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Chapter 1: Thaw

The icicles on the barn eaves had been dripping since dawn.

I stood on the porch with a mug of Bramble’s tea, watching meltwater run off the roof in silver threads. Three months of winter. Three months of snow packing the fields, of frost creeping under the door, of Thistle muttering about insulation coefficients while hammering another layer of pine pitch into every crack she could find. Three months of wood smoke and stew and the sound of Willow crying at three in the morning while Bramble paced the bedroom floor humming the slow version of her lullaby.

And now, in one pale morning, the valley started to breathe again.

The farm had survived.

I drank the tea and let the quiet settle. Behind me, through the farmhouse door, Bramble’s voice carried from the kitchen. Low and warm, half-singing one of her goblin lullabies while something sizzled in the iron pan. The smell hit me a moment later: fried eggs, rosemary from the greenhouse, the sharp bite of the Brackridge spice blend that Bramble had been experimenting with since Maren smuggled the last supply run through before the deep freeze.

Seven adults. One baby. Five chickens. Three goats. One donkey who held grudges the way other creatures held breath.

I took another sip and looked out at what we’d built.

The greenhouse glowed faintly green in the morning light. Nettle’s pride and Thistle’s craft, glass panels from Hollis mortared into an ash timber frame, sealed with Nettle’s waterproof resin. Inside, herbs grew year-round. Shelves thirteen inches apart, potting bench with built-in drainage, a clay-pipe heating system Nettle had designed and Thistle had installed with a level of engineering precision that neither of them would acknowledge satisfied the other. Through the fogged glass, I could see the silhouette of herb trellises and the faint green of winter lettuce.

Nettle had been lowering sampling instruments into the well for weeks. Ropes with clay weights, temperature probes made from glass tubes she’d traded Hollis three jars of salve for, water collection vessels she sealed with beeswax. Her journal entries had gone from clinical to exclamatory. I’d seen three pages of data the night before, and every measurement ended with exclamation marks. Nettle didn’t use exclamation marks unless the universe had personally offended her expectations.

Past the greenhouse, the rebuilt south field showed spring shoots. Pale green pushing through the last of the snow, tender and bright. The section Ironhill had burned to ash three months ago had regrown thanks to Nettle’s accelerated growth compounds. The new growth was thicker than the original planting, the leaves wider, the stalks sturdier. Whatever the aquifer was doing to Nettle’s herbs, it was doing it to the whole farm. Getting stronger.

The north field stretched beyond, stubbled with winter rye that Nettle had recommended as a cover crop. The stubble would get turned under when the ground softened, feeding nitrogen back to the earth.

From the barn, I heard Fern’s voice, low and calm, talking Clover through the morning milking. Stump grunted his displeasure about something. He grunted his displeasure about most things.

Thistle’s tally marks on the north fence post caught the morning light. Seven marks, each one cut deep with a chisel. One for every person on this farm.

The smokehouse stood against the barn’s south wall. Full of Sorrel’s game. Three months of jerky, smoked rabbit, preserved venison. The silent hunter had kept us fed through the worst weeks of winter when the root cellar ran low and the creek froze over. She’d walk out at dawn, return at dusk with meat over her shoulders, and set it on the kitchen step without a word.

The root cellar was a quarter full. Low, but we’d survived. Bramble had rationed with iron discipline, learned in the camps. Nobody went hungry, but nobody got seconds during the lean weeks of late January. When the first greenhouse lettuce was ready to harvest, Pip had cried. Not loudly. She just held the leaves in both hands and her eyes got wet and she said, “Green things,” and Bramble put an arm around her and nobody mentioned it.

I finished my tea. Set the mug on the railing.

“Morning.” Pip’s voice behind me, already bouncing with more energy than any living creature should possess before full sunrise. She appeared in the doorway barefoot, cloth band barely containing the situation on her chest, her copper-red hair sticking up in six directions with what looked like a dried flower from three days ago still tangled above her left ear. Lime-green skin bright as spring itself, even in the gray morning light. Her amber eyes were wide and she was grinning. She was always grinning at dawn. The rest of us needed tea and ten minutes of silence. Pip needed nothing but the existence of a new day.

“Snow’s melting,” she announced, as though I hadn’t been standing here watching it.

“I noticed.”

“I’m going to check the south field. The early shoots should be up. Nettle said the winter rye mulch would hold moisture and I want to see if she was right because she’s always right and it’s annoying.” She said this in a single breath, already moving past me. Her wrap-skirt rode up as she bounced on her toes. Bare legs, bare feet, bare everything the weather would allow and some it wouldn’t.

She launched herself off the porch without using the steps. Hit the mud, skidded two feet, caught herself with a yelp, and kept going. Copper-red hair flashing between the gray fence posts and green shoots.

From inside: Bramble’s sigh. Heavy, familiar, an exhaled patience that could fill a room. The sigh that meant one of her children was doing something reckless and she’d decided not to spend the energy stopping it.

I turned and walked inside.

The kitchen was warm. Hearth fire crackling low, cast iron over the flame, steam rising from the kettle. The whole room smelled like bread and rosemary and woodsmoke and home. Bramble stood at the stove with Willow strapped to her chest in a cloth sling she’d sewn from an old shirt. Our daughter.

Four months old. Growing fast.

Goblin pregnancies ran six months, and Nettle’s fertility tonics had accelerated even that. But Willow’s growth since birth was something else entirely. She’d doubled in size. Reaching for things, babbling sounds that almost shaped into words, tracking every movement in the room with dark intelligent eyes. She had Bramble’s deep emerald skin, a fuzz of dark hair that was starting to curl, and long fingers. My uncle’s hands. Aldric’s hands, on a baby the size of my forearm.

And when she laughed, her eyes flashed green.

Not brown-gold like Bramble’s. Not the dark newborn color she’d been born with. Green. A brief luminescence, like sunlight caught in a leaf, there and gone in a blink. The first time I’d seen it was the night she was born. Now it happened several times a day. Whenever Fern held her, as though the two of them shared a frequency the rest of us couldn’t hear. Whenever Pip pulled one of her absurd faces and got a shrieking giggle. Whenever Bramble sang the bright version of the lullaby, the one about welcoming what the light brings.

Nobody outside this farm would ever know.

“Sit,” Bramble said, not looking up from the eggs. She flipped them one-handed, practiced and unhurried. Her blouse strained across her chest. Pregnancy had made her breasts enormous; nursing had kept them there. She was at peak lactation now, producing more milk than Willow could possibly drink. The surplus went to Nettle for crop irrigation, diluted into the watering channels. Magical milk from a body nourished by aquifer-fed herbs.

The farm’s secret engine, produced fresh twice a day by a five-foot-one woman who could silence a room full of goblins with a single raised eyebrow.

I sat. She slid a plate in front of me. Eggs, flatbread with seeds baked into the crust, a handful of pickled vegetables from the root cellar. She poured tea one-handed while shifting Willow to her hip. The baby grabbed a fistful of Bramble’s dark green hair and tugged. Bramble didn’t flinch. She’d stopped flinching at anything Willow did approximately two days after the birth.

“Where’s everyone?” I asked.

“Nettle’s been in the greenhouse since before dawn. Measuring something. Again.” She said this with resigned acceptance, having long since given up on Nettle maintaining a regular sleep schedule. “Thistle is checking the north fence. Said two posts needed attention. Fern is with the animals, morning feed. Sorrel went out at first light.”

“Patrol?”

Bramble nodded. Set her own plate down. Sat across from me. “She said boot prints again. On the north ridge road.”

That stopped me mid-bite.

Sorrel had first reported those prints three days ago. Human boots, not Dunhill’s tread pattern. Two sets, she’d said yesterday. Someone was watching the farm from the high ground, and they weren’t from the valley.

“Same ones?”

“She thinks so. Same tread, same spacing. Getting closer.” Bramble wiped Willow’s chin with her apron. Her face was calm, the composed mask she wore when she needed the younger girls to feel safe. But I knew the way her jaw set when she was holding something down. She’d worn that face for eight years in the camps. She wore it now because the alternative was letting fear into the kitchen, and Bramble didn’t allow fear in her kitchen.

“It’s not random travelers, Thorn. Travelers use the main road.”

I nodded. “I’ll talk to Sorrel when she’s back.”

We ate. The table that had started with one chair, then gained four, then five, then six, then seven. Each one carved from ash by Thistle’s hands. One for every person who called this kitchen home.

Willow reached for my hand across the table. Her tiny green fingers closed around my thumb. Grip stronger than any four-month-old had a right to. She babbled something that almost sounded like a word, and her eyes flashed green for half a second. Behind me, the rosemary plant on the windowsill put out two new leaves. I felt the faint warmth at my back. Bramble saw it happen. She always did.

Neither of us said anything. We’d stopped needing to.

