth, my cock pulsing in long throbs, filling her with everything I had. Next to where our daughter slept, safe and warm and growing. My seed flooding the same warmth that sheltered our child. The provider filling the source. The farmer tending the most important ground he’d ever sown.

She collapsed onto me. Her belly between us, taut and warm and alive. Her breasts pressed against my chest, warm milk soaking into both of us. Her face found my neck.

The baby kicked against my stomach. Three heartbeats in one bed.

“Nobody takes this,” Bramble whispered against my skin. “Nobody.”

Morning. The burned field still smelled of ash, the acrid chemical scent of oil on scorched earth drifting on the cold dawn breeze. Three acres of black between the standing crops, a wound visible from the ridge road, from the kitchen window, from everywhere on the farm. You couldn’t avoid seeing it. The scar was there, and it would be there all winter, reminding everyone who passed what Ironhill was willing to do.

But the kitchen smelled of bread.

Bramble was singing. The bright version of her lullaby, the one with the quick rhythm and the words about welcoming what morning brings. Her voice carried through the kitchen window into the yard where I stood pulling on my boots, warm and clear and defiant. She’d chosen the bright version deliberately. A statement: we are not beaten. We are not afraid. This kitchen still makes bread and this family still sings and nothing a man in a good coat does with lamp oil and darkness can change that.

Pip was helping in the kitchen without being asked, her lime-green hands kneading dough beside Bramble’s with clumsy enthusiasm. Flour on her cheeks, on her copper-red hair, on her bare arms. She was learning. Badly. But present.

And life went on. Because Bramble insisted that it would. Because she’d survived worse, and survived meant getting up and cooking and feeding the people who depended on her.

I did the hardest thing I’d done since walking through Ashvale’s gate with nothing but a deed and a bag of tools.

I rode Stump to Dunhill’s farm.

The decision came in the pre-dawn, before the smell of ash had fully cleared from the morning air. I didn’t consult Bramble. Didn’t discuss it at the kitchen table. Didn’t ask anyone’s opinion because I knew what they’d say. Thistle would rather die than ask Dunhill for help. Pip would say something brave and unhelpful. Nettle would calculate the probability of success and find it wanting. Fern would say nothing but her gray-green eyes would hold concern.

Bramble would understand. She’d survived by being pragmatic. By making alliances with people she despised because survival required it. She’d fed guards extra portions in the camps, not from kindness but from strategy. She’d understand what I was about to do.

The road between our properties was familiar now. The ridge a line I’d looked at from both sides, where I’d stood watching Dunhill’s white-washed fences with resentment and he’d watched our uncanny yields with suspicion. Stump’s stubborn pace gave me too much time to think about what I was doing: riding toward the man who’d called my family vermin, who’d tried to cut off our water, who’d told Willowford that goblins carried disease and bred uncontrollably. Asking him for help.

My pride tasted like ash. But pride didn’t feed a pregnant woman through winter.

Dunhill was a farmer. Three generations deep. His land was his identity, his legacy, his entire understanding of himself. And Ironhill Trading Company, with its corporate efficiency and its clean-handed agents, didn’t give a damn about any of it. To them, Dunhill’s ancestral farm was just another parcel on a map. Another line in a ledger.

His farm spread below the ridge: white-washed fences in neat lines, fat cattle in organized paddocks, the large stone farmhouse with its slate roof and glass windows that spoke of wealth accumulated over decades. Three generations of effort visible in every clean post and straight row.

He was on his porch. Arms crossed over his stocky chest, pale blue eyes cold as the autumn air. His ruddy face showed nothing. As if he’d been expecting me. As if he’d been waiting for this visit since the night he’d looked at the horizon and seen the smoke rising from my south field.

“Ironhill burned my south field,” I said from Stump’s back. I didn’t dismount. Didn’t ask permission to be on his land. “They’re not going to stop at my farm. They want this valley.”

Dunhill’s expression didn’t change. His thick arms stayed crossed. “Why would I help a goblin-lover?” His voice was flat. The old contempt. The old certainty. “You brought vermin onto your land and now you’re reaping what you sowed.”

“They have four enforcers and a company agent who wears a coat that costs more than your best cow.” I kept my voice level. Steady. The way it went when everything depended on the next words. “They burned three acres of food I was growing for winter. Three acres, Dunhill. In one night. Professional job, coordinated, multiple ignition points.” I let that sit. “Next month they’ll burn mine again. And then they’ll take yours. Because your water rights mean nothing to a company that operates above county law. You think they care about your three-generation farm? To them, this whole valley is an asset on a ledger. A line item. A parcel to be acquired.”

His jaw tightened. The muscles in his neck corded like rope. His pale blue eyes moved from me to his own fields, his own fences, his own cattle grazing in the paddocks his grandfather had built. The truth of what I was saying landed behind those eyes. I could see it working. The pragmatism battling the prejudice.

He didn’t answer.

“Get off my property,” he said.

I turned Stump and rode back up the ridge road at the donkey’s usual stubborn pace. I didn’t look back. Didn’t know if anything I’d said had reached past the years of bigotry and territorial pride to the farmer underneath. The man who loved his land the way I loved mine. The man who’d burn down anyone who threatened what his family built.

I’d find out. Either he’d come or he wouldn’t. Either the man who hated goblins would hate outsiders more, or he’d let Ironhill take us and hope they stopped there.

The afternoon brought something unexpected: defiance in its purest form. Pip surveying the burned south field with her hands on her hips, bare feet planted in the ash, her cloth band stained gray from the morning’s firefighting. Her amber eyes were dry now. The tears had burned off somewhere in the hours between breakfast and lunch, replaced by bright fury that Pip channeled into action.

“I’m going to rebuild this section,” she announced to nobody in particular. To the ash. To the sky. To whatever scouts might be watching from the ridge with their spyglasses. “And I’m going to name every plant. Every single one.” She kicked the ash with one bare foot. “They’ll all be named after insults for the man in the good coat.”

I leaned on the surviving fence post at the field’s edge and listened.

“Dirtbag Turnip,” she said, counting on her fingers. Her lime-green face was fierce with concentration. “Scum Carrot. Coward’s Beet. Bastard Squash. Spineless Kale. What-Kind-Of-Man-Burns-Food Parsnip. You-Look-Stupid-In-That-Coat Lettuce—”

“Those are terrible names.” Thistle, walking past with a load of timber for the extended firebreak. Her gold eyes didn’t even glance at Pip. Her tone was flat.

“YOU name them then!”

Thistle didn’t slow down. Didn’t turn her head. Gaze forward, lumber balanced across her shoulders with effortless strength. “Vengeance Root. Wrath Tuber. Retribution Squash.”

Pip’s mouth fell open. Then closed. Then open again.

“…those are so much better.”

Thistle’s smirk was invisible. But the slightly extra swagger in her walk as she passed was not.

The south field would grow again. Already was growing, Nettle’s accelerated compounds defying every principle of agriculture in the burned sections. Green shoots pushing through charred soil by the third day after the fire, defying the season and every principle of agriculture. Fern’s enriched water from the creek. Bramble’s diluted milk in the irrigation channels, the magical substance feeding new growth from the ashes of the old. The farm’s hidden advantage, working beneath the devastation to undo what fire had done.

Pip claimed her section that afternoon. Marked it off with string and stakes from Thistle’s workshop, knelt in the ash with bare hands and bare feet and started planting with the seeds Nettle provided. Her lime-green skin got filthy with soot within minutes. She didn’t care. She planted every row by hand, pressing each seed into charred earth with a fury that looked like tenderness from a distance.

“Vengeance Root,” she said, patting soil over the first row. “Row one.” She moved to the next. “Wrath Tuber. Row two.” Next: “Retribution Squash. Row three. You,” she addressed the soil directly, “are going to grow bigger and faster and better than anything that was here before. Because spite is an excellent fertilizer.”

Thistle walked past with her firewood load. Paused. Looked at Pip kneeling in the ash. Something shifted in her fierce stare that was too soft to acknowledge and too real to hide. She set down her wood. Pulled stakes from her belt. Started marking the next section.

“What are you doing?” Pip asked.

“Building you a windbreak. Your seedlings will freeze without protection.” She didn’t look up. “Dirt-brained sprite planting in open ground without shelter.”

“That’s… really nice of you.”

“It’s structural farming. Not nice. Efficient.”

Pip’s smile could have lit the barn. Thistle hammered stakes with extra force to compensate.

But the loss hung over us. The smoke smell lingered in clothes and hair and the wooden surfaces of the farmhouse for days, no matter how much Bramble scrubbed. Three acres of winter food. Months of labor. The violation of someone walking onto your land in the dark and destroying what you’d built while you slept twenty yards away.

Ironhill had drawn blood. Real, material damage to the body of the farm itself. The first wound that left a scar visible from the ridge.

We’d feel it through winter. Every meal stretched thinner, every jar counted twice, Bramble’s mental ledger shrinking while the calendar of cold grew longer.

Somewhere north, four men with rope burns on their wrists from Sorrel’s snares were telling a man in a good coat what they’d found. How many defenders. How fast the response. Where the gaps were.

Thistle tripled the alarm wires that evening. Sorrel didn’t come down from her tree until well past midnight. And Bramble’s arms folded tight around her bump every time the wind carried a sound from the ridge road.


Chapter 10: Hoofbeats

One week after the fire. The south field was already pushing green shoots through the ash, Nettle’s accelerated growth compounds working openly now. Seedlings breaking through charred soil with unnatural speed, their leaves too green and too vigorous for a burned field in late autumn. The magic was no longer a secret from anyone watching. We needed food more than we needed subtlety. If the scouts on the ridge reported supernatural growth rates to Voss, so be it. We’d be dead from starvation before spring if we didn’t use everything we had.

The farm had entered a state of controlled readiness that felt like holding a breath too long. Every person carrying two identities: their daily self (cooking, building, hunting, growing) and their combat self (armed, positioned, ready to move). The tools at every station served double purpose. Bramble’s kitchen knife was a weapon. Nettle’s garden bench held smoke bombs. Pip’s pitchfork leaned by the barn door within reach.

Thistle’s defense system was complete. Every approach to the farm covered by at least two layers of warning and resistance. Snares on the northern paths, doubled and tripled where Sorrel’s tracking showed repeated foot traffic. Alarm wires on all four perimeter stretches, the tension calibrated so that a rabbit wouldn’t trigger them but a boot would. Choke points at the gate and the two fence gaps that were too wide to close without a week’s timber work. Smoke bomb stations at the east and south approaches, the clay pots nestled in waterproof alcoves Thistle had carved into fence posts. Kill zones mapped and memorized by everyone who might need to fight.

Everyone had a station. We’d drilled it twice in the past week, walking through positions in daylight, memorizing routes in the dark. The first drill was awkward, people bumping into each other, Pip nearly running into Thistle’s hatchet arc. The second was smoother. We’d never be an army. But we were seven people with a farm worth dying for.

Dusk came early. Autumn pressing hard toward winter, the days shrinking, the shadows lengthening earlier each evening. The sun dropped behind the western ridge at half past four and the temperature followed it down. The fields went from gold to gray to black in the span of an hour. Bramble lit the kitchen lamps. The farmhouse windows glowed warm against the gathering dark.

It was a night like any other. Except it wasn’t.