The morning passed in the daily loop that had become the rhythm of my life. I checked the south field first. Spring shoots coming in strong, pale green blades pushing through the mud and stubble. The burned section from Ironhill’s arson was indistinguishable from the rest now, the new growth thick and aggressive. I cleared drainage channels that had silted over during the thaw, shoveling heavy wet earth until my shoulders burned. Hard work. Heat in my muscles, the pull of something that reminded my body what it was built for. I’d been doing this since the day I arrived at this farm with a bag of tools and a folded deed and nothing else in the world.

Thistle found me at the field boundary an hour later. She was carrying her tool belt and wearing an expression of focused dissatisfaction, which was roughly her equivalent of a sunny disposition. She’d grown into something over the winter. Not softer. Never softer. But her gaze scanned the world with less fury and more focus now. The coiled tension that used to define her had been replaced by something more sustainable. Directed, maybe. She was still compact, still toned, scarred from forearms to collarbone. Fierce enough to hold a fence line alone, and capable of carving a cradle beautiful enough to make Bramble cry. But the fight in her had found a channel.

“North fence held through winter,” she reported, stopping beside me with her arms crossed. Olive-green skin catching the weak sunlight. Her choppy auburn hair had grown an inch since autumn. She still cut it with a knife and still managed to make the results look intentional, in the way that a controlled demolition looked intentional. “Two posts on the northeast corner need replacing. Frost heave. I’ll pull them this afternoon.”

“I’ll help.”

“I don’t need help.”

“I know.”

She looked at me sideways. Gold eyes under the brow that broadcast every opinion she refused to voice. Punched my arm. Walked away.

That was Thistle’s good morning.

Nettle emerged from the greenhouse at midday with three pages of data and an expression usually reserved for people who’d just witnessed a fundamental law of nature committing fraud. Her goggles sat crooked on her forehead, her dark green braid had loosened into wisps around her face, and her sage-green eyes were wide behind the lenses she’d pushed up.

“The concentration levels have tripled since autumn,” she said, intercepting me on the path between the barn and the house. No greeting. No preamble. Nettle didn’t waste words on pleasantries when data was burning a hole in her methodology. “The freeze-thaw cycle compressed the active compounds in the aquifer water. My healing salves are twice the potency of the batch I made in November. The growth tonics are exhibiting acceleration curves that exceed my projected parameters by…” She flipped a page. “By a significant margin.”

She looked up. Ink stains on her fingertips, a smear of soil on her cheek where she’d absently touched her face while working. Her green skin was flushed darker at the ears, the flush she got when something excited and scared her simultaneously.

“I applied three drops of concentrated aquifer extract to a dormant herb cutting this morning,” she said. “It rooted, sprouted, and flowered in nine minutes.”

I waited.

“Nine minutes, Thorn. That’s not herbalism. That’s not even what Orin would have called hedge-witchery.” She looked at me with those pale green eyes. “The aquifer is getting stronger. Or the cold is concentrating something I don’t have a name for.” She clutched her journal against her chest. “I need better equipment. I need a proper laboratory. I need approximately six months of controlled experimentation and an analytical framework that doesn’t yet exist.”

“What do you need right now?”

She blinked. Adjusted her goggles. “More sample jars. And possibly lunch.”

I walked her to the kitchen. She ate standing up, journal propped against the salt jar, scribbling between bites. Bramble placed a second portion in front of her without being asked. Nettle ate that too without appearing to notice it had arrived.

On the way back to the greenhouse, she bent to check a cold frame near the door. The leggings she wore were the same too-tight pair that had survived three seasons of garden work. Her generous ass stretched the fabric into curves that defied the stated purpose of clothing. She bent lower, examining something at soil level, and the view made me forget what I’d been thinking about. Dark emerald skin, wide hips, thick thighs pressing against the seams. She caught me looking through the greenhouse glass. Held eye contact for two heartbeats. Three. Her ears turned dark green.

She disappeared inside without a word. But through the glass, I saw the smallest smile.

Some things didn’t change.

The afternoon brought Fern and the livestock. She’d been working the animals since dawn: milking Clover, checking Moss’s hooves, teaching Clover’s kid to accept a halter through a process she described as “boundary negotiations.” The kid was nearly full-grown now, all legs and curiosity and a headbutting habit that had claimed two fence slats and Pip’s left knee.

Fern moved through the animal pens with the quiet certainty she brought to everything. Forest-green skin, silver-white hair hanging to her waist, calm gray-green eyes that read the world through signals the rest of us couldn’t perceive. She knew what Stump was thinking before the donkey thought it. She knew when Clover was uncomfortable, when the chickens were stressed, when a storm was coming based on how the goats positioned themselves in the pen.

Since she’d channeled the aquifer to purify the well three months ago, her hair carried a faint luminescence in certain light. A shimmer, like moonlight caught in silk. Nobody mentioned it. Nettle wrote six pages about it. Fern said “It’s just light” and went back to the animals.

She closed the pen gate, gave Stump a scratch behind the ear that made him close his eyes in contentment, and walked to where I was stacking the drainage debris.

“He’s favoring the right hind again,” she said, nodding at the donkey. “Cold stiffens the old injury. Two days of warming poultice and he’ll be fine.”

“Good.”

She stood beside me, watching the valley. Her calm was a physical thing, a field that extended outward and quieted whatever it touched. Standing near Fern was like standing near deep water. Still on the surface. Impossible to know what moved underneath.

“The boot prints on the ridge,” I said.

Her hand, which had been absently braiding a strand of silver-white hair, stilled. “Sorrel’s tracking them. She’ll have more by tonight.”

“Is she worried?”

“Sorrel is always worried.” A pause. “But she’s worried in a useful direction now. She has patrol routes. She has purpose.” Fern looked at me. Her gaze held a quiet weight. “Are you worried?”

“Cautious.”

“Good.” She resumed the braid. “Caution keeps herds alive.”

At four in the afternoon, the animal alarm went off.

It started with Stump. His ears pricked forward, then flattened hard against his skull. In the chicken run, Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner stopped scratching and clustered in a tight knot against the far wall. Snack and Dessert, the two hens Fern had lured from the wild, went still on their perch. Clover’s kid stopped headbutting the fence slat it had been working on all day, bleated twice toward the south road, and trotted to the barn.

Pip, sitting on the porch with her bare feet dangling over the edge, stood. “Someone’s coming.”

I grabbed my hatchet from the tool belt by the door. Bramble appeared at the kitchen window, Willow in the crook of her arm. Thistle materialized from behind the barn with her own hatchet and an expression that could strip paint at twenty paces. Nettle emerged from the greenhouse holding a clay jar in one hand and her journal in the other, which meant she was prepared for either chemical warfare or aggressive note-taking.

Seven figures on the south road. Walking slowly, bunched together, carrying everything they owned on their backs and in their hands. One figure at the front, moving with a staff. Gray-streaked hair. Weathered face. She walked like she’d been at it for weeks, each step a refusal to stop, because stopping was surrender.

As they got closer, the details sharpened. Green skin. All of them. Various shades, from deep emerald to pale sage to the blue-tinged gray of extreme exhaustion. Pointed ears, some standing tall and alert, some drooping with fatigue. Small frames weighted down with packs and bundles wrapped in hide and cloth.

Two of them were young. Barely more than children. Sixteen, seventeen in goblin years, clinging to a broad-shouldered woman whose soot-gray skin was mottled with road dust. One of the young ones had a bandaged foot. The other carried a bundle pressed against her chest like a lifeline.

A thin goblin man walked near the back, clutching a hide-wrapped bundle of tools. His ears were scarred, the tips missing. Punishment marks. I’d seen similar marks on Thistle’s forearms.

And at the front: the elder. She stopped at the gate. Leaned on her staff. Looked at me with eyes that had measured a thousand men and found most of them wanting. Sharp eyes, set deep in a face carved by years of work and weather and whatever else the Brackridge mines had thrown at her. Her left hand gripped the staff with three fingers. The other two were gone, cut clean, the scars old and smooth.

“I’m Agate,” she said. Her voice was dry as quarry dust. “Brackridge mines. Three weeks walking south. We heard there’s a human here who doesn’t put chains on green skin.”

Behind her, the others waited. Four adults, two adolescents, one elder. Starving, road-worn, and holding themselves with the rigid caution of people who’d been promised safety before and learned what that promise was worth.

Bramble was beside me before I’d drawn my next breath. She’d crossed the yard in the time it took Agate to finish speaking, Willow on her hip, apron still dusted with flour. She didn’t wait for me to make the call. She didn’t need to.

“Come inside,” she said. Not a request. Bramble’s command voice, the one that ran the kitchen and the household and the farm. She’d organized an escape from a labor camp with that voice. Led four goblin girls through the mountains. “All of you. There’s stew left and bread in the box. I’ll check your injuries after you eat.”

She looked at the two adolescents. Her face did something that would have broken your chest open if you knew what she’d survived. Soft and hard at the same time. The Matriarch’s authority turned into shelter. She extended her free hand. The closer adolescent flinched, then took it.

“Come on,” Bramble said, softer now. “You’re safe here.”

Agate studied Bramble with those sharp eyes. “You’re the one they talk about. The camp cook.”

“I was a lot of things in the camps. Now I run this kitchen.” Bramble gestured toward the door. “Come on. You look like you haven’t eaten properly since the snows started.”

The group moved. Slowly, warily, the way animals approach a feed trough when they’ve been trapped before. But Bramble’s presence pulled them forward the way gravity pulled water. Not because she demanded it, but because she meant it, every word, and they were too exhausted to resist something real.

The scarred-eared goblin touched the stone wall as he entered the farmhouse. Ran his fingers along the mortar. His eyes went wet. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. Stone walls meant permanence, and permanence was something these people hadn’t felt in a long time.

The two adolescents stared at the kitchen table with seven chairs around it. At the hearth fire. At the bread on the shelf and the pots hanging from the ceiling hooks and the dried herbs above the window. One of them whispered something to the other. I caught the word “real.”

Bramble had the stew warming before the last of them crossed the threshold. She served with practiced efficiency, the rhythm ingrained from years of feeding crowds under worse conditions. Small bowls first. Broth-heavy, not too much solid. Starving stomachs needed to be reintroduced to food slowly, or they’d reject it. She knew this because she’d learned it in a place where getting it wrong meant losing someone. She did it now with the same care, but different intent. In the camps, she’d been trying to keep people alive. Here, she was welcoming them home.

Pip appeared from the south field mud-splattered and vibrating with social energy. She intercepted the refugees like a force of nature.

“Hi, I’m Pip, that’s Thistle over there, she looks scary but honestly she’s only about sixty percent scary, the rest is just her face. That’s the kitchen, Bramble’s in charge, she makes the best bread in the whole valley and possibly the known world. The baby is Willow, she’s incredible, don’t worry about the eye thing, it’s just something she does. Is that a splint? Does it hurt? What’s your name? Where are you from? Have you ever milked a goat? Actually, have you ever SEEN a goat? Our goat is named Clover and she’s pregnant again, or maybe just fat, Fern’s still deciding. Are you hungry? Of course you’re hungry, look at you, sit down, Bramble’s getting more bowls.”

She said all of this in what appeared to be a single breath. Her copper-red hair was tangled with field grass and her cloth band had shifted to a position that was technically still clothing but only by the most generous interpretation. She was grinning with every tooth, her eyes bright, ears perked straight up.

By dinner, Pip knew all seven names, three life stories, and two dietary restrictions. Thistle looked at me across the barn. “She’s a security liability.” Bramble, ladling stew: “She’s the welcome committee.” Pip, appearing between them: “I’m BOTH.”

Agate looked at me. “That one always talk this much?”

“Since the day I met her.”

The faintest hint of a smile cracked the elder’s weathered face. “Reminds me of my granddaughter.”

I set up the barn as temporary housing. We had blankets, hay, the space. Thistle reinforced the barn door latch with a new crossbar and checked the roof seams without being asked, because Thistle’s response to new people in her space was to make the space more secure and hope nobody noticed that she was being protective. Nettle examined the two adolescents for infections, dehydration, and nutritional deficits with the rapid thoroughness of a camp medic turned scientist. She prescribed an herbal infusion that smelled like a forest floor and tasted, according to the adolescent who drank it, “like a forest floor that hates you.” Nettle adjusted the dosage and wrote four pages of medical notes. Fern brought fresh goat milk and a poultice for the adolescent with the bandaged foot. She applied it with hands so gentle the girl barely noticed until the warmth of the herbs hit her and she sighed with relief.

Ferris, the goblin man from Agate’s group, ran his hands along the barn walls as the others settled in. Touching the stone. Checking the mortar. His expression held a recognition I’d seen on Thistle’s face the first time she’d seen solid construction after years in the camps: he’d forgotten that buildings could be permanent, and here was the reminder.

Sorrel returned from patrol at dusk. She stopped at the barn door, looked at the new faces with a flat, assessing stare, and said nothing. She set three dressed rabbits on the kitchen step. Paused. Set a fourth beside them. Then disappeared into the shadows between the barn and the tree line.

Four rabbits instead of three. Her way of saying: I see there are more mouths. I’ll feed them.

The newcomers ate until the bowls were empty and Bramble refilled them and they emptied again. Ferris cried into his stew and nobody acknowledged it because dignity was something you gave people in silence. One of the adolescents fell asleep at the table with her head on her arms, and Pip draped a blanket over her without breaking stride in a conversation about whether chickens could recognize individual goblins. The answer, according to Fern, was yes, and they held grudges about it.

After the newcomers were settled in the barn and the kitchen was clean and Willow was asleep in her cradle, I sat on the porch step with Bramble.

Our spot. The boards worn smooth by a year of evenings like this one. The stars were out, cold and bright, and the meltwater still dripped from the eaves in a rhythm that sounded like a slow heartbeat.

Bramble leaned into my shoulder. Warm and heavy against me, her green skin nearly black in the darkness. She smelled of bread and woodsmoke and the faint herbal sweetness of her milk. Her body carried the fullness of nursing. Her hips pressed against mine on the narrow step.

“We need to build them their own place, dear,” she said quietly. “They can’t stay in the barn.”

“I know. Thistle and I will start planning tomorrow.”

“Good.” She paused. Her hand found mine. “But this kitchen stays ours.” She looked up at me. Brown-gold eyes, warm and sharp and full of fierceness and tenderness in equal measure. “Our table. Our family. I need that, Thorn. I need a door I can close.”

“You’ll have it.”

She exhaled. Leaned deeper into me. Willow’s breathing came through the wall, thin and steady.

Then Bramble shifted. Took my hand and placed it on her breast. Not the one near Willow’s cradle. The other. Heavy, warm, swollen with the milk she’d been producing all day. It soaked through the blouse instantly, hot between my fingers. Her nipple hardened against my palm through the thin fabric.

“I’ve been full all day,” she murmured. Her voice dropped low. Her breath caught. “She only takes so much, and the irrigation takes another portion, but there’s always more. I ache by evening, Thorn.” She shivered at the pressure of my hand. Pressed into my grip. “I need you to help me with these.”

My body responded immediately. She felt it against her hip. Held eye contact. This woman. The one who’d fed fourteen people today, nursed our daughter four times, and comforted two terrified adolescents with nothing but bread and the unshakable certainty that she would hold the world together as long as anyone needed her to.

Her thumb traced across the back of my hand and I felt the hunger in it.

“After the new ones are settled,” she said. “Tomorrow night.” Her fingers tightened over mine where they rested on her breast. “I won’t wait longer.”

I kissed her forehead. “Tomorrow night.”

She leaned into me. Her hand held mine against her breast and didn’t let go.

Sorrel came back late.

I was still on the porch. Bramble had gone to bed with Willow an hour ago. The night had gone cold, the last of the meltwater freezing into new icicles along the eaves.

Sorrel dropped from the darkness like something the forest had released. Tawny-green skin barely visible against the tree line, short-cropped dark brown hair, amber-brown eyes catching the moonlight. She was lean and quiet and exact, and she’d been speaking in full sentences for months now, each word still carrying the weight of having been earned.

“Boot prints,” she said. Flat and direct. “Two sets. North ridge road. Closer than yesterday.”

“How close?”

“Quarter mile from the tree line. They stopped at the rock overlook. Stayed long enough to leave compression marks in the snow. At least an hour of watching.”

“Dunhill’s men?”

She shook her head. Her ears twitched. Certain of something, and frustrated that the certainty was bad news. “Wrong boots. Dunhill’s people wear working leather. Heavy treads, wide soles, the kind you buy at Hollis’s shop. These prints are narrow. Tight stitching. City soles.”

City boots. On a ridge road overlooking my farm. An hour of watching.

“Same pattern as before?”

“Same two people. Same approach route. They come from the north fork road, not the main track.” She paused. “Not the route travelers use. Whoever they are, they know the back way in.”

That sat in my chest like a stone.

“Don’t engage them,” I said. “Not yet. Watch. Map their pattern. I want to know when they come, how long they stay, and which direction they leave.”

She nodded once. Didn’t argue. Reconnaissance was Sorrel’s chemistry. The foundation you built everything else on.

She dropped from the porch without using the steps, vanishing into the dark between the barn and the fence line. I watched her go. A year ago, she wouldn’t have said ten words in a week. Now she ran a patrol and spoke with a certainty that made people follow.

And she’d just told me that the Iron Compact was watching us again.

I sat there for a while after she left. The farm settled around me, the sounds of fourteen people sleeping in buildings I’d helped raise.

I went inside. Locked up. Checked Willow in her cradle, her tiny fist curled against the blanket, her breathing slow and even. Made sure every window was latched.

City boots on the ridge. And no way to know what they’d report.


Chapter 2: Stone and Muscle

Four days after Agate’s group arrived, I was splitting firewood by the barn when Stump’s ears went flat.

Not the full-alarm flatten. More like the annoyed prick he did when something new entered his awareness and he hadn’t decided yet whether to bite it. Fern looked up from the goat pen where she was trimming Moss’s hooves. Her steady gaze tracked toward the south road.