Stump’s ears flattened.

I was carrying a bucket of well water to the greenhouse when I saw it. The donkey’s whole body went rigid, his thick neck turning north. In the chicken run, Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner, Snack, and Dessert went silent. Clustered in their corner. The specific quiet they adopted for predators.

Clover’s kid bleated once, high and sharp, and bolted for the barn.

The animal alarm.

Fern appeared from the barn door. Her gray-green eyes met mine across the yard. She held up one hand: wait. Then Sorrel materialized from the treeline at the north perimeter. She’d been in her watching tree.

Four fingers held up. Then a closed fist. More behind.

Eight minimum.

My blood went cold and hot at the same time. I set the bucket down. Walked to the house. Took my axe from beside the door. The handle was new, replaced after the wolf fight broke the original. It fit my grip like it had grown there.

“Stations,” I said. One word. Quiet. The voice that dropped low when it mattered.

We’d drilled this. Twice in the past week. Everyone knew where they belonged.

The farm moved without confusion. No one asked questions, no one hesitated. By the time I reached the gate, everyone was already in position. The difference from Voss’s first visit was stark: no scrambling, no last-second improvisation. They’d been ready for this every night since the fire.

Bramble in the farmhouse with her iron skillet and the long kitchen knife, shutters barred. Pip with her pitchfork, bare feet already moving between positions. Nettle’s smoke bombs deployed at their stations, my axe blade already coated with her paralytic salve from the evening’s preparation. Thistle at the north fence with her hatchet and the weighted blackthorn club she’d carved for close-quarters work. Fern securing the barn, Stump’s territorial bulk positioned at the wide door. Sorrel had vanished into the canopy before I’d finished speaking, already invisible, already hunting.

The whole thing took thirty seconds. From Stump’s ears flattening to full defensive posture: half a minute. We’d timed it during drills. Tonight it felt faster.

I stood at the gate. The primary choke point.

Night fell.

They came from three directions.

The north alarm went first. Tin cans clattering in the dark, the sound that meant the wire was tripped. Then the east, a heartbeat later. Then shadows at the gate, visible in the thin moonlight. Two men, big, scarred, moving with professional efficiency. Clubs in their hands. Rope coiled at their belts.

The farm’s defense activated in sequence.

North: Sorrel. Her first arrow flew from darkness, silent until it found meat. An enforcer’s thigh, just above the knee. He went down screaming, crashing into undergrowth. Before the sound finished, she’d relocated. A second arrow from a new angle punched into another man’s shoulder. He staggered, dropped his club. Two shots. Two hits. The hunter had become the predator.

The north group faltered. Two down, the others suddenly aware that the dark forest they’d entered was not empty.

Thistle met the breach. Two enforcers who made it past Sorrel’s arrows hit the north fence. One went over; the other through a gap. Thistle was waiting in that gap with her hatchet and her blackthorn club.

She was four foot nine. They were both over six feet.

She was faster. Her hatchet caught the first man’s leading arm, the paralytic salve entering through the cut. He swung his club one-handed; she ducked under it, drove the blackthorn into his knee. He folded. The second man came through the gap and she met him with fury that had waited a year for a target. He punched her ribs, the same bruised side from weeks ago, and she snarled through the pain and buried her hatchet in the wood of his club, yanking it from his grip. He staggered back. She didn’t let him recover.

East: Nettle’s smoke bombs. Three clay pots shattered against the fence posts, releasing clouds of capsaicin concentrate. The east approach vanished in a choking fog. Two enforcers stumbled out of it, retching, blinded, clawing at their eyes. They hit Thistle’s secondary alarm wire and crashed through it, making enough noise to wake the dead.

Pip sprinted between positions. Bare feet on cold ground, the fastest person we had, carrying information and supplies. “Two down north! Thistle’s holding! East is blind!” She shouted it as she ran, her voice carrying.

An enforcer from the east group lunged at her as she passed. His hand closed on her shoulder. She pivoted like water, driving the pitchfork down into his boot. He screamed and released her. She was gone before he could grab again.

Fern at the barn. Stump went berserk when an enforcer made it past the east smoke cloud and tried the barn door. The donkey’s teeth found the man’s forearm and clamped. The enforcer screamed at a register usually reserved for the dying. Fern’s staff cracked across his skull when Stump released him.

And at the gate.

Two enforcers hit the gate at the same time. Heavy men, armored in leather, clubs raised. They expected a farmer. They got a farmer who’d killed wolves on this ground, who’d swung an axe every day for a year, whose arms and shoulders were corded with working muscle, who stood six feet one between them and everything he loved.

I took the first man’s club on the axe handle. Turned it. Drove the blade into his leading arm. Nettle’s salve entered the cut and within seconds his grip weakened. He stumbled. The second man got inside my guard. His knife found my left shoulder, a line of fire across the muscle, deep enough to make my arm go weak.

I ignored it. Swung the axe one-handed, a strike that would have terrified me a year ago. It caught the second man across his leather chest-piece, driving him backward through the gate. He tripped over the threshold and went down.

The first man, half-paralyzed, tried to rise. I kicked him flat. He stayed down.

Blood ran down my left arm. Hot. More than a scratch.

More were coming. The east group, partially recovered from the smoke, regrouping. The north group, those that Sorrel hadn’t dropped, circling. We’d held the first wave but numbers were numbers.

Then: hoofbeats.

Coming from the south. The ridge road. Multiple horses, riding hard, the sound of iron-shod hooves on packed earth.

Dunhill.

His bay gelding broke over the ridge at full gallop, six farmhands behind him, mounted on work horses with tool handles and pitchforks and the cold fury of men whose valley had been invaded by outsiders.

Dunhill didn’t announce himself with speeches. He didn’t slow down. He rode straight into the eastern group of enforcers, his horse scattering them like bowling pins. His farmhands piled in behind: big men, farm-strong, angry.

“This is MY valley, you company bastards!” Dunhill’s voice carried across the farm, raw with territorial fury. “Nobody burns crops in MY Greenvale!”

The tide turned.

Ironhill’s enforcers, already battered by our defenses, now faced mounted men hitting their flank. The ones who could still run ran. North into the forest, where Sorrel’s arrows followed them until they were out of range. East into the dark, where the smoke still hung in choking clouds.

Voss. I saw him. On the ridge, fifty yards north, his horse standing still while chaos unfolded below. His dark coat was spotless. He hadn’t fought. Hadn’t moved from his observation point the entire battle.

He watched his men scatter. Watched Dunhill’s riders drive them into the forest. Watched me standing at the gate with blood running down my arm and an axe in my hand.

His expression wasn’t anger. Wasn’t fear. It was calculation. He was already writing his report.

He turned his horse north. Rode away at a walk. Unhurried. As if this was merely a data point.

The aftermath was quiet in the way that follows violence: not peaceful but exhausted, the silence of people who’d given everything and were still cataloguing what it cost them.

Three enforcers captured. Two from the gate, sprawled where Nettle’s paralytic salve had dropped them, their muscles twitching with the compound’s effects. One with Stump’s teeth marks deep in his forearm, the donkey’s jaw having clamped with the territorial fury of an animal protecting its territory. Sorrel tied them with her own rope, competent knots they couldn’t work free no matter how much they twisted. She tied them the way she set snares: expertly, efficiently, without wasted motion or wasted mercy.

Five enforcers had fled into the northern forest. Sorrel’s arrows had found three of them, none fatally, but with enough force to make running painful and slow. They’d be limping north for days. Voss was gone, ridden into the dark on his untouched horse, his spotless coat still spotless, his calculator’s mind already composing the report that would determine what came next.

Dunhill’s farmhands gathered the captured men and hauled them toward the road. Professional work: strong farm hands who’d done hard labor their whole lives manhandling enforcers who’d thought they were tough. “Walk them north,” Dunhill told his men. “If they come back, don’t walk them.”

I sat on the porch step while Nettle stitched my shoulder. The needle moved through my skin with the precision of someone who’d practiced suturing on leather scraps for months in preparation for exactly this kind of night. Her salve numbed the wound before each entry, the aquifer-enhanced preparation working almost instantly. But her fingers shook slightly between stitches.

“Inadequate patient behavior,” she muttered, pulling a stitch tight with more force than strictly necessary. “You should not have continued fighting one-armed after the initial laceration. The risk of tendon damage in a compromised limb exceeds—”

“The alternative was letting them through the gate.”

“The alternative was ducking.” She tied off the final stitch. Applied a thick layer of healing salve, the strongest preparation she had. “Three days. No lifting. No splitting. No heroics.”

“Nettle—”

“Three. Days.”

Thistle had bruised ribs. Again. The same side, the same injury she’d been nursing for weeks, now re-aggravated by taking a direct hit from a man twice her size. She sat at the kitchen table pressing a cold cloth soaked in Nettle’s anti-inflammatory preparation to her flank, her gold eyes still blazing with the combat energy that would take hours to fade. Her knuckles were split on both hands, raw and seeping from the impact of fist and hatchet handle against flesh and wood. She kept flexing her hands, making fists, releasing them. Confirming they still worked. Confirming she could still fight.

Pip’s bare feet were cut from running on broken fence debris. The boards that splintered when enforcers crashed through Thistle’s alarm wires had left glass-sharp fragments across the ground, and Pip had sprinted through them without slowing. Bramble cleaned the cuts with warm water and steady hands, picking splinters from the pads of Pip’s lime-green feet while Pip winced and talked, because Pip could not stop talking when the adrenaline was still flowing through her small body.

“Did you SEE me with the pitchfork? His FOOT, Bramble. I got his actual foot. Through the BOOT. That’s twice now I’ve stabbed someone with a pitchfork. I should be famous. The Pitchfork Girl. Thistle should make me a trophy.”

“Hold still,” Bramble said. “This splinter is deep.”

“OW. That’s fine. Did I mention the BOOT? Because that’s new. Wolf hide last time, enforcer LEATHER tonight. I’m improving my materials.”

Fern brought Bramble’s iron skillet back from the farmhouse. The heavy pan had a new dent in its base from where Bramble had brought it down on an enforcer who’d tried the kitchen door. Bramble had defended her own kitchen with the same weapon she cooked with. The skillet that made bread and stew and preserved their lives in a different way tonight.

Sorrel: no injuries. Five arrows fired, three found flesh. She retrieved her arrows from the forest one by one, following the blood trails to where each shaft had buried itself in tree trunks after passing through enforcer muscle. She wiped blood from the iron points with her leggings, checked the fletching for damage, and returned them to her quiver. Her freckled face showed nothing. The hunter after a successful hunt. The work was done and done well. That was all.

Dunhill sat at our kitchen table.

Bramble placed a cup of tea in front of him. The woman he’d called vermin. The goblin he’d wanted driven from his valley. She set the cup down with steady hands and her Matriarch’s expression: warm, controlled, absolute.

He stared at the tea. His ruddy face worked through emotions I couldn’t read. Then he picked it up and drank.

“Good tea,” he said.

“I know,” Bramble said.

The silence that followed was the most awkward sound in the history of Greenvale. Dunhill, a man who’d spent two years trying to remove goblins from his valley, drinking tea made by one. Surrounded by six of them.

He finished the cup. Set it down. Stood. “The captured ones. Send them north on foot when they can walk. A message for the company: this valley is spoken for.” He looked at me. “We’ll talk about terms.” Then he left. His farmhands followed.