The four days since Agate’s arrival had reshaped the farm’s rhythm in ways I was still adjusting to. Fourteen mouths instead of eight. The kitchen fire started earlier, burned longer. Bramble’s porridge production had tripled, and she’d commandeered the second iron pot exclusively for stock that simmered through the night. The barn had been reorganized into sleeping quarters on one side and animal stalls on the other, a temporary arrangement that Bramble’s expression made clear she considered barely above criminal. I’d been splitting more firewood each morning, extending the garden’s irrigation channels each afternoon, and counting jars in the root cellar each evening. The math worked. Barely. If we pushed the spring planting forward and the greenhouse kept producing at its current rate, we’d feed everyone. If any one of those variables failed, we’d be rationing by midsummer.

Agate had settled into the barn like a general establishing a field command. She ran the sleeping arrangements with silent authority, arbitrating disputes between miners who’d spent years underground and had opinions about floor space with a look that cut deeper than any words. Her three-fingered grip on her staff was deceptively casual. Nothing about Agate was casual.

The adolescents had adopted Pip as a combination tour guide and entertainment system. She’d taken them foraging on the second day, exploring the creek on the third, and by the fourth they followed her around the property like ducklings trailing a particularly bright, loud, barely-clothed mother duck.

“More coming,” Fern said.

Pip was on the porch again. She’d made it her official watch post, mostly because it gave her the best vantage point for spotting anything worth running toward. She stood, shading her amber eyes with one hand. Her cloth band was crooked, one copper-red tangle of hair had acquired a twig that she either didn’t know about or had decided constituted an accessory, and her bare lime-green feet were muddy from the morning’s foraging lesson.

“Four,” she called down. “Road from the east this time. Smaller group.”

I set the axe in the block and walked to the gate.

Four goblins on the road. Younger than Agate’s group. Road-worn in a different way, not the hollow-eyed exhaustion of mining survivors but the lean, hard look of people who’d been living rough for a long time. Two were slight and quick-moving, scanning the tree line with a vigilance that said they’d learned not to trust open ground. One was a young man barely out of his teens, carrying a pack nearly as big as he was and listing to the left under its weight.

And one of them was carrying a sledgehammer.

That’s what I noticed first. Not her face, not her skin, not the way she moved. The hammer. It was slung across her shoulders like a yoke, the head resting behind her neck, the shaft gripped in both hands. A quarry-splitting sledge that weighed more than Pip did.

She was also carrying two packs. Her own on her back, plus the young man’s, which she’d apparently taken from him at some point because he was walking upright now and she was carrying double load without any visible change in her stride.

As they got closer, the rest of her came into focus.

She was tall. Tall for a goblin. Taller than Bramble by two inches, which put her at five-three, almost level with my chin instead of my chest. That was the first thing that registered, because every goblin woman I knew had to crane her neck to meet my eyes. This one would only have to tilt slightly.

Broad shoulders. Arms thick with muscle that wasn’t decorative. Not the compact definition Thistle carried from construction work, but genuine mass, built by years of swinging heavy tools into resistant surfaces. Her sleeveless vest hung open at the front, showing a cloth binding that strained across firm breasts and a stomach with visible definition. The moss-green of her skin was warm, a medium green distinct from every shade on the farm, somewhere between Fern’s forest-green and the deeper tones. Sweat ran between her shoulder blades and along the cords of her forearms. Jet-black hair hung in a heavy braid past her waist, thick as rope.

She set the packs down at the gate with casual strength, as though the weight hadn’t bothered her. Looked at the farmhouse. Looked at the barn extension. Looked at the stone foundation visible where the porch met the ground.

“Good stone work,” she said. Her voice was direct, unhurried, pitched lower than most goblin women but not gravelly. The words came out plain and unhurried. “Mortise-and-tenon framing with stone packing at the base. Who laid it?”

“My uncle,” I said.

She nodded. Looked at me. Copper eyes, warm like the metal they resembled, set in a broad face that was handsome rather than delicate. Strong jaw, wide mouth. No scars that I could see, which was unusual for an escaped goblin. Her hands, wrapped around the hammer shaft, were calloused thicker than mine.

“I’m Sedge,” she said. “I cut stone. Where do you need me?”

Bramble was already in the yard. She’d appeared with the speed she always summoned when new mouths arrived. Willow in the sling, apron dusted with flour, brown-gold eyes already sorting the newcomers by injury, hunger, and morale. A decade of managing crowds had made the assessment automatic.

“Inside, all of you. I have soup.” She looked at Sedge. Looked up at Sedge. Bramble wasn’t used to looking up at goblins. “My, you’re a big one.”

Sedge grinned. Wide and easy, showing teeth but no fangs. “Gets said a lot. Soup sounds good. I’ll take three portions if you have them.”

Bramble’s eyebrows climbed. “We’ll see.”

The smaller goblins went inside gratefully. Sedge helped the young man with his pack first, setting it against the porch rail and clapping him on the shoulder with a hand that covered most of it. Then she followed, ducking through the door with the automatic habit of someone used to doorframes built for shorter people.

Pip intercepted the new arrivals at the kitchen threshold with the full force of her personality. She’d learned nothing from Agate’s bewildered response and had apparently decided that volume was a feature, not a bug.

“Hi! Welcome to the farm! I’m Pip, that’s Bramble, she’s in charge of the food and basically everything else, the baby is Willow, she’s perfect, there’s seats at the table, no wait, we need more chairs. THISTLE! We need more chairs!” She turned back to Sedge. “You’re really tall. For a goblin, I mean. How tall are you? Do you want some bread? Bramble’s bread is the best. What’s the hammer for?”

Sedge looked at Pip. Then at me. Her copper eyes held a flicker of amusement. “She always like this?”

“Every waking moment.”

“I respect the commitment.”

Thistle appeared at the barn corner. Gold eyes locked onto the new arrival with the intensity of a predator evaluating a potential threat. She was shorter by six inches, lighter by thirty pounds, and approximately four hundred percent more suspicious. She sized Sedge up from bare feet to braid tip.

Sedge sized her back. “You’re the builder. I can tell by the tool belt.” She said this without challenge. Simple observation. “Good work on the barn extension. The angle bracing on the loft is solid.”

Thistle’s eyes narrowed. “I’m the builder here.”

“Good.” Sedge’s expression didn’t change. Cheerful, direct, without a trace of competition. “I’m better at foundations. You handle the joinery.”

Thistle’s jaw worked. She turned and walked away muttering under her breath. She didn’t have a comeback because it hadn’t been an insult, and Thistle’s entire conversational arsenal was built around responding to insults.

Pip, who’d watched the exchange with her mouth open, turned to me. “I think Thistle just met her match.”

“I think Thistle just met someone she can’t argue with.”

“Same thing.”

The new group settled into the barn with Agate’s people. Eleven goblins now in the temporary housing, plus the seven of us in the farmhouse. Bramble organized the barn’s sleeping arrangements with the brisk efficiency of a field marshal. Blankets here. Hay pallets there. The two adolescents near the wall where the draft was lowest, because Bramble’s spatial awareness included the thermal mapping of every room she’d ever managed.

The two groups mixed cautiously. Agate’s Brackridge miners were older, more cautious, shaped by years underground. They sat with their backs to walls and their eyes on doors. The eastern forest remnants, Sedge’s group, were younger and more restless. They paced. They touched things. They looked at the farmhouse through the barn door with expressions that mixed longing and suspicion.

Bramble checked injuries on the new arrivals: blistered feet on both smaller goblins, a wrenched shoulder on the young man from carrying his pack wrong. She sent Nettle for a poultice and Pip for hot water and had all four fed and medicated within an hour.

Sedge required neither medication nor hot water. She’d eaten five bowls of soup, examined every visible joint in the barn’s construction, and declared Thistle’s angle bracing “solid for softwood, though you’d want ash for long-term load.” Thistle, passing with a bucket, had said nothing. The vein in her temple had said plenty.

Sedge bridged the gap between the two refugee groups. Old enough for the miners to respect, strong enough for anyone to take seriously, and cheerful enough that the tension in the barn dropped the moment she started telling a story about the time a mule kicked her into a quarry pond.

“Right in the chest,” she said, demonstrating with her hands. The smaller goblins gathered closer, the wary stiffness in their shoulders easing. “I flew twelve feet. Landed flat on my back in the water. The foreman said I deserved it for standing behind a mule. I said the mule deserved it for being wrong about the stone placement.” She grinned. Her gaze scanned the faces around her, measuring the tension, easing it with nothing more than warmth and the willingness to be laughed at. “The mule won the argument. But I won the grudge. Three years later, that mule still walked around me.”

Agate, from her pallet, made a sound that might have been a laugh. The first one I’d heard from her. She caught herself, cleared her throat, and adjusted her staff beside her. But her sharp eyes stayed on Sedge with a warmth that wasn’t quite approval but was no longer skepticism.

That evening, the family ate at the farmhouse table. Seven chairs, Willow’s cradle. Our kitchen. Bramble’s bread and stew, the herbs from the greenhouse giving everything a richness that Agate’s Brackridge spice couldn’t match and Bramble would never admit. The longhouse crew ate in the barn, Agate overseeing the distribution of Bramble’s provided ingredients with the efficiency she’d honed managing feeding rosters in worse conditions.

Pip reported on Sedge’s integration progress with a thoroughness that rivaled Sorrel’s patrol intelligence, but at considerably greater volume.

“She arm-wrestled Ferris and won. She arm-wrestled Rill and won. She arm-wrestled the two adolescents simultaneously and won. Then she ate six portions of stew and asked if there was more.”

“There’s always more,” Bramble said, in the tone that meant there was always exactly enough and Pip should stop worrying.

“I’m not worried. I’m AWED.” Pip pointed at the barn. “She’s like Thistle but bigger and less likely to throw a chisel at me.”

Thistle, from the end of the table: “The day is young.”

The next morning, Sedge found me at the south field before sunrise.

“Longhouse,” she said, without preamble.

I was pulling dead rye stubble. Looked up. She was standing in the gray dawn light with her hammer over one shoulder and a look on her face that said she’d been thinking about this all night.

“The barn’s fine for a week,” she continued. “After that you’ve got eleven people in a space meant for animals. You need a building. Stone walls, timber roof, room for twenty. Fireplace, kitchen area, sleeping lofts.” She turned north. Pointed toward the low ridge that marked the edge of the farm’s cleared land. “There’s a natural stone exposure a quarter mile that way. Saw it from the road coming in. Good building stone if the grain runs the right direction.”

“How do you know the grain runs right?”

She looked at me like I’d asked how she knew water was wet. “I’m a quarry goblin. I read stone before I read anything else.”

Two hours later, we were at the exposure. A cliff of gray-blue stone jutting from the hillside, exposed by an old landslip. The morning light caught the layers in the rock face, showing bands of gray and blue that ran in faint diagonal stripes across the surface. The air smelled of wet earth and cold mineral, the particular scent of stone that has been underground for a long time and is only now meeting the weather.

Sedge ran her hands over the surface with the same attention Nettle gave her herb specimens. Palms flat, fingers spread, her rough skin scraping slowly across the rock. Feeling for something I couldn’t see. Her eyes were half-closed, her expression concentrated in a way that reminded me of Fern listening for animal distress calls. Reading a language that existed only in texture.

“Good grain,” she murmured. “Northeast to southwest, tight spacing. This stone was under pressure for a long time. That’s what makes it dense.” She tapped a spot with her knuckle. The sound was high, clean. “Hear that? Solid all the way through. No voids.” She moved six inches left and tapped again. Slightly different tone. “There. Fault line. That’s where it wants to split.”

She marked a line with a piece of chalk. Positioned her hammer. Drew it back.

The first strike rang through the quarry like a bell. Chips flew. The chalk line held. She adjusted her stance, her bare feet shifting on the loose rubble, her weight settling into her hips. Her moss-green shoulders bunched and released. Second strike, directly on the first. The stone groaned. A hairline crack appeared, running along the chalk mark as though the rock had been waiting for permission.

Third strike. The slab split along the grain line and peeled away from the cliff face like a page from a book. Flat on one side. Smooth enough to lay without extra finishing. Three inches thick, two feet wide, clean as anything Hollis could produce on his best day with twice the tools.

“Quarry goblins read stone before they read anything else,” she said, lifting the slab onto her shoulder with one arm. Her bicep swelled with the weight, the muscle fibers visible under green skin, and she settled it like it was a sack of flour instead of sixty pounds of raw rock. “Read it right, and it does what you want. Read it wrong…” She shrugged the slab into a better position. “You get gravel.”

Thistle had followed us. She’d said nothing during the walk, nothing during Sedge’s assessment, and nothing during the demonstration. She’d stood with her arms crossed and her eyes narrowed to slits, her tool belt loaded with the carpentry tools she never went without, watching every movement Sedge made with the intense focus of a craftsperson evaluating unfamiliar technique.

Now she stepped forward and examined the cut surface. Ran her fingers along the break line, pressing at the edges where the stone had separated. Checked the angle by sighting along the surface. Tested the thickness with a tap of her knuckle.

“It’s adequate,” she said.

Sedge set the slab down. Brushed stone dust from her vest. Eyes bright. “Buy me dinner and I’ll call that a compliment.”

Thistle’s ears went dark olive. She turned and started marking foundation lines in the dirt with a stick, her movements sharp and deliberate and entirely focused on anything that wasn’t Sedge’s grin.

The longhouse planning happened fast because both builders were decisive and neither wasted time on diplomacy. Thistle sketched designs on scrap paper with Nettle’s ink, calculating load-bearing walls and roof angles with her characteristic relentless exactness. Sedge evaluated stone quality and quarried enough material in two days to make any reasonable mason weep. They argued about beam placement. They argued about window positions. They argued about whether the chimney should be centered or offset.

They did not argue about the fundamental principle: the longhouse was for the newcomers. The farmhouse was for the family.

“Two roofs,” Bramble said, when I brought the plans to the kitchen table. “One settlement.” She looked at me over Willow’s head. “Our table stays ours.”

“It stays ours.”

She nodded. That was settled.

Construction began on the third day. Sedge looked at Thistle’s plans, pointed at the foundation specification, and said “Double it.” Thistle’s jaw tightened. Sedge explained: “Stone walls settle in the first year. If your foundation’s shallow, your walls crack at the mortar lines. I’ve seen it twenty times.” Thistle stared at her. Changed the specification. Didn’t speak to her for two hours.

Sedge and I hauled stone from the quarry cut. Agate’s people provided labor, four adults and two adolescents who worked with the desperate energy of people building their first shelter in months. The adolescents couldn’t lift the heavy slabs, but they could carry mortar mix and fetch water and hold chalk lines while Thistle measured. Agate supervised with the sharp eye of an elder who’d managed mining crews and expected the same efficiency from construction. She positioned herself on a flat stone with her staff across her knees and directed traffic like a general directing divisions: with economy of language and absolute conviction that her orders would be followed.

The work was hard. Stone is heavy, hauling is brutal, and the quarry cut was a quarter mile of uneven ground each way. The path was muddy from snowmelt, the slope treacherous in places, and the only hauling tool we had was Fern’s stone sledge pulled by Stump, who expressed his opinion of the additional workload by chewing through his chest strap on the first morning and requiring a replacement fashioned from an old belt. I was strong. I’d been working this land for a year, fighting wolves and hauling lumber and swinging an axe until my shoulders were twice what they’d been when I arrived. But Sedge carried stone like other people carried kindling. She’d heft a slab that took me and two Brackridge goblins to lift, settle it on her shoulder with a grunt that was more greeting than effort, and walk the quarter mile without adjusting her grip. Then walk back for another.

Pip appeared at the construction site three times on the first day. Once to deliver water, which was useful. Once to deliver gossip about Agate’s people’s dietary preferences, which was moderately useful. Once to try to help carry stone, which resulted in her getting approximately two steps before the slab tilted, she squeaked, and Sedge caught both Pip and the stone with one arm without breaking stride. “Nice try,” Sedge told her. “Stick to things that weigh less than you do.” Pip, dangling, said: “Everything weighs less than me. I’m very dense.” “You’re the opposite of dense,” Thistle called from the foundation line. “In every possible meaning.”

She worked twelve hours. She ate three helpings at dinner. She slept deeply and rose before dawn to do it again. Sedge was uncomplicated in the best possible way. She carried none of the weight the others did. No scars she traced in the dark, no journal full of feelings disguised as data, no performance papering over a wound. Sedge was just present. A woman who liked working, eating, laughing, and sleeping, and who pursued all four with straightforward intensity.

I watched her at the quarry on the fourth afternoon. Six hours of work, the sun warm on the stone, dust in the air. She pulled off her vest and hung it on a boulder. The cloth binding across her chest was damp with sweat, straining across firm C-cups that sat high on her broad chest. Her shoulders rolled with muscle as she repositioned the hammer. Arms thick, defined, the genuine mass that came from driving metal into rock ten hours a day for years. Hips wider than Thistle’s, built for power. Thick thighs in work leggings that were losing their battle with her build.

Sweat ran down her skin in channels, between her shoulder blades, along the valley of her spine. She swung the hammer and the stone cracked and I stopped mid-step.

She caught me looking.

Every other goblin woman I’d been with had a response for that moment. Pip grinned and leaned into it. Nettle flushed and fled. Thistle snarled. Bramble held eye contact with quiet knowing. Fern was simply still. Sorrel’s ears drooped.

Sedge didn’t do any of those things. She just looked back. Held my gaze with that level warmth. No blush, no tease, no challenge. Just a direct assessment, like she was reading the grain in a new piece of stone.

“See something useful?” she said.

Then she went back to work.

The moment hit me differently than I expected. My body responded, yeah, the way it always did when a beautiful green-skinned woman stood half-dressed in front of me with muscles that put most men to shame. But underneath the heat, a different heat entirely, closer to what I felt watching Thistle build or Nettle discover. Challenge. She could match my labor pound for pound, and the usual dynamic, the one where I lifted the small green woman one-handed and she yielded to the size difference, wasn’t going to work the same way with her.