The kitchen emptied slowly. Nettle to finish patching wounds. Fern to check the animals. Bramble to settle the farm for what remained of the night. Sorrel to her tree.

Pip found me in the barn an hour later. I was sitting on a hay bale, my shoulder wrapped in Nettle’s bandaging, the axe leaning against the wall beside me. The adrenaline was fading and every muscle in my body was beginning to realize what it had done. My arms ached from swinging. My legs trembled from bracing against charging weight. The cut on my shoulder throbbed with each heartbeat, a dull fire that Nettle’s salve was only beginning to dull.

She jumped onto me. Carefully, climbing me like a vine, her bare feet finding purchase on my thighs, her arms wrapping around my neck. She avoided the wounded shoulder with the precision of someone who’d memorized my body’s geography. Her mouth found mine. Fierce, hungry, alive. She tasted like copper and cold air and something sweet.

“We won,” she breathed against my lips. Her amber eyes were bright. Not with tears this time. With fire.

“We won,” I agreed.

She kissed me again. Deeper. Her small hands in my hair, her legs squeezing my waist, her body radiating a heat that had nothing to do with exertion and everything to do with being alive when she might not have been.

Thistle walked in.

Not by accident. She’d followed Pip. Or followed me. Or followed the pull of something that neither of them had words for, the thing that drew them both to the same place after danger passed. Her gold eyes burned in the lamplight. Her bruised ribs made her breath come short, each inhale a controlled wince she was pretending didn’t exist. Her choppy auburn hair was matted with sweat, her knuckles split and raw, her leather chest-wrap scored with a mark where a club had caught her.

She didn’t freeze the way she had when she first caught Pip with me. She didn’t hesitate in the doorway or cross her arms or pretend she’d come for another reason. She walked straight to us with the same directional certainty she’d used to walk into the gap in the north fence. Grabbed my shirt with one scarred hand. Pulled my mouth from Pip’s to hers.

The kiss was brutal. Her fangs scraped my lower lip, drawing a thin line of fire. The taste of adrenaline and blood from her split knuckles. Her tongue pushing past my teeth with an aggression that said: I almost died tonight and I need to feel alive.

Pip grinned against my neck where she’d been displaced. Her warm breath and the curve of her smile against my skin.

“Sharing?” she asked.

“Shut up and move over,” Thistle growled into my mouth.

Both on their knees. Lime-green and olive-green side by side in the warm lamplight. Two completely different bodies, two completely different energies, unified in purpose for the first time without competition. The rivalry that had defined them over the past year was gone, burned away in the same hour that Ironhill’s fire had tried to take the south field. They’d fought together tonight. Pip had run barefoot across broken ground carrying messages under fire. Thistle had held the north fence alone against two armed men twice her size with bruised ribs that should have put her on the ground.

This wasn’t competition. This was celebration. Two warriors and the man they’d fought for.

Pip’s hands found my belt first, eager and practiced, her small fingers working the buckle with the speed of someone who’d done this many times and never tired of it. Thistle’s scarred hands joined hers a heartbeat later, aggressive where Pip was eager, impatient where Pip was playful. They freed me together: two sets of small green fingers, one lime and one olive, different shades working toward the same goal.

My cock sprang free, already hard from the adrenaline and the press of their bodies. Both pairs of eyes dropped to it. Pip licked her lips. Thistle’s jaw clenched with the raw hunger she showed only in moments like this.

Pip took me first. Eager, sloppy, moaning around my shaft with the performance she loved giving. Her amber eyes looked up at me from below, bright and wet-lipped, her small hands gripping what her mouth couldn’t reach. She worked me with the enthusiastic worship that was her signature, the wet sounds filling the barn.

Thistle watched. Eyes dark, pupils blown wide. Her jaw tight, her scarred hand slipping between her own thighs where she knelt. The bruised ribs made her breathing ragged, but the arousal made it ragged in a different way. She watched Pip work with an intensity that bordered on predatory.

I tangled my fingers in Pip’s copper-red hair. “Your turn,” I said to Thistle.

Pip released me with a wet pop and a grin that said she knew exactly what she was about to watch. She settled back on her heels, one hand staying on my thigh, possessive, marking her place.

Thistle leaned in. Her approach was nothing like Pip’s. Where Pip worshipped, Thistle conquered. She took me deep immediately, no teasing, no buildup, her mouth hot and aggressive. Her fangs grazed the underside of my shaft in a way that should have been terrifying and instead sent electricity down my spine. Her scarred hands gripped my thighs hard enough to bruise, holding me in place. Claiming territory.

I fisted a hand in her choppy auburn hair. Short enough that a handful was all of it, the bristle-soft strands rough against my palm. She growled around me, vibrations running through my cock, and took me deeper.

I alternated. Pip. Thistle. Pip again. Each time the girl not occupied pressed against my leg with a warm green body, touching herself, watching. Pip moaned theatrically, performing for Thistle’s ears as much as mine. Thistle bit my hip bone when I pulled away from her mouth, a sharp nip of fangs that would leave a mark.

“Mine,” Thistle snarled between turns.

“Ours,” Pip corrected, grinning.

“Enough,” I said.

I lifted Pip one-handed. She squeaked in surprise and then laughed as I set her face-down on the hay bale, her small body draped over it at the perfect height. Her lime-green ass presented, her wrap-skirt already riding up to her waist. She spread her legs with shameless eagerness, looking back at me over her shoulder with those huge amber eyes.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Please.”

I entered her from behind in one deep stroke. Buried myself in her tight wet heat until my hips pressed flush against her lime-green ass. She cried out, back arching, her small body curving off the hay bale like a bow being drawn. Tight. Wet. Scorching hot. Her pussy gripped me with the familiar eager hunger that was purely Pip. Her voice carried through the barn the way it always did: unrestrained, unashamed, loud enough to echo off the rafters and out into the night. Each thrust drove a sound from her that was half moan, half triumph, each one punctuated by the wet slap of my body against hers.

Thistle watched from inches away. On her knees beside the bale, her fierce gold stare wide and burning, her mouth slightly open, her breath fogging in the cool air. Her scarred hand had slipped between her own thighs, working her soaked pussy with increasing desperation, the wet sounds of her fingers audible between Pip’s cries. The sight of Pip being fucked, of my cock driving in and out of lime-green flesh glistening with arousal, made Thistle’s breath come in harsh gasps that had nothing to do with the bruised ribs.

“Harder,” Pip demanded, pushing her ass back against me to meet each thrust. “Don’t hold back. Not tonight. I want to feel you tomorrow.”

I gave her what she asked. Hard, deep, each thrust making the hay bale shift across the floor, her small body jolting forward with the force. Her lime-green ass rippled with each impact, the wet sounds growing louder, more obscene. Her perky breasts swung freely beneath her, her copper-red hair wild around her flushed grinning face. She screamed my name between breathless moans, her tight pussy clenching in fluttering pre-orgasmic spasms around my shaft.

Thistle couldn’t wait anymore.

“My turn,” she growled. A demand, not a request. Her voice ragged with need, her scarred fingers dripping with her own arousal.

I withdrew from Pip. She whined at the sudden emptiness and immediately rolled onto her back to watch, one hand plunging between her own thighs to replace what she’d lost. Her amber eyes bright, her grin feral, her lime-green pussy swollen and glistening where my cock had just been.

Thistle was already standing, already pressing her scarred back against the nearest barn post, already hooking one powerful leg around my hip. I lifted her by the ass with one hand, her weight nothing, less than a feed sack. Pinned her against the rough wood and drove into her standing. One brutal thrust, deep, her tight body opening for me with the soaked eagerness of someone who’d been watching and fingering herself to the edge for the past five minutes.

She snarled. A guttural sound of pure satisfaction. Her claws found my good shoulder and dug in, five points of sharp pain that mixed with the pleasure into something that blurred the boundary between. I gripped her choppy hair with one hand, yanked her head back against the post, exposing her throat. My other hand on her hip, careful to avoid the bruised side but still rough. Still the force she craved. Still the dominant grip that told her body it was safe to stop fighting.

“Harder,” she hissed against my jaw. The same demand Pip had made. Different tone entirely. Where Pip’s was joyful, Thistle’s was raw desperation. Where Pip asked because she wanted, Thistle demanded because she needed.

I drove into her against the barn post. Each thrust slammed her back against rough wood, splinters catching in her choppy hair, her compact scarred body pinned and helpless between my frame and the timber. She was tiny in my grip, four foot nine of fury and need and surrender, her olive-green skin flushed dark with arousal. The angle let me bottom out inside her with each stroke, my cock stretching her tight channel, the head pressing deep enough to make her snarl dissolve into a whimper.

Pip sprawled on the hay bale, one elbow propping her up. Watching openly, shamelessly, her small hand working her pussy in rhythm with my thrusts into Thistle. Her amber eyes glazed with pleasure, her lime-green chest flushed bright. She moaned for the audience of us, because Pip always performed and tonight the performance was worship: watching the man she loved take the woman she’d fought beside.

Thistle came first. A scream torn from somewhere below her ribs, raw and animal. Her fangs sank into the barn post beside her head, leaving deep gouges in the timber, her jaw clenching with the force of an orgasm that seized her entire body. Every muscle in her compact frame clamped at once: legs crushing my waist, arms locking around my neck, walls clenching around my cock in rhythmic spasms so tight they wrung the climax from me. I thrust deep one final time and came inside her with a groan that came from somewhere primal. Pulsing long and hard, flooding her small fierce body with heat, feeling each of her aftershocks milk another throb from my cock.

Pip’s cry followed seconds later. Triggered by watching, by the sounds, by the sight of Thistle pinned and shattered with cum dripping from where we joined. Her small body arched off the hay, hand working fast, her lime-green skin flushing brilliant as her own orgasm rolled through her in sympathetic waves.

Silence. Breathing. The sound of three people existing in the aftermath.

I lowered Thistle from the post. Set her on her feet. She swayed, caught herself on the post, and then let her legs buckle deliberately. Sank into the hay beside the bale where Pip lay sprawled and breathing hard.

We collapsed together. Three bodies in the hay, sweat-sheened and breathing hard and smelling of smoke and blood and sex. The lamplight was warm on green skin and brown skin and the scattered gold of hay.

Pip started talking immediately. Because she was Pip and silence after anything was not in her vocabulary.

“Did you SEE me with the pitchfork? That’s TWICE now! The wolf and tonight! I’m building a record.” She rolled onto her side, pressing against me, her small body warm. “A pitchfork record. Thistle, you should make me a trophy. A little carved pitchfork on a stand.”

Thistle’s eyes were closed. She was smiling. Actually smiling, her lips curved softly, her face relaxed in a way that she showed only in these moments. Her cheek pressed against my good shoulder, her compact body curled against my side with the limpness of complete surrender. The fighter at rest. She didn’t respond to Pip’s chatter. She just lay there, smiling, breathing, her fierce gaze hidden behind closed lids.

“I think I was brave,” Pip continued, softer now. “I think we all were. But I want it noted. Officially. In Nettle’s journal. ‘Pip: brave with pitchfork. Twice.’”

“Noted,” I said.