I didn’t know yet if that was a problem or a promise.

That evening, the family ate at the farmhouse table. Seven girls, me, Willow in her cradle. Bramble’s stew, rosemary bread, goat cheese Fern had pressed that morning. The smell of the kitchen was the smell of home: woodsmoke and rosemary and the faint herbal sweetness of Bramble’s milk, which leaked through her blouse in two expanding dark circles that she no longer bothered to hide from anyone at this table.

The longhouse crew ate in the barn, where Agate ran the temporary kitchen with ingredients Bramble provided. Through the open kitchen window, the sound of goblin voices carried across the yard. Different accents, different rhythms. The Brackridge miners spoke in clipped, efficient phrases. The eastern goblins spoke faster, their vowels softer. All of it mixing into a murmur that sounded, from a distance, like a settlement.

Two tables. One settlement.

Sedge ate three portions and eyed the bread basket like it had personally wronged her by being finite. Bramble watched her eat with a mix of horror and respect, her massive breasts resting on the table edge as she leaned forward to serve.

“Where does she put it all?” Bramble murmured.

“Muscles,” Pip said, through a mouthful of bread.

Nettle, not looking up from her journal: “Basal metabolic rate correlates directly with lean body mass. Her caloric requirements are likely double the median for goblin females of similar height.”

Pip stared at her. “I understood none of that.”

“She needs to eat more because she’s strong.”

“Oh. Yeah, that.”

Pip had been orbiting Sedge since the bigger goblin’s arrival, drawn by a fascination that was part admiration, part curiosity, and part the sheer novelty of a goblin woman who could pick her up one-handed. She poked Sedge’s bicep. “Is this stone? Am I touching stone?”

Sedge looked down at the bright-green pixie poking her arm. She tolerated it with the patient indifference of a large dog enduring a small one’s attention. “That’s muscle.”

“It’s like muscle made of muscle.” Pip squeezed. “Thorn, feel this.”

“I’ve felt muscle before, Pip.”

“Not GOBLIN muscle. This is different. This is like Thistle but bigger. And less angry.”

Thistle, across the table, drove her spoon into her stew with unnecessary force. “I’m right here.”

“I KNOW. That’s why I said it out loud.” Pip beamed at her. Thistle’s glare promised violence at a later date.

Sedge ate her third portion. Looked at the bread basket again. Bramble silently placed two more slices on her plate. Sedge nodded thanks and demolished them.

After dinner, Fern brought up the thing that had been on my mind all day. She had an instinct for that, surfacing my thoughts before I voiced them.

“Stump likes her,” she said.

We were standing at the barn door. Inside, Sedge was stacking the last of her quarried slabs against the wall for tomorrow’s work. Stump, who had been in his stall, had walked out and stood three feet from Sedge with the closest thing to a pleasant expression I’d ever seen on his ugly face.

“He bit her hand this morning,” I said.

“I saw.” Fern’s voice was even, but her silver-white eyebrows were slightly elevated, which for Fern was the equivalent of shouting. “She was stacking slabs against the barn wall. Stump came out of his stall and bit her right hand. Full bite. The one he uses on people he wants gone.”

“And?”

“She looked at him. Didn’t pull away. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t even stop stacking slabs. She just held his gaze and said ‘that all you’ve got?’ and kept working.” Fern paused. “He tried again. Same hand. Harder. She still didn’t flinch.” The donkey lowered his head now, the flat-eared hostility draining from his posture. Sedge, without looking, reached out and scratched behind his ear with work-roughened fingers. Stump pressed into her palm and closed his eyes. The ornery, suspicious, bite-first-ask-later donkey who had drawn blood from every person on this farm at least once simply leaned into the touch and breathed.

“He conceded,” Fern said quietly. “In thirty seconds.”

She sat down on the barn step. Slowly. Like she needed to process something fundamental about the hierarchy of stubbornness she’d spent months navigating with nothing but patience.

“I need a moment,” she said.

Pip, who’d been watching from the porch with her chin on the railing, shouted across the yard: “She tamed Stump in thirty seconds. Took Fern WEEKS.”

Fern closed her eyes.

“Weeks of patience and grain and letting him set the terms,” Fern said. Her silver-white hair caught the lamplight from the barn door, glowing faintly. “And she just absorbed it.” She gestured at Sedge, who was now calmly scratching Stump’s ears while reorganizing stone slabs with her other hand. Fern’s expression was somewhere between awe and bewilderment.

“She had a mule at the quarry,” Fern said. “She said it bit harder.”

I looked at Sedge. At the muscles in her shoulders. At the way Stump had simply accepted her. At the hammer leaning against the wall, the head caked with stone dust, the handle worn smooth by years of grip.

“She’s going to change things around here,” I said.

Fern nodded. “Good herds grow.”

That night, I found the evidence myself.

I was checking the pump mechanism by lantern light when I noticed flattened grass at the edge of the tree line. Not animal-flattened. Weight in one spot, pressed down for a long time. I crouched. Two sets of prints in the soft earth, narrow-soled, tight-stitched. City boots.

Sorrel stepped out of the tree shadow without sound. Her amber-brown eyes caught the flame.

“You found it,” she said. Not surprised. She’d been tracking the same signs all day.

“Two sets now. They brought a friend.”

She nodded. Her voice was low, controlled, but I could see her hands curling at her sides. “Food scraps near the rock overlook. They’re settling in. Getting comfortable.” She paused. “This isn’t passing travelers, Thorn. This is deliberate. Professional. Not Dunhill’s grudge. Something organized.”

I looked at the tree line. Dark against the darker sky. Nothing visible, but the absence of visibility was the point. Professionals didn’t let you see them.

“Double the patrol,” I said. “Dawn and dusk. Take two of Agate’s people if they’re willing. And Sorrel?”

“Yes?”

“If they come inside the tree line, I want to know.”

She nodded. Dropped from the porch. Vanished.

Bramble’s hand found my shoulder when I came inside. She’d been standing at the kitchen window, looking north. Willow slept against her chest, breathing slow.

“How close?” she asked.

“Close enough.”

She nodded. Kissed Willow’s dark hair. Went to bed without another word.

On the ridge, two watchers who knew exactly where to find us.


Chapter 3: Full

The longhouse walls were rising.

One week after Agate’s arrival, two weeks since the thaw began, and the settlement’s first communal building was taking shape on the flat ground between the barn and the north field. Stone walls three feet high, timber framing above that, Thistle’s joinery meeting Sedge’s foundation work in a structure that would house twenty goblins through any weather the valley could throw.

They still argued. Every day, about something. The pitch of the roof (“Steeper sheds snow better.” “Shallower wastes less timber.” “I’ll SHOW you wasted timber.”) The placement of windows (“East wall gets morning light for the kitchen.” “West wall gets afternoon warmth for the sleeping lofts.” “We can do BOTH, you rock-skulled…”). But the arguments had rhythm now. They pushed the building forward instead of stalling it. Thistle designed with relentless precision. Sedge quarried and hauled with bottomless energy. The result was better than either would have produced alone, not that either one of them would admit it.

I watched them from the south field boundary one morning, taking a break from drainage work. Thistle stood on the wall frame, pointing at a beam angle with one hand, holding a chalk line with the other. Sedge was below, a slab on each shoulder, waiting for Thistle to finish measuring. A hundred and sixty pounds of stone, one on each side, balanced like a yoke. She wasn’t straining. She was waiting.

“Six inches left,” Thistle called down.

Sedge shifted the left slab. Settled it onto the wall exactly where Thistle’s chalk mark indicated. The stone seated with a soft thud that said the grain was running right.

“The other one,” Thistle said.

Sedge set the right slab. It fit flush against its neighbor. Not a finger’s width of gap.

Thistle examined the joint. Ran her hand along it. Her eyes tracked the alignment with the intensity she brought to everything, the intensity that said imperfection was a personal insult.

“It’s adequate,” she said.

“You keep saying that.” Sedge wiped stone dust from her hands. Her copper eyes were bright with amusement. “One day you’ll say ‘good.’”

“It’s adequate PLUS,” Thistle conceded, and turned away before Sedge could see the twitch at the corner of her mouth.

Pip, passing with an armload of foraged spring greens, stopped to watch the exchange. She leaned toward me and whispered, “Did Thistle just invent a new compliment category?”

“I think she did.”

“Should I tell Sedge?”

“Absolutely not.”

Pip grinned and bounced toward the kitchen. Her cloth band had shifted during the foraging expedition, revealing lime-green skin from navel to collarbone. She didn’t notice. Or more accurately, she’d noticed an hour ago and decided that adjusting it was optional.

The farmhouse kitchen remained the family’s heart.

Bramble cooked the main evening meal at her table for eight adults plus Willow’s cradle beside the hearth. Her bread, her stew, her herbs. Our chairs, carved from ash. Our conversations, full of Pip’s chatter and Thistle’s insults and Nettle’s data reports and the quiet presence of Fern and Sorrel at the table’s edges.

Agate ran the longhouse kitchen with ingredients Bramble provided. The two matriarchs had forged their working relationship through what I privately called the portion war. Agate had called Bramble’s stew “acceptable” during the first week. Bramble responded by serving Agate triple portions at every meal until the elder’s resistance crumbled.

“Quite good,” Agate admitted on the fifth day, scraping the bowl. “Not as much pepper as my grandmother used. But quite good.”

Bramble accepted this like a queen receiving tribute. With a nod and another bowl.

Agate accepted the bowl as a queen accepts a peace offering. By eating every bite and not thanking the other queen, because equals don’t thank equals. They nod.

They’d been nodding at each other for a week. The longhouse kitchen was running smoothly. Agate’s people were eating well. Nobody had food poisoning, which Bramble considered the bare minimum of professional competence, and Agate considered a luxury after years of mining-camp rations.

“She’s good,” Bramble admitted to me once, pouring milk into the irrigation channels at dawn. “Won’t say it to her face.”

“She said the same thing about you.”

“I know. We have an understanding.” Bramble’s eyes crinkled. “Two kitchens. Two queens. One table between us that neither one crosses without permission.”

This was diplomacy. Bramble-style diplomacy, conducted through portion sizes and cooking technique and the unspoken language of women who’d run other people’s meals for years and finally had their own.

Willow was thriving. Surrounded by goblins every hour of the day, passed from arms to arms like a small green miracle. Her dark eyes tracked everything. She’d learned to laugh, a bright shriek that stopped everyone in the room, and every time she did it, her eyes flashed green and the nearest plant put out a new shoot.

Fern held her more than anyone except Bramble. There was a connection between them that Nettle documented in increasingly exclamation-marked journal entries. When Fern carried Willow through the garden, the baby’s eyes glowed for seconds at a time, steady and bright. The plants nearest the farmhouse were growing faster than they should. Nettle had a new research category in her journal: “Willow-adjacent botanical acceleration.” She’d documented tulip bulbs emerging two weeks early within five feet of the baby’s cradle. A rosemary bush near the porch that had died in the frost put out new growth overnight after Bramble nursed Willow on the porch step.

One afternoon, Pip held Willow while Bramble cooked. The baby grabbed a fistful of Pip’s copper-red hair and yanked. Pip yelped. The rosemary plant on the windowsill grew two inches in the time it took Pip to gently disentangle tiny green fingers from her tangles.

“She’s learning to pull,” Pip said, rubbing her scalp.

“She’s learning everything,” Bramble said from the stove.

The mornings had their own rhythm now. Bramble up first, always, the Matriarch who’d never learned to sleep past dawn because in the camps, sleeping late meant missing the food distribution. She had Willow in the sling and porridge on the stove before the rest of us opened our eyes. Fern came in second, from the barn, smelling of hay and goat milk, her quiet face carrying the peace that came from an hour alone with animals before the humans woke. Sorrel arrived from patrol, silent, rabbits on the step. Pip exploded through the door like a natural disaster with legs. Nettle emerged from the greenhouse with data. Thistle appeared when the food was ready, ate standing up for the first thirty seconds before Bramble’s stare forced her into a chair. Sedge arrived last, having already quarried a slab before breakfast, and ate three portions while the table watched in fascination.

I sat in the middle of it. Eating. Listening. Watching seven green-skinned women fill a kitchen with noise and life and the particular chaos of a family that had been assembled from spare parts and held together by bread and stubbornness.

My uncle’s kitchen. My uncle’s table. My uncle’s stone walls. But nothing else was his anymore. This was ours.

That night, after Willow was asleep and the kitchen was clean and the younger girls had drifted to their own corners, Bramble sat on the bed and looked at me.

She was tired. I could see it in the way her shoulders sat, the slight droop of her pointed ears. She’d fed twenty people today. Nursed Willow four times. Managed two kitchens, one directly and one through Agate’s delegation. Organized the root cellar inventory, calculated rations for the expanded population, and still found time to bake three loaves of bread because she refused to let anyone in her settlement eat yesterday’s leftovers when fresh was possible.

Her breasts were the biggest I’d ever seen them. Lactation at peak production. Massive, heavy, veined, straining the thin cotton blouse that was two sizes too small and had been two sizes too small since the first month of nursing. Dark green nipples pressed against the fabric, hard from the ache of being full. She leaked through the cloth multiple times daily. Wet circles that appeared and spread while she cooked, while she served, while she directed the household with one hand on Willow and the other pointing at whatever wasn’t moving fast enough.

The farm’s engine, sitting on the bed in front of me, unbuttoning her blouse with deliberate fingers.

The buttons parted one at a time. She watched my face while she did it. Not shy, not performing. Just watching me see her. The way she’d watched me since the first night she’d unbuttoned this blouse, in this same room, with the same quiet certainty. Bramble showing herself to the man she’d chosen.

Her breasts spilled free, released from their inadequate prison. Full, round, heavy. They settled against her ribs with a weight that pulled her shoulders forward. Dark green nipples, swollen larger than I remembered, beaded milk instantly. Drops formed at the tips, hung, fell. Thin white lines running down the deep emerald curves, tracing the veins that stood visible beneath the soft skin.

She cupped one breast in both hands. Even her hands weren’t enough. The flesh overflowed her grip, soft and warm, the nipple jutting between her fingers.

“I’ve been full all day,” she said. Her voice was low, controlled, but I heard the edge underneath. Need. Not the quiet wanting of our first night together. Something rawer. A need that built hour by hour, feeding by feeding, until the pressure became its own ache. “She takes what she needs and the irrigation takes the rest, but Thorn, there’s always MORE.” She squeezed, and milk arced from her nipple in a thin stream that hit the quilt. “I ache by evening. My blouse is soaked through by noon. I can feel them filling between feedings. Heavy. Tight.” She cupped the other breast. Both streaming now, milk running between her green fingers, dripping off her wrists. “I need you to help me with these.”

I was across the room in two steps.

Her breath caught when my hands replaced hers. Calloused palms on soft green skin, the contrast that still hit me every time. Rough brown against smooth emerald. My fingers sinking into flesh that overflowed my grip, each breast larger than my spread hand, heavy and taut with the pressure of production. She was radiating heat. Her body working, producing, the engine that fed the farm running hot.

I kneaded gently. Milk flowed immediately, streaming over my knuckles, soaking my wrists, running down her belly in thin white rivulets. Her nipples were stiff under my thumbs, swollen dark, the areolae pebbled and flushed almost black-green with the pressure built up through the day.

“Harder,” she breathed. Her hips shifted on the bed. “I need the pressure out.”

I squeezed. Milk sprayed from her left nipple in a thin arc that hit my chest, soaking through my shirt in a spreading bloom. She gasped, arching into my hands, her green skin flushing darker at the collarbones and her ear tips. I bent and latched onto her right nipple. Drew deep.

The taste flooded my mouth. Warm, sweet, rich with herbal undertones that tingled faintly on my tongue. The same milk that made seedlings burst from soil overnight, that turned dying plants green, that fed our daughter into something the world had never seen. It tasted like honey and rosemary and something underneath that had no name, something alive, something that buzzed against my teeth and warmed my throat all the way down. I swallowed and sucked again, deeper, and her breast responded by letting down harder, the flow pulsing against my tongue in rich steady jets.

Her hand fisted in my hair. Pulled me harder against her chest. Her swollen breast compressed against my face, soft and yielding, the nipple deep in my mouth, the flesh overflowing around my jaw. “More. Take more.” Her hips were grinding now, slow desperate circles on the mattress, her thighs pressing together. The wet sound of my sucking filled the quiet room.

I sucked deeper and the flow increased. Her breast responded to pressure like the aquifer responded to demand, releasing more the harder I drew. Warm milk filled my mouth, overflowed at the corners, ran down my chin and soaked into my shirt. The front of me was drenched. She didn’t care. She was moaning softly, one hand fisting the sheets, her hips shifting against the bed, rubbing her thighs together with increasing urgency.

I switched breasts. The left one sprayed the moment I squeezed, milk hitting my neck and jaw before I could latch, a hot white line that ran down my throat to my collarbone. She cried out when my mouth found the nipple, a sound she caught with her teeth on her lower lip, muffling it because Willow’s cradle was twelve feet away. Her other breast continued to leak untended, a steady stream running down the full curve and pooling on her belly where it met the waistband of her skirt. I could feel the heat between her thighs radiating against my stomach.

I worked her left breast with my mouth and her right with my hand, kneading, squeezing, milk flowing from both. She was soaked. I was soaked. The quilt was soaked. Warm white trails everywhere, on deep green skin, on sun-brown hands, dripping off the bed onto the floor. Her nipple swelled against my tongue, thick and pulsing, each suck drawing a whimper from her throat.

“Thorn.” Her voice had changed. Her composure was fraying, the edges curling like burning paper. “I don’t just need relief. I need YOU.” She reached down between us, her hand finding the rigid outline of my cock through my trousers, and she squeezed with firm pressure. “I need this inside me.”