Pip reached across my chest. Her small lime-green hand crossed the distance between them and found Thistle’s scarred olive-green hand where it rested on my stomach. The same gesture from that night in the barn last summer. The moment that had started something between them beyond rivalry.

Thistle’s fingers closed around Pip’s without opening her eyes.

They fell asleep like that. Pip’s copper-red hair fanned across my chest, smelling of cold air and smoke. Thistle’s choppy auburn against my shoulder, her breath warm and even. Their hands linked over my heart, lime-green and olive-green fingers interlaced.

Two green-skinned warriors. Bruised and cut and still smelling of battle and sex and victory. Connected through me. Deeper now than competition ever made them.

Battle-forged.

Outside, the night was quiet. Ironhill had retreated. Dunhill had come.

On the ridge road heading north, Calder Voss hadn’t looked back a second time. He didn’t need to. He’d already seen everything he needed.


Chapter 11: The Sound

Three days after the battle. The farm was repairing, with labor, with will, with the bone-deep stubbornness of people who refused to let destruction be permanent.

My shoulder was healing fast. Nettle’s salves were stronger than ever, the aquifer-concentrated preparations closing the wound in days instead of the weeks it should have taken. The edges of the cut were already pink and healing, the deeper muscle beneath knitting itself back together with a speed that made Nettle fill three journal pages with observations about tissue regeneration rates. She changed the dressing twice daily, muttering about “inadequate patient compliance” each time I tried to use the arm too soon.

“If you split that wound open again carrying firewood, I will suture it to the bedframe and you will stay there until spring,” she said, adjusting my bandage with precise, irritated fingers. Her goggles were pushed high on her forehead, her sage-green eyes sharp with professional disapproval. “The compound’s efficacy is remarkable but not instantaneous. Three more days of limited exertion.”

“You’d miss me at the table.”

“I would enjoy the quiet.” But her fingers lingered on the bandage a moment longer than necessary, her touch softening from clinical to something warmer. She caught herself, adjusted her goggles, and retreated to professional distance. “Three days. I mean it.”

The captured enforcers were released at dawn that first day after the battle, sent north on foot with nothing but their own clothes and a message: this valley is spoken for. Sorrel watched them go from her tree until they disappeared over the northern ridge, her bow across her knees, ready to fire if any of them turned back.

None of them turned back.

Thistle’s ribs healed slower than my shoulder. She wouldn’t admit they hurt, but Fern noticed the way she moved: careful on the left side, her breathing shallow when she lifted heavy things, her usual aggressive posture softened by the involuntary protectiveness of a body guarding its injured parts. Fern left a poultice of comfrey and chamomile outside Thistle’s sleeping spot without a word, the small cloth bundle placed exactly where Thistle’s hand would find it in the dark. Thistle used it without acknowledgment. Applied it in privacy, the way she did everything vulnerable. Their relationship in perfect summary: competence offered and accepted in silence.

The south field pushed green through the char. Nettle’s growth accelerants, applied daily in careful measured doses, were doing extraordinary things. Seedlings breaking through ash-black soil like fists punching through paper, growing fast enough to measure between morning and evening, their leaves too green and too large for the season. I could stand at the field’s edge at dawn and watch the growth, the tiny stems reaching toward light with a determination that defied every natural law. The magic was open now. Used without pretense or concealment. We needed food more than we needed secrets, and secrets had a cost we could no longer afford.

Three days of this: repairing, growing, tending. Bramble cooking elaborate meals from diminished stores, stretching every ingredient with the iron efficiency of a woman who’d kept thirty people alive on camp rations for years. Pip running the perimeter every dawn, her bare feet finding the alarm wires in the dark, testing every connection. Sorrel hunting with doubled intensity, the kitchen step receiving not three but five rabbits each morning, plus birds, plus whatever else the forest offered to her patient snares.

The rhythm returning. The domestic loop reasserting itself over the chaos of battle. Work, meals, evening together. The heartbeat of a family that refused to die.

Then, on the morning of the third day, the domestic loop broke its rhythm.

I was at the kitchen table, my good arm resting on the worn wood, the bad arm in its sling. Watching Bramble move through her morning routine the way I watched every morning: with quiet appreciation for the woman who made this kitchen run like a military operation. Fire stoked before anyone else stirred. Porridge started, the exact consistency she’d perfected that was thick enough to sustain but smooth enough that Pip wouldn’t complain. Kettle filled for the tea she brewed from Nettle’s herb mixes. Bread in the oven from dough she’d set rising the night before, the smell of it already warm and yeasty in the air.

The kitchen was her territory and she navigated it with her eyes closed, her hands finding every tool, every bowl, every ingredient by the muscle memory of a thousand repetitions. Her belly was enormous now, pressing against the counter, forcing her to stand slightly sideways to reach the back of the stove. She compensated with the practiced grace of someone who’d spent months learning her new center of gravity.

She set the spoon down.

The movement was wrong. I knew it immediately. Not the practiced return of a spoon to its rest. A deliberate placement. A controlled action that cost her something.

Both hands went to the edge of the table. She gripped it. Her knuckles whitened. Her shoulders rounded forward. Her breathing changed: from the easy rhythm of routine to something faster, shorter, more controlled.

“Thorn.”

Her voice was calm. Controlled. Exactly the register she used when something was very wrong and she didn’t want to panic the younger girls. The iron composure that had carried her through Dunhill’s riders and wolf attacks and fire and Ironhill’s assault. The voice that said: I am managing something enormous and I need you to not fall apart.

I stood. My chair scraped against the stone floor. “Bramble?”

She looked at me. Brown-gold eyes steady, measured, and beneath the steadiness, something vast and inexorable. Like watching a river at the moment it breaks its bank. “It’s time.” Her hands tightened on the table edge. A contraction moved across her belly, visible even through her apron: the muscles clenching in a wave that started at the top and rolled downward. “Get Fern.”

The farm mobilized.

Fern took charge. She moved from the barn with purpose, her serene calm hardened into something more like command. Years of animal births, hundreds of deliveries, the experience translating directly. “Hot water. Clean cloths. The bed, not the kitchen.” She pointed at Pip. “Boil every pot we have.” At Nettle: “Your strongest pain preparation. Now.”

Pip bounced. Literally bounced, her entire body vibrating with nervous energy as she filled every available pot and hung them over the fire. “Is it happening? Is it NOW? Should I—”

“Water, Pip,” Fern said. Calm. Steady. “Just water.”

Nettle was in the greenhouse and back in ninety seconds, carrying a clay bottle of something she’d clearly prepared in advance. Aquifer-concentrated pain management. The strongest formulation she’d ever made. “Three drops in water,” she told Fern. “Every twenty minutes. The active compounds will—”

“Three drops. Twenty minutes.” Fern nodded. “Go.”

Thistle stationed herself outside the bedroom door. Hatchet in hand. Spine straight. Stare fixed forward. She said nothing. She didn’t move. She would not leave that doorway until this was over.

Nobody asked her to guard the door. Nobody needed to. It was where she belonged, and everyone knew it.

Sorrel. She couldn’t handle this. I saw it in the way her entire body went tight when Bramble’s announcement echoed through the house, the way her ears pinned flat and her amber-brown eyes darted to the exits. Too much emotion. Too many people focused on one event. She did what she always did when the world got too loud: she went up.

Her tree. North perimeter. Bow in her lap. Someone had to watch the road, even now. Especially now. And she couldn’t be inside for this.

I understood. I went to Bramble.

She was in the bedroom. Our bedroom, the one we’d shared since summer. The bed where we’d made the life now demanding entry into the world. She stood beside it, one hand on her belly, the other on the bedpost, her breathing measured and deep.

“How long?” I asked.

“Since midnight.” Her jaw tightened with a contraction she’d been hiding for hours. “I wanted everyone to sleep.”

Of course she had. The Matriarch managing her own labor the way she managed everything: silently, efficiently, putting everyone else first until the last possible moment.

“You should have woken me.”

“You needed rest. Your shoulder—”

“Bramble.”

She looked at me. Her composure flickered. Underneath it: not fear. Something larger. “I’m having your baby, Thorn. In our home. On our land. With our family around us.” Her voice cracked. Just slightly. “I’ve been waiting my whole life for this sentence to be true.”

Fern entered. “On the bed, Bramble. Let me see how far along you are.”

The labor lasted six hours.

Six hours of Bramble’s extraordinary strength. Six hours of watching the strongest woman I’d ever known fight the hardest fight of her life, not against enemies or slavers or wolves, but against her own body’s insistence on keeping what it held. Six hours of my hand in hers, her grip crushing my fingers until the bones ground together, and I didn’t move, didn’t flinch, didn’t pull away.

Her contractions built in waves. Tension first: a tightening across her belly that I could see even through the bedsheets, the muscles clenching beneath the bedsheets. Then the peak: her breath catching, her jaw clenching, her entire body going rigid with a force that seemed too large for her frame. Then the slow release: air escaping through her teeth, her body unclenching in stages, her grip on my hand loosening from crushing to merely painful. Then the brief respite before the next wave began its build.

Fern coached with the steady patience of someone who’d guided hundreds of births through difficult conditions. Her silver-white hair was pinned back from her face. Her gray-green eyes missed nothing: the timing of each contraction, the color of Bramble’s skin, the angle of her hips, the progress of something invisible to me but clear to Fern’s experienced assessment. “Breathe. You’re doing perfectly. Push when your body tells you to push.” Her calm was infectious. Even Bramble’s iron composure seemed to draw strength from it.

Nettle timed contractions with the precision of someone who’d finally found a use for her obsessive counting that didn’t involve soil pH or germination rates. “Four minutes apart. Consistent duration.” She checked her timepiece, a small brass instrument she’d traded Hollis three jars of salve for months ago. “Three minutes. The interval is decreasing.” Her voice was clinical but her sage-green eyes were bright behind goggles that fogged every time she leaned close to Bramble’s face. She wiped them on her sleeve every minute.

Bramble didn’t scream. Not once in six hours. She growled. Low, fierce, guttural sounds from deep in her chest that sounded more animal than person. The sounds of a woman who’d survived eight years of labor camps and forced servitude, who’d organized an escape through mountain passes in winter, who’d kept four women alive on nothing, who’d built a home from a ruin with her own flour-dusted hands. She refused to break for anything. Slavers hadn’t managed it. Wolves hadn’t. This wouldn’t either.

Her dark green hair was soaked with sweat within the first hour, plastered to her flushed emerald skin in dark ropes. Her massive breasts heaved with each labored breath, the thin nightdress clinging to them with moisture, milk leaking through the fabric with each contraction as if her body couldn’t decide which function to prioritize. Fern had laid cloths beneath her to absorb what flowed, but they were soaked within minutes. The bedroom smelled of sweat and herbs and the raw sharp scent of a body working harder than it had ever worked before.

Her brown-gold eyes never left mine. Through six hours of labor, through every wave and every peak and every growling breath between, she looked at me. Not for instruction. Not for permission. For witness. She wanted me to see this. To see her. To see what she could do.

“I’m here,” I said. Every time her grip crushed my fingers. Every time a contraction peaked and her face contorted with effort. Every time the brief rest between waves let her catch enough breath to hear me. “I’m here.”

“I know.” Growled through clenched teeth. Her jaw muscles cording with the effort of not screaming. “Don’t let go.”

I didn’t let go. Not once. Not for a second.

Through the closed bedroom door, I could hear the farm continuing. Pip’s footsteps as she carried boiled water from the hearth, the careful padding of bare feet trying to be quiet. The creak of Thistle shifting her weight outside the door, her hatchet handle tapping against the wall in unconscious rhythm. Nettle’s measured footsteps as she went for more supplies. The muffled sound of Stump in the barn, and Fern’s absence felt only through the knowledge that she was here, coaching, her experience the bridge between what Bramble’s body was doing and what it needed to do next.

Two hours in, Bramble said: “Tell me about the farm.”

Between contractions. Her voice thin with exhaustion but her eyes sharp. She wanted to hear about what waited outside this room.

So I told her. About the south field pushing green through the char. About Thistle’s forty-two cords of firewood stacked perfect against the barn wall. About Pip’s dawn patrols and Sorrel’s game and Nettle’s greenhouse humming with defiant life. About the table with seven chairs and the cradle waiting in the corner.

She smiled through the next contraction. Didn’t growl. Smiled. With her teeth bared and her nails drawing blood from my palm.

Four hours in, she said: “Sing me the lullaby.”

I couldn’t sing. I had no voice for it, no melody, no rhythm. But I hummed. The tune she’d sung a thousand times through kitchen windows and barn walls and quiet evenings. The bright version. The one for good times.

She closed her eyes. Let the sound carry her through the next three contractions. And when the wave came that was different from all the others, bigger, more insistent, her body bearing down without her choosing to, her eyes flew open and she gripped my hand with a force that could have cracked stone.

“Now,” she said. “She’s coming.”

The moment came with a sound I’d never heard and would never forget.

A cry. Thin. Strong. Unmistakably alive.

Fern lifted the baby, cleared her airway with practiced fingers, wrapped her in the cleanest cloth we had. A girl. Tiny, impossibly tiny, green-skinned with deep emerald coloring like her mother’s. Dark fuzz of hair already visible on her small round skull. Perfect fingers, ten of them, curling and uncurling in the air.

Fern placed the baby on Bramble’s chest.

Bramble shattered.

Not the controlled crack of that first night we were together, when I’d held her and she’d wept with relief. Not the managed composure of the fire night, when fear had broken through for a few private minutes. This was complete. Total. The strongest woman I’d ever known breaking open under the weight of joy.

She sobbed. Great, heaving sobs that shook her entire body. Her arms wrapped around the tiny green life on her chest, pulling her daughter close, her face pressing against the downy head. Tears streaming down her emerald cheeks, running into her sweat-soaked hair, dripping onto the baby’s wrapped form.

“They said I couldn’t.” The words came broken, gasped between sobs. “They said I’d never— eight years of that tea— they said goblin women breed too fast, better to prevent it— I thought maybe I couldn’t anymore—”

She could. She had. She was holding the proof.

I sat on the bed beside her. My bad arm around her shoulders, pain be damned. My good hand touching the baby’s back, feeling the small rapid breathing, the warmth, the life.

My daughter.

Nothing in my life had prepared me for this. I’d faced wolves with nothing but an axe and no training. I’d stood between Dunhill’s riders and four terrified women. I’d fought enforcers until my own blood ran down my arm. None of it. Nothing. Compared to looking at this creature smaller than my hand and understanding that she was mine.

Her skin was deep emerald like Bramble’s. Her hands, tiny, still unfurling from the fetal curl, had long fingers. Aldric’s hands. My uncle’s hands. The man who’d left me this farm, whose blood I shared, whose fingerprint passed through me to this girl. She would grip tools one day. Build things. Shape the world with those hands.

For a long time, the room held just the three of us. Bramble, Willow, me. The sounds of the baby’s breathing and Bramble’s tears and the creek running outside the window. The world outside could wait. This moment belonged to no one else.

Then, one by one, they came.

The bedroom door opened with the careful quietness of someone trying not to disturb.

Pip first. She stood in the doorway with her lime-green hands pressed together in front of her mouth, her amber eyes enormous in her small face. She took one look at Bramble holding the baby, at the tiny green form against the deep emerald of her mother’s skin, and tears exploded from her eyes with the force of a burst dam.

She cried so hard she hiccupped. Massive, body-shaking sobs that convulsed her small frame and made her copper-red hair shake. Both hands pressed to her mouth, trying to contain sounds that wouldn’t be contained. She didn’t come closer. Didn’t try to hold the baby or touch Bramble. Just stood in the doorway and sobbed with the pure unfiltered emotion that was Pip’s gift and curse: feeling everything, all at once, without filter or control.

She was crying for Bramble. For the eight years of loss. For the tea that stole what this baby represented. For the knowledge that this moment almost didn’t happen, that it was stolen back from a universe that tried to prevent it. Pip, who’d been born in captivity, who’d never known a world where goblin babies were born free, was watching the thing she’d never thought possible actually happen.

Nettle entered behind her. Adjusting her goggles, which were fogging comprehensively from the tears she refused to acknowledge. She moved to the bed with professional intent, her journal under one arm, her chin set with the determination of someone who was going to be USEFUL even if it killed her. “Weight adequate based on Fern’s assessment. Respiratory function normal. Color excellent, deep emerald with appropriate circulation patterns. She’s—”

Her voice stopped. Her hands, so steady during the six hours of labor timing and medication dosing, trembled visibly as she attempted to run through the standard neonatal assessment she’d clearly written out in advance, probably weeks ago, probably revised multiple times. She gave up on clinical distance the way a swimmer gives up on fighting a riptide: all at once, with a gasp.

“She’s perfect,” Nettle whispered.

Tears ran down her dark emerald cheeks unchecked. She didn’t wipe them. Didn’t adjust her goggles. Didn’t reach for her journal. Just stood beside the bed and looked at the baby and cried quietly, without sound, without embarrassment.

Thistle didn’t enter the room.

She stood in the doorway like she’d been standing for hours, which she had. Eyes bright. Not with tears. Something harder. Something that didn’t have a name in the rough vocabulary she’d built for herself out of earth idioms and craft metaphors. Fists at her sides, knuckles white around nothing, every tendon in her forearms standing visible. Her jaw clenched so tight the muscles in her neck stood out like cords of rope.

She’d built the cradle. The one waiting in the corner of this room. Intricate joinery: dovetails and mortise-and-tenon, her finest technique, usually reserved for structural work that held lives together. Carved designs on the rails: vines and leaves, creeping upward from the base, the first decorative work she’d ever done in her life. She’d spent six weeks on it in secret. Carved it in the barn corner when nobody was watching. Sanded the rails smooth enough that a baby’s skin would never find a splinter.

She’d left it outside our bedroom door without a word. Nobody mentioned it. Nobody needed to.

And now she stood at the threshold of the room where the baby lay, and she couldn’t cross it. The fighter who’d held the north fence alone. Who’d taken a knife cut for this family. Who’d killed a man once. Couldn’t cross six feet of floor.

Bramble saw her. Understood immediately, because Bramble always understood what her girls needed. “Thistle. Come here.”

Thistle walked in. Stiff. Controlled. Every step deliberate, as if the floor might be trapped. Sat on the bed’s edge with the precision of someone lowering themselves onto something that might shatter. Her scarred hands rested on her thighs, the knuckles still white, the fingertips gripping her own legs with visible force.

She didn’t look at the baby directly. Couldn’t. Looked at the headboard. The wall. Bramble’s face. Everything but the small green shape on Bramble’s chest.

Bramble lifted Willow. Carefully, with the expert support of someone who’d been holding babies since the camps. She didn’t ask Thistle permission. Didn’t give her time to refuse or retreat.

She placed the baby in Thistle’s arms.

Thistle held her like she was made of glass. This tiny green life in the scarred hands of a fighter. Hands that had killed, that had built, that had swung a hatchet into a man’s arm four days ago. Those hands cradling something so small and so alive that it seemed impossible they belonged to the same person.

She didn’t cry. Her lips pressed together so hard they went white. The muscles in her jaw worked. Her gold eyes looked at the baby with an expression that contained more than she’d ever said aloud.

“She’s adequate,” Thistle whispered.

Bramble laughed through tears. Pip’s crying intensified. Nettle’s pen hand twitched toward her journal and she forced it down.

Fern entered last. Quiet, as always. She placed one hand on the baby’s head, palm covering most of the tiny skull. Leaned close.

“Welcome to the herd,” she whispered.

Sorrel.

She didn’t come inside. Not during the labor, not during the hour after, not during the gathering at Bramble’s bedside. It was too much. Too many people. Too many feelings.

But at dusk, when I walked out to check the perimeter because someone had to, because the world didn’t stop for miracles, I found fresh flowers on the kitchen step. Rare autumn wildflowers from deep in the forest, the kind that grew only where Sorrel knew to look. Purple and gold, tied with a grass stem. Her offering. Her language.

The girl who didn’t have words for things she felt, speaking in the only way she knew.

I brought them inside. Set them on the windowsill. Bramble saw them and smiled.

The hours after were domestic in the best possible way. Quiet settling after something enormous, when the world has changed and everyone needs time to find their place in the new shape of it.

Bramble nursed. The baby latched with the instinctive certainty of life seeking nourishment, and the magical milk that had fed crops and healed wounds and enriched soil now flowed into the tiniest Ashvale. Bramble’s expression as she nursed was something I’d never seen on her face before. Not the warmth she showed at the kitchen table, not the fierce protectiveness that came when her girls were threatened, not the hunger she showed in our bed. Something beyond all of those. Complete. Whole. The woman who’d spent eight years being denied this, finally, finally having it.

Pip fell asleep on the floor beside the bed, curled in a blanket, tear-tracks dried on her lime-green cheeks. She’d cried herself out and dropped where she sat, the emotional intensity too much for her small body to sustain. Her copper-red hair fanned across the worn floorboards, a leaf still tangled in it from three days ago. Bramble covered her with a second blanket without moving the baby from her breast.

Nettle took up a position in the corner with her journal, recording everything. Time of birth. Duration of labor. Infant weight estimated by Fern’s experienced hands. Coloring, reflexes, respiratory rate. She wrote with the focus of someone who needed clinical distance to process what she felt, and the tears that fell on the journal pages smudged the ink in places she’d have to rewrite.

Thistle stood guard outside the bedroom door for two more hours after the birth. Nobody asked her to stop. Nobody told her to come inside and rest. She stood until her body swayed with exhaustion from the battle wounds still healing, and then she sat with her back against the wall and her hatchet across her knees and closed her eyes. Not sleeping. Just resting. The guardian who’d built the cradle and would die before she let anything reach it.

Fern stayed to help Bramble through the first feeding, the first changing, the first terrifying and miraculous hours of new parenthood. She’d done this before, many times, with animals, and the translation to goblin infants was apparently natural. “Support her head. Yes. Like that. She’ll tell you when she’s full.” Her gray-green eyes were soft with something that might have been longing, or might have been contentment that her herd was growing.

That night, we chose the name. Bramble and I, in the quiet of our bedroom, the baby nursing at her breast. The magical milk that had fed crops and animals now feeding a child. Bramble’s dark green hair fell loose across the pillow, her brown-gold eyes heavy-lidded with exhaustion and joy. Her hand rested in the baby’s dark fuzzy hair, fingers gentle against the impossibly soft skull.

“Willow,” Bramble said. Her voice was soft. Certain the way only Bramble could be certain: without hesitation, without second-guessing, the name arriving fully formed. “The willows along the creek. Where the water comes from. Where the magic starts.” She looked at me. “Where you took in Pip that first night. Where this family began.” Her hand found mine over the baby’s body. “Everything good that happened to us happened near those trees.”

Willow. I held the name in my mouth. Tasted it. It fit the way the farm fit, the way the girls fit, the way this life fit that I’d never imagined and couldn’t now imagine being without.

“Willow Ashvale,” I said.

Bramble’s brown-gold eyes filled. The tears spilled over, running down her emerald cheeks, dropping onto the baby’s wrapped body. “Willow Ashvale.” She pressed her forehead to the baby’s, the goblin intimacy gesture that meant love beyond words. “Born free.”

The evening settled with the exhausted peace of a household that had been holding its breath and could finally exhale. Bramble nursed Willow one more time, the baby latching with growing confidence, her tiny hands pressing against her mother’s breast with the instinct of someone who’d already figured out the most important thing in her world. Then sleep took Bramble, pulling her under with the swift finality of a body that had given everything it had and needed rest more than pride.

I sat with them both for a while. Watching Bramble breathe. Watching the baby’s small movements: the curl and uncurl of impossibly tiny fingers. The way her lips moved in sleep, nursing reflexes still firing without stimulus. The soft sound of her breathing, barely there, the lightest whisper of air moving through the smallest lungs I’d ever imagined.

The farm quieted around us. I could hear Pip’s soft snoring from the floor beside the bed, where she’d fallen asleep mid-cry. Nettle’s pen had stopped scratching in the corner. Thistle’s breathing was deep and even from the other side of the wall. Fern’s footsteps in the barn, making her evening rounds, making her evening rounds.

Outside, the autumn night was cold. Stars visible through the gap in the shutters, bright and hard in the clear sky. Somewhere in the northern forest, Sorrel sat in her tree. Keeping watch. Keeping the world at bay.

I held Willow as Bramble slept. Lifted her carefully from her mother’s chest, cradling her in the crook of my good arm. The one that wasn’t stitched and bandaged. She stirred at the movement, made a small sound that wasn’t quite a cry, and settled against my warmth.

The baby was awake. Dark eyes open, unfocused, taking in a world that was nothing but shapes and light and the warmth of the body holding her. I sat in the chair beside the bed, my daughter along my forearm, her weight barely registering against muscle that could swing an axe for hours.

She was smaller than my hand. Her entire head fit in my palm. Her body, from skull to toes, spanned the length of my forearm. She weighed nothing. Less than a rabbit. Less than a tool.

She weighed everything.

Then she opened her eyes wider.

And for one moment, just a flash, they glowed.

Soft green. Not brown-gold like Bramble’s. Not hazel like mine. A faint luminescence, like sunlight through a leaf. The glow lasted three heartbeats. The shadows in the room shifted, pulled toward her as if the light was drawing them.

Then it faded. Normal dark newborn eyes again. Unfocused. Blinking.

But I’d seen it.

Bramble, half-asleep, her voice barely a murmur from the pillow: “Did you see that?”

I looked at my daughter. At the farm outside the window where plants grew too fast and water held magic and a girl’s orgasms made flowers bloom from dead wood. At the tiny hands that would grip tools one day.

“I saw it,” I said.

Willow yawned. Closed her eyes. Slept in my arms as if the world was exactly as it should be.


Chapter 12: Seven Roots

The first snow fell on a Wednesday.

I stood on the porch at dawn and watched it come down. Thin flakes, scattered, barely more than frost with ambition. They dusted the fields with white, softened the edges of the fences, settled on the greenhouse glass like a layer of ground pearl. Beautiful. Quiet. The world exhaling.

One week since Willow was born. The farm had entered its winter mode with the smooth efficiency of a machine built by seven competent people who knew exactly what needed doing.

Thistle had hit forty-two cords of firewood. Two above her calculated minimum. She was smug about it in the unmistakable Thistle way that involved saying nothing but walking past the woodpile with exaggerated casualness every time someone was watching.

The greenhouse was operational through the cold. Nettle’s herb production continued behind glass, the temperature inside held steady by a clay-pipe system she’d designed and Thistle had installed. Winter crops pushed through enriched soil: the magic didn’t sleep, even in frost.

The root cellar was full despite the fire’s damage. Nettle’s accelerated regrowth had replaced half the burned crops in two weeks, the new plantings growing at rates that defied everything except the aquifer’s strange will. The smokehouse held Sorrel’s game: rabbits, partridge, deer jerky, a wild boar she’d tracked for three days and killed alone. The animals were healthy in the barn extension: Stump, Clover, Clover’s kid (nearly full-grown now), Moss the second goat Fern had tamed.

Baby Willow was thriving. Growing fast, even by goblin standards. The magical milk that had fed the farm’s crops now fed a child, and Willow responded with the kind of vigor that made Nettle fill journal pages and Fern nod with satisfaction. “Good stock,” Fern murmured, watching Bramble nurse. “Strong.”

Bramble at the kitchen table, Willow at her breast, one hand stirring porridge without looking. Running the household the way she always had, but with a baby at her chest and a peace in her eyes I’d never seen before. Her dark green hair loose this morning. She wore it loose more often now. Her heavy breasts, swollen with milk, served double duty: feeding the future and feeding the farm. She’d never been more beautiful or more powerful.

Seven chairs at the table. A cradle beside it, crafted by Thistle, warmed by stones heated in the hearth. The eighth seat. The newest Ashvale.

I walked the farm. One last time before the snow deepened. Checking everything we’d built.

The stone farmhouse, warm and insulated, chimney smoke rising straight. The barn, extended twice, livestock housed and healthy. South and north fields, resting under white, the fire-scarred sections already showing green beneath the thin snow. Nettle’s greenhouse, glowing faintly in the gray morning. Root cellar, stocked for months. Smokehouse, full. Chicken run with five birds who’d forgotten what freedom tasted like. Goat pen, Fern’s design. Stump’s stable, reinforced because he ate everything else. Perimeter defense system: snares, alarm wires, smoke-bomb stations.

From a ruin to a settlement. A year and a half of work. One farmer. Six extraordinary women. One baby.

Dunhill came at midday.

I saw him from the porch, a single figure on horseback cresting the ridge road from the south. No farmhands flanking this time. No show of force. No cold-eyed formation designed to intimidate. Just one stocky man on a bay gelding, his wide-brimmed hat dusted with snow, his oiled leather vest dark against the white landscape.

He tied his horse at the gate the way he’d tied it the night of the battle: the practiced knot, the habitual pat on the gelding’s neck. He stood in the yard for a long moment before approaching the house. Looking at the farm. Taking in the winter version of what he’d seen by firelight and torchlight on the night he’d made his choice.

The snow-covered fields. The greenhouse glowing faintly with Nettle’s internal heating system. The barn extension, solid and warm. The smoke from the chimney. The seven tally marks Thistle had carved into the fence post. The cradle visible through the kitchen window. A farm that should have died under siege and arson and assault, and instead looked stronger than ever under its first coat of snow.

His expression was something I couldn’t decipher. Not the old hatred. Not the grudging respect of a recent ally. Something more complex. Something that might have been the uncomfortable recognition of a man whose worldview had shifted whether he wanted it to or not.

He carried a smoked lamb haunch under one arm. Held it out to me without ceremony, the way a neighbor offers surplus meat in a farming community: practically, without sentiment.

“Neighborly obligation,” he muttered. Not looking at me directly.

I took it. The meat was expertly smoked, dense and fragrant. Worth a week of meals. He looked uncomfortable standing in my yard, which was deeply satisfying in a way I allowed myself to enjoy privately.

“I want trade access to your herbalist’s compounds,” he said. Getting to the point, because Dunhill didn’t do pleasantries. “Fair market rate. Those salves kept my foreman’s hands working through harvest.” He paused. His cold blue eyes swept the fields. “And whatever your girl puts on the fields. My yields are half yours and we share the same valley.”

I looked at Bramble, visible through the kitchen window with Willow at her breast. She met my eyes. Nodded once.

“Fair market rate,” I said. “Nettle sets the prices.”

“Done.” His jaw worked. He looked at the baby in Bramble’s arms through the window. His expression shifted through something complex. He didn’t call her vermin. He didn’t say anything about her at all.

He mounted. Rode away.

Maren would tell me later that he’d told his farmhands to “leave the Ashvale people alone. They’re part of the valley now, whether I like it or not.”

Not acceptance. Coexistence. And coexistence was real, which was more than they’d had before.

Maren herself visited that afternoon. The first time she’d come to the farm in person since the trade blockade began. She rode up in her nephew’s cart, the boy handling the mule with the same running-red-faced energy he brought to every errand. Maren climbed down with the careful movements of a sixty-year-old woman navigating icy ground, but her sharp blue eyes were bright behind her reading glasses.

She brought flour, salt, nails, and a bottle of wine. Real supplies, carried openly now that Ironhill’s blockade had shattered with their retreat. She set each item on the kitchen table with the ceremony of someone delivering gifts that meant more than their material value.

“Rough and local,” she said of the wine, tapping the cork. “From Old Barnett’s vineyard. He makes it in his shed and it tastes like it. But it’s honest.” She looked around the kitchen. At the seven chairs. At the cradle by the hearth. At the firelight and the herb bundles and the warmth. “You’ve earned honest.”

She held Willow with the steady hands of a woman who’d held many babies across sixty years of village life. Her grip was sure, practiced, supporting the tiny head with automatic expertise. Willow didn’t fuss. She rarely did, except when hungry. She simply looked up at this new face with her dark unfocused eyes and made a small sound of investigation.

“Your uncle would have been proud, you know.” Maren’s voice was soft in a way I’d never heard from her. The gruff shopkeeper’s armor set aside. “He always said this farm needed a family. Said it was too much land for one stubborn old man.” She looked up from the baby. Her sharp blue eyes swept the room. Seven faces around the table. Six shades of green. One human. A baby who might be something none of them had words for yet. “He didn’t specify what kind. I think he’d have approved.”

She handed Willow back to Bramble with the careful gentleness of someone returning something precious. “Strong grip,” she said. “She grabbed my finger.”

“She grabs everything,” Bramble said with exhausted fondness. “Including sleep schedules.”

Maren laughed. The sound was warm and rare. “They do. Give her six months and she’ll be grabbing worse.”

The wine went on the table for tonight’s celebration. Maren left as the snow thickened, her cart disappearing down the ridge road with her nephew’s whistling carrying back through the falling white.

Evening came early in winter. By four the light was gold, by five it was gone. The kitchen glowed with hearth-fire and lamplight, seven bodies and a baby making the warmth that the walls held in.

Each of my girls, in the moments before the night’s celebration:

Bramble nursing Willow at the table, humming the bright version of her lullaby. The one for safe times. The one that said: morning will come and it will be good. She looked up at me with brown-gold eyes full of everything she’d never thought she’d have. “We need a bigger table, dear.”

Pip running through the snow barefoot. I watched from the window. She caught snowflakes on her tongue, her lime-green skin blazing bright against the white, copper-red hair flying wild. Not performing for anyone. Not seeking attention. Just happy. Purely, freely, radiantly happy. The girl born in a cage, running through open snow because she could.

Nettle in the greenhouse, surrounded by thriving plants in the dead of winter. Her journal open to a page titled “Aquifer Phenomena: Year One Comprehensive Report.” Forty pages filled with data she couldn’t explain. She pushed her goggles up and looked at me through the glass. Sage-green eyes full of questions she couldn’t answer yet.

Thistle on the rebuilt north fence. Reinforcing the section where she’d fought the enforcers. Her hatchet marks were healed over with fresh wood. She’d carved something into the main post: seven tally marks. One for each person on the farm. She saw me looking. Punched my arm. Walked away. Tiny smirk.

Fern with the animals at dusk. First snow on her silver-white hair. Stump beside her, Clover at her hip, Clover’s kid butting against her leg. She was humming. The same melody Bramble hummed to Willow. She’d learned it by listening through the walls. The herd was complete.

Sorrel. In her tree at the forest edge, bow in her lap. Snow on her short-cropped hair. She wasn’t on guard. She just liked the view from up here. All of it visible at once: the lights in the kitchen window, the smoke from the chimney, the seven lives inside.

She dropped from the tree. Walked to the farmhouse. Opened the door. Sat at the table.

Bramble placed a bowl of stew in front of her.

Sorrel looked around the table. At each face. Then she said: “Thank you.”

Two words. But she said them looking at everyone. And the silence that followed held more than any speech could have.

Night.

Bramble nursed Willow to sleep in the warmth of the farmhouse. The cradle by the hearth, Thistle’s warming stones tucked around the tiny body, the baby’s deep emerald skin flushed pink-green with contentment. Asleep. Safe. Warm. Bramble watched her for a long moment, one finger tracing the soft curve of the baby’s cheek, before she stood and smoothed her blouse.

Then Bramble came to the barn.

We were already there. Six of us in the lamplight, hay and blankets spread thick across the clean floor. The warmth of animals nearby, Stump’s breathing a steady bass note from his stall. Snow falling outside the barn’s high windows, visible as white dots against black sky. The lamp cast everything in gold.

Bramble stood in the doorway. Her dark green hair loose and falling to her shoulders. Her blouse unlaced at the throat, the deep emerald cleavage visible, her breasts heavy with milk against the fabric. Her expression held the weight and warmth of everything she’d built. The Matriarch surveying her domain. The general before her army.

“We survived,” she said. Her voice carried through the barn with the authority of someone who’d earned the right to speak for everyone in it. “We defended this home. We brought a life into it. We lost friends we never met and kept the ones who matter.” She stepped inside. The door closed behind her.

“Tonight we celebrate what’s ours.”

She came to me first. Crossed the space between us with unhurried purpose. Her brown-gold eyes held mine as she unbuttoned her blouse, one button at a time, the fabric parting to reveal her massive breasts, post-birth and still magnificent, still producing the magical milk that fed the farm. She offered her breast, the same one that had just nursed Willow to sleep. Dark green nipple beading with warm milk.

I took it. Tasted the warm sweetness I knew, the herb-scented richness that had become familiar. Her hand found the back of my head, pulling me gently closer, and she exhaled a sound of deep satisfaction.

“My man,” she murmured against my hair. Then louder, her voice shifting from intimate to commanding. The kitchen general taking charge of a different meal. “Pip.”

Pip bounced forward from where she’d been practically vibrating with anticipation. Her lime-green skin was flushed bright, her amber eyes enormous. She grinned at Bramble, at me, at the room. This was it. Exhibition with an audience of five women. Her ultimate fantasy fulfilled.

Bramble’s hand guided her down with gentle pressure on her copper-red hair. “Show him, bright girl. Show everyone.”

Pip dropped to her knees. Her cloth band was already gone, probably shed somewhere between the farmhouse and the barn. Her perky lime-green breasts bare, nipples peaked in the cool air. She looked up at me with those huge amber eyes, wet-lipped, eager, the light catching the gold flecks in her irises. Both hands wrapped around my shaft because one was never enough, and she took me into her mouth with the enthusiastic worship that was her signature. Moaning around me from the first stroke. Vocal. Performing for the room the way she’d always dreamed of performing.

Five women watched. Pip knew it. Fed on it. Her moans grew louder, her technique sloppier, wetter. Saliva dripping down her chin, her amber eyes locked on mine with the fire of someone being seen and loving every second.

“Nettle.” Bramble’s command. Calm. Certain.

Nettle stepped forward. She was shaking, a fine visible tremor in her thick thighs and ink-stained hands. Her goggles were already off, held in one trembling fist, her sage-green eyes naked and vulnerable and wanting. Bramble positioned her beside me with a gentle hand on her shoulder, guiding her to bend over a hay bale. Nettle went. Gripped the bale’s edge with white-knuckled fingers. Her spectacular ass in those too-tight leggings presented at perfect height, the dark emerald fabric stretched obscenely across the full roundness.

While Pip worked me with her eager mouth, I reached out and ran my hand over Nettle’s rear. Felt the warmth of her through the thin fabric. My fingers teased along the seam that disappeared between her thick cheeks. She whimpered. Pressed back against my hand.

“The data supports this methodology,” she whispered into the hay. Nobody laughed. It was too honest.

“Thistle.”

Thistle came when her name was called. She didn’t need to be told what to do. Her wrists were already offered, held out in front of her body with the deliberate certainty of someone who’d learned that giving up control was the greatest freedom she’d ever known. The rope marks from months of willing bondage were faint silver lines on her olive-green skin. Badges.

Bramble took rope from the beam. Tied Thistle’s wrists with practiced efficiency, the knots firm but not cruel. The Matriarch deploying each girl’s kink lane for her, because Bramble knew what each of them needed better than they knew themselves.

Thistle’s fierce stare went wide and dark as the rope cinched tight. Her breath shuddered out of her in a long exhale. Her body went still in the way that only happened when the binding held: perfectly, completely at peace. The fighter put to rest.

Fern approached on her own. Calm. Certain. The way she did everything. She joined the constellation of bodies without needing instruction, her willowy form settling beside the hay bale with serene grace. Silver-white hair loose, catching lamplight. Gray-green eyes watching with the patient interest of someone who knew her turn would come and was content to wait.

Sorrel hung back at the barn door. Watching. Unsure. Her thin body trembling, her eyes wide. Too much sensation in the room. Too many people feeling things at once. The overwhelming proximity of emotion that she’d spent years learning to avoid.

Bramble saw her. Detached from the group and crossed the space between celebration and solitude with the unhurried certainty of a woman who’d spent her life coaxing frightened creatures into the warmth.

She extended her hand. Open. Patient.

“Come here, new one.” The same words she’d used when Fern first joined us. “You’re family.”

Sorrel looked at the hand. At the room behind it. At six bodies in various states of undress and desire, the lamplight warm on green skin of every shade. Her amber-brown eyes found mine across the space.

I nodded. Once. Soft.

She took Bramble’s hand.

I took Pip first. Lifted her from her knees and laid her on the hay bale face-down, her small lime-green body draped over it with her ass at the perfect height, legs spread. She wiggled eagerly, looking back at me with those huge amber eyes, her bare perky breasts pressing into the rough hay. I gripped her hips and entered her from behind in one fluid stroke, her tight wet heat swallowing me whole.

She screamed. Not in pain. In triumph. In performance. Her voice carrying through the barn for the audience of five women: my name, interspersed with breathless demands and uninhibited moans. She was soaked, her arousal dripping down her thighs, making every thrust slick and loud and obscene in the warm barn air.

Thistle watched from her bound position three feet away. Gold eyes burning like forge fire. Her body straining against the rope with each of Pip’s cries, her hips shifting, grinding against nothing, her small firm nipples visibly peaked through her leather wrap. She wanted. The rope kept her from taking. The combination made her breathing ragged with frustrated need, her bound hands clenching and unclenching above her.

I drove into Pip hard and fast, the way she loved when she had an audience. Each thrust pushed a cry from her tiny body, each one louder than the last. She came screaming my name for the room, her pussy convulsing around my shaft in rhythmic waves, her lime-green ass clenching, her whole body seizing with pleasure for everyone to see. I pulled out before I finished. Not done. Not nearly done.

She collapsed, panting, grinning wildly. Immediately rolled to watch what came next, her flushed skin still twitching.

Then Thistle. I went to her. Lifted her by the hips with one arm, her bound wrists forced above her head as I pinned her against the barn beam. Standing. Rough. My hand fisted in her choppy auburn hair, yanking her head back. The other found her throat with the gentle deliberate pressure that was hers and only hers. She gasped. Shuddered from scalp to toes. Her gold eyes locked on mine with the total surrender she showed nobody else in any other context.

I drove into her rough and deep. She was dripping, had been since watching Pip, her pussy clenching around me the instant I filled her. She snarled, hips meeting mine with combative force. Bound hands above her head, throat in my palm, pinned against the beam, my cock buried in her tight soaked heat. Everything taken from her except sensation and trust. She fought the rope once, a sharp testing pull that made the hemp creak. The knots held. She surrendered with a full-body shudder and a moan that might have been relief.

I took her hard. No gentleness tonight. She needed the force. Needed to feel it everywhere. Each thrust pinned her tighter against the beam, each one driving deeper into her compact body. She came biting the rope with bared fangs, snarling through the hemp, her body convulsing against the restraints in violent spasms. Her fangs left deep marks in the braided fiber. Her pussy milked me in crushing waves and I let go, finished deep inside her, filling her with long hot pulses while she hung limp and shattered from her bound wrists. The fighter dissolved.

Then Nettle. I peeled her too-tight leggings down slowly, peeling them from her thick thighs and over the full magnificent ass that had been straining against the dark emerald fabric all evening. Each inch of her revealed: round, heavy, generous, the defining visual of everything Nettle was. She gripped the hay bale, knuckles white, her goggles-less face pressed sideways against the rough surface.

I entered her from behind, sinking into her wet heat, and simultaneously pressed two fingers, slicked with her own herbal oil from the bottle she’d brought without being asked, against her rear entrance. Pushed them inside slowly, feeling her body open around them while my cock filled her from the other side.

She shrieked into the hay. The dual stretch overwhelming her in an instant.

“The dual stimulation is— oh god— the compound’s active— both at ONCE— PLEASE—”

Clinical language dissolved in three seconds flat. I thrust deep, my fingers pressing through the thin wall to squeeze against my own cock. Her thick thighs shook violently, her spectacular dark emerald ass pressing back against me with desperate force. She came clenching around my cock and my fingers simultaneously, her body crushing me from both angles, a sound torn from her that fogged the glass panels. I pulled out, still hard, still not finished.

Then Fern. She came to me calmly, lay back on the blanket with serene certainty, her silver-white hair fanned around her like moonlight on water. When I entered her, her composure fractured on the first stroke, her gray-green eyes flying wide. By the third thrust she was gasping, her hips rising to meet mine. By the fifth, she gushed. The warm flood surged around my cock and soaked the blanket beneath her in a hot spreading tide, her gray-green eyes going wide with the familiar shock of her own body’s overwhelming response. I held her through two more orgasms, each one flooding the hay around us in pulsing waves, her lean body arching and convulsing, the volume staggering.

Pip’s eyes went round. “She STILL does that.”

The barn floor where Fern’s fluids seeped through the blanket’s edge began, impossibly, to bloom. Tiny green shoots pushing through floorboard cracks. Pale flowers unfurling in real time. Fern laughed breathlessly, still twitching.

“My turn.” Bramble’s voice. Warm. Certain. The Matriarch who’d orchestrated everything, finally claiming her own reward. She lay down and opened her arms, her blouse already open, her massive breasts heavy and full against her chest, her recovering belly soft between her hips. I went to her. Missionary, her beneath me, my weight on my arms to protect her body. Gentle. Tender. The opposite of everything that had come before. She deserved tenderness tonight. She’d earned it with every breath since the camps.

I entered her slowly. Felt her warmth envelop me, familiar and beloved. She sighed, a sound of pure contentment, her brown-gold eyes soft with something beyond desire. Love. Gratitude. The fulfillment of a woman who’d built this and was enjoying what she’d made.

I moved in her with slow deep strokes that were less about urgency and more about presence. Being inside her. Being with her. Being the man she’d chosen after eight years of being denied the right to choose. Her full breasts shifted with each gentle thrust, milk beading at her dark nipples, flowing in warm thin streams between our pressed bodies.

She came quietly. Her hands in my hair, her lips against my ear, whispering my name like a prayer answered after years of silence. Her walls rippled around me in soft warm waves, not the crushing grip of Thistle or the flooding release of Fern, but something uniquely Bramble: deep, encompassing, pulling me in rather than squeezing me out. Milk flowed from her breasts between us, warm and sweet, soaking into both our skin.

I finished inside her with a low groan, my cock pulsing gently, filling her with a warmth that matched her own. She held me there, her arms around my back, her legs hooked over mine. Not letting go. Not wanting the fullness to end.

Holding. Being held. The Matriarch at rest.

Sorrel. Last.

She stood at the edge of the group, trembling. Her thin body wrapped in uncertainty and overwhelm. Bramble had released her hand minutes ago. This choice was hers alone. Nobody would push her. Nobody would pull her. She could leave and nothing would change about how they felt about her.

I disentangled from Bramble gently. She released me with a final squeeze of her legs and a knowing look aimed at the trembling girl in the doorway’s shadow.

I went to Sorrel. She stood with her arms wrapped around herself, protective, her amber-brown eyes wet, her freckled tawny-green skin flushed gold-green with emotion. Too much sensation in the air. Too many sounds and smells and sights for a girl who’d spent months alone in absolute silence.

I pulled her close. Wrapped my arms around her thin frame and held her against my chest. She was shaking so hard her teeth chattered. Not cold. Overwhelm. The sheer terrifying intensity of being included in something after years of forced exclusion.

I cupped her freckled face in one calloused hand. Covered most of it, jaw to cheekbone, my palm warm against her flushed skin. Made her look at me.

“Good girl,” I whispered. Only for her. Quiet enough that the words belonged to us alone.

She shuddered from head to toe. Melted against me like ice in warm water, her thin body going soft and pliant where it had been rigid with fear. I took her to the blanket apart from the others, creating a small space that was just ours in the warm hay. Gentle. Her thin body beneath mine, lean and freckled and trembling with something between terror and need. Her warm amber-brown gaze locked on my face with the intensity of someone memorizing a moment they’d been told would never happen to them.

I entered her slowly. Her tight body parting around me, stretching to accommodate me the way it had the first time, her breath catching in a series of small gasps. Her thin hands found my shoulders and gripped with surprising strength, her nails pressing crescents into my skin. I filled her completely, felt her warmth clench around me in tentative fluttering pulses.

I built the rhythm she needed: steady, deep, unhurried. Slow strokes that pressed fully inside her, held, withdrew gently, returned. Her body climbed. Higher. Tighter. Toward the edge that she knew now, the precipice where her locked body held and refused to fall. She reached it. And held. Trembling. Gasping. Tears leaking from her amber-brown eyes.

“You’re good, Sorrel.” Slow. Deep. Grinding against her, filling every inch. My thumb on her cheekbone where the tears tracked. “You’re beautiful. You’re wanted. You belong here with us.”

Her lip trembled violently. Her walls fluttered around my cock, squeezing, releasing, squeezing again. So close. Right there.

“You’re my good girl.”

She broke. The orgasm ripped through her with a sound that was the loudest she’d ever made in her life. Louder than the first time in the barn. Louder than anything she’d produced in months of living on this farm. A raw, animal cry that held years of silence and years of being told she was nothing, all of it shattering under the weight of three small words. Her thin body convulsed beneath mine, her pussy clamping around my cock in desperate spasms, her back arching, her freckled tawny-green skin flushing hot. Her arms wrapped around my chest with crushing strength, holding on as if I were the only solid thing in a world that had suddenly liquefied.

Tears streamed down her freckled cheeks. Not sadness. Release. The kind of tears that come when a dam breaks that has been holding for years.

I came inside her whispering praise against her ear, my cock pulsing deep in her still-convulsing body. “Good. Perfect. My good girl. Mine. You’re mine, Sorrel.”

She came again on the words. A second orgasm triggered by nothing but my voice and the warmth filling her body, her thin frame shuddering violently, her face pressing into my neck, her tears hot against my skin. A small broken sound escaped her that might have been a laugh or a sob or both at once.

Afterward.

Seven bodies in a pile of hay and blankets. Snow falling outside the high windows. Lamplight warm and golden on every shade of green.

Pip was talking. Of course she was. “Best. Night. EVER. Can we do this every—”

“Month,” Bramble said from her position above, propped on one elbow, surveying with satisfaction. Her hand rested on her recovering belly. Her smile was warm and possessive: I made this.

“Why not every WEEK?”

“Because some of us have a baby to feed, you lime-colored disaster.”

The exact insult Thistle had thrown at Pip months ago. Now in Bramble’s warm contralto. Full circle. The family’s language passed between its members like a living thing.

Thistle, face-down in my good shoulder, hands still bound above us, not asking to be untied. The smallest smile on her lips. Nettle writing in her journal with a trembling hand, her goggles crooked on her forehead, the words barely legible: “Group efficacy: exceeds parameters.” Fern curled against my side, still twitching with occasional aftershocks. And Sorrel, tucked into Fern, Fern’s arm around her thin shoulders. The two forest girls. The quietest pair. Holding each other in the aftermath.

I looked at the barn ceiling. Snow on the roof. Warmth inside. Seven women who’d chosen me. A baby in the house. A farm that defied nature.

The days after settled into winter’s rhythm. Quiet. Cold. Close. The farm turned inward, conserving warmth, the domestic loop at its most concentrated. Mornings around the hearth. Work in the greenhouse and barn. Evenings at the table with seven voices and a baby’s small sounds. Nights pressed together for warmth and want.

Then the messages came.

First: a courier at Maren’s store. Sealed letter, stamped with the Ironhill Trading Company seal. Maren brought it herself, wrapped in oilcloth against the snow.

I read it on the porch. Bramble beside me, Willow at her breast.

“To the occupant of the Ashvale parcel: The Ironhill Trading Company has reassessed the value of your property and its associated biological assets. A recovery operation of appropriate scale has been authorized by the Company Board. Expect formal contact in spring. Sincerely, the Office of Asset Recovery.”

Appropriate scale. The words sat in my stomach like stones. Four enforcers hadn’t been enough. Next time they wouldn’t send four.

Bramble read it. Her face went still. But her arms tightened around Willow, and her brown-gold eyes found mine with something that wasn’t fear. It was resolve.

Second: Maren’s own news, spoken over tea at our table. “Word is spreading, Thorn. About this place. About goblins living free.” She wrapped both hands around her cup. “Two families. One from the Brackridge region, one from the eastern forests. They’re heading south. They heard about ‘the farm where goblins live free.’” She met my eyes. “They’ll be here before the snow gets deep.”

Refugees. Coming here. The farm becoming a settlement whether I planned it or not.

Third: Dunhill’s message, through Maren as intermediary. “Tell Ashvale I want an exclusive supply contract. His herbalist’s compounds, his special fertilizer. Premium price, guaranteed trade protection in the valley. But exclusivity. Nobody else gets it.”

Not an ally. A businessman. And if Dunhill ever learned how the “special fertilizer” was actually produced…

Fourth: Sorrel. Late at night. She sat at the kitchen table, unable to sleep. I joined her. She looked at me for a long moment, then spoke more at once than she ever had.

“At the logging camp. There was a man. Not a guard.” Her voice was rough, hesitant, each word costing effort. “He came once a month in a black carriage. The guards were afraid of him. He inspected us like livestock. Wrote numbers in a ledger.” Her amber-brown eyes held mine. “He told the camp chief: ‘The Compact expects twelve percent growth in quarterly output.’ The camp chief said ‘Yes, Director.’”

She swallowed. “Ironhill isn’t the top. There’s something above them. The Iron Compact.” A pause. “That’s who’s really coming.”

A larger organization. Behind Ironhill. Above Voss. The true threat.

Fifth: Nettle. Past midnight. Greenhouse. I found her with her hands shaking, her goggles pushed up, her sage-green eyes holding something between wonder and terror.

On her workbench: a single seed. Dormant. Ordinary.

“Watch,” she whispered.

She took a dropper. Pure aquifer water, collected from the deepest point of the well, concentrated through three cycles of freeze-distillation. A single drop fell onto the seed.

It germinated. Before my eyes. The shell cracked. A shoot pushed up. Grew. Six inches in thirty seconds. Leaves unfurled. A stem thickened. Flowers appeared, opened, bloomed. A small fruit swelled from the flower’s center. Ripe. In ninety seconds.

From dormant seed to bearing fruit. While we watched.

Nettle’s journal was open. Her last entry, written in handwriting that shook: “This is not herbalism. This is not hedge-witchery. This is not any phenomenon documented in Orin’s texts or my own research. The aquifer beneath Ashvale Farm contains something that does not have a name in any language I know. I am afraid. I am also unable to stop.”

Sixth: I held Willow at the window, watching snow fall. The farm was quiet. Everyone asleep except me and this tiny girl who didn’t seem to need as much sleep as babies should.

Her eyes opened. Looked at the snow. Looked at me.

And glowed.

Green. Soft but unmistakable. Sustained this time. Three heartbeats. Four. Five. The baby’s eyes luminescent, casting faint green light on my chest, on the window glass.

Outside, through the window, the snow-covered garden pulsed. Green beneath the white. Plants stirring under frost, responding to whatever Willow’s eyes were doing. Shoots pressing upward against the cold, against the season, against everything that said they shouldn’t.

The glow faded. Willow blinked. Normal dark eyes again. She yawned and curled against my chest.

I looked at my daughter. At the farm outside. At the magic that was passing into the next generation in ways nobody could predict or control.

What was this child going to become?

I stood on the porch. First heavy snow falling now. The farm white and warm and alive. Seven chairs at the kitchen table. A cradle by the hearth. Smoke from Bramble’s chimney. Lights in the greenhouse where Nettle was still working. Sorrel’s shadow in a tree.

The sound of Willow’s cry carrying through the cold air. And Bramble’s lullaby answering it.

Somewhere north, Calder Voss was writing his report by candlelight. And somewhere above Voss, someone in a black carriage was reading quarterly output numbers.

The farm wasn’t safe.

But it was home.


Thank you for reading!
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