I pushed her onto the bed. Her breasts pooled heavy on her chest, dark nipples pointing at the ceiling, milk running in twin rivers across her belly and soaking the sheets. Deep emerald skin flushed darker at her cheeks, her collarbones, her ears. Brown-gold eyes bright with want. Belly still soft from Willow, stretch marks like silver threads across the deep green. Hips wide, thighs already parting, and I could see the slick gleam of her arousal on the inside of her thighs, the dark folds of her pussy swollen and glistening.

She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. Not despite the marks of what her body had done. Because of them. Every stretched inch, every swollen curve, every drop of milk was proof that eight years of denial had been answered. She’d taken it all back.

I pulled her skirt down. She wore nothing underneath. Bare from the waist down, her pussy swollen and wet, the dark green lips flushed darker with blood. She’d planned this. Bramble planned everything.

I went down on her. My hands still on her breasts, kneading, squeezing, milk streaming over my wrists and running down between her hips. My mouth on her pussy, tongue dragging slow through her folds before circling her clit. She tasted sweet and sharp and desperate, her arousal coating my lips. Her thighs closed around my head, soft and strong, deep green against my temples. I sucked her clit between my lips and flicked with my tongue, fast, and she jerked hard, her hips bucking off the mattress. Milk sprayed from both breasts under my kneading palms, arcing across the pillow above her, white against the dark fabric. I licked and sucked and she came fast. Hard and sudden, her back arching off the bed, her pussy clenching against nothing, a flood of wetness on my chin, a low cry that she muffled with her own fist because our daughter was sleeping twelve feet away.

I didn’t let her come down. Stripped my trousers and entered her while the aftershocks still rippled through her body. She was tight and drenched and burning hot, her body fluttering around me as I pushed in inch by inch, stretching around my cock with a wet grip that made my jaw clench. Her legs wrapped around me, heels digging into the small of my back, pulling me deeper until I bottomed out and she let out a broken sound that was half moan, half sob. Her breasts pressed between us, enormous and heavy, milk soaking my chest, my stomach, spreading hot and wet across both our skins. Green on brown. Her body against mine. Every thrust squeezed more milk from her, warm rivulets that ran between us, pooling where our hips met. The contrast that hit me new every time: how soft she was, how strong, how it felt when the strongest person I knew finally let someone hold her.

“Fill me,” she said. Her voice cracked. Her voice, the one that commanded kitchens and organized escapes and ran a settlement of twenty people with one hand while nursing a baby with the other, breaking apart. “I give and give and give. Every day. The milk, the food, the management, the planning. Everyone takes from me, Thorn. Everyone pulls.” Her eyes held mine, burning and wet. “Fill me back up.”

I buried myself inside her. Deep. Her eyes rolled and her nails dug into my shoulders, carving crescents into my skin. I found her breasts and squeezed while I thrust, and milk sprayed with every compression. Against my chest. Against her own chin and throat. Against the headboard behind her, white arcs on dark wood, milk running down the grain. Her tits were so full that every squeeze sent jets from both nipples at once, the dual spray catching the lamplight, milk raining back down onto her green skin and running in rivulets along every curve.

“Yours,” she gasped. Her pussy clenched tight around me, gripping with each word. “All of it. The milk. The farm. The kitchen. All yours.”

I gripped one enormous breast and brought my mouth to the nipple, sucking hard while I pounded into her, tasting the sweet rich flood and feeling her tighten and grip with each draw. Her composure shattered. Not the controlled crack she allowed in public, the slight tremor that said she was moved. Full collapse. She came the second time screaming my name into the crook of her arm, clenching so tight around me I saw stars, her pussy milking my cock in rhythmic spasms, her thick thighs locked around me, heels driving into my ass pulling me as deep as I could go, milk spraying from both breasts in arcs that painted the pillow white.

I pushed deep one last time and finished inside her with a groan that I felt in my back teeth. My cock pulsed, emptying in long hot spurts deep in her clenching heat while her body gripped and milked every drop. I stayed buried, face pressed between her breasts, mouth still on her nipple, warm milk and the salt of her skin and the raw scent of her, Bramble, the one who poured herself out for everyone, flooding my senses. I could feel my cum pooling inside her, thick and hot, and when I shifted my hips she whimpered and clenched again, holding me in.

We lay there. Breathing. Soaked.

The sheets were destroyed. Milk everywhere. On both of us, on the headboard, on the pillow, on the quilt that had survived three seasons of use and had just met its match. She leaked slowly onto my chest as her breathing settled, slow drops that rolled down my ribs and pooled in the hollow of my hip. Her full breasts pressed against my side, spent and still producing, because Bramble never stopped producing anything.

Her hand stroked my hair. Her fingers traced behind my ear. Strong all day. Gentle now. Letting someone hold her for once.

“You’re the only person who takes from me,” she murmured. “Everyone else, I feed. The baby, the settlement, the animals through the irrigation. I pour myself out every day.” She kissed the top of my head. Her lips were soft and her breath smelled like the herbal tea she drank every evening. “You, I pour INTO.” A pause. Her voice steadied. Bramble returning, rebuilding the composure brick by brick. “Never stop.”

I kissed her sternum, between her breasts, tasting the last of the milk on her green skin. “Never.”

In the cradle beside the bed, Willow slept through all of it. Her tiny fist was curled around a fold of blanket, her dark hair a fuzz against the pillow. The faintest green glow flickered across her closed eyelids, like a candle behind a leaf. And the dried herb bundle hanging from the cradle rail, the one Nettle had tied there weeks ago as a respiratory aid, put out three new leaves.

Morning.

Bramble was at the kitchen table before anyone else, hair back in its working bun, apron tied tight, porridge bubbling on the hearth. Willow in the sling, babbling happily, one tiny hand gripping the edge of Bramble’s apron. Two wet circles showed through her blouse, darker than the fabric, spreading slowly. She served plates and mugs without acknowledging them.

Pip stared at the spots. Her eyes tracked from one wet circle to the other and a grin spread across her face like sunrise over the south field.

“Must be raining.”

“Eat,” Bramble said, without looking up.

Pip ate. The grin didn’t go anywhere.

Thistle arrived from the construction site, sawdust in her choppy hair. She sat, took her bowl, and ate three spoonfuls before her gaze landed on Bramble’s blouse. She looked at the spots. Looked at me. Looked at the spots again. Her ears went dark olive and she returned her full attention to the porridge with the intensity of a woman studying sacred text.

Sedge ate her third helping. Didn’t notice anything. Or if she did, she filed it under “not my business” and moved on, which was Sedge’s approach to most things that didn’t involve stone or food.

Nettle was writing in her journal. She looked up once, saw the wet circles, adjusted her goggles, wrote something rapid, and went back to her data. I caught a fragment upside-down: “Subject B continues elevated production. Overnight output estimated at…”

I stopped reading.

The morning brought Dunhill.

His trade wagon rolled up the south road around ten, drawn by one of his farmhands’ horses. Dunhill himself sat beside the driver, wide-brimmed hat pulled low, oiled leather vest buttoned against the spring chill. He’d been honoring the trade contract they’d negotiated after the night raid. Salves for flour. Salt for growth compounds. Nails for Nettle’s joint remedy that his foreman said was the best thing that had ever touched his hands.

He tied up at the gate and walked the property at his habitual pace. Slowly. Assessing. Pale blue-gray eyes that took in everything and revealed nothing. He wasn’t a friend. He was a business arrangement. An arrangement that worked because both sides got something they couldn’t get elsewhere.

But today his eyes found the longhouse frame rising beyond the barn, and his expression tightened.

“How many now, Ashvale?” he asked.

“Enough to work the land.”

“That wasn’t our arrangement.” He turned to face me. Hands on his wide belt, boots planted, the posture of a man who’d been the biggest landowner in this valley for twenty years and wasn’t used to his neighbors growing faster than his corn. “I agreed to supply a farm. A farm with a farmer and some goblin workers. This is starting to look like something else.”

“It’s a farm that got bigger.”

“It’s a colony.” The word sat between us like a stone. “You’ve got, what, twenty greenskins up here now? More coming? People talk. My people talk. The village talks. ‘Ashvale’s building a goblin settlement.’ That’s what they’re saying. And some of them are remembering why they didn’t want goblins in this valley to begin with.”

I looked at him. The man who’d sent riders with an ultimatum the previous spring. Who’d poisoned my creek. Who’d then ridden to my defense against Ironhill because nobody burns crops in HIS Greenvale. Complicated didn’t begin to cover it.

“The trade terms stand,” I said. “Salves, growth compounds, joint remedy. At the prices Nettle set. The settlement doesn’t change that.”

“The settlement changes everything.” He picked up his hat and turned it in his hands. Working something over. “I didn’t ride here to fight, Ashvale. I rode here because I heard about the new arrivals and I needed to see it for myself.” He put the hat back on. “You’re building something that’s going to draw attention. More attention than a farm with four goblin workers. And I’m not the only one who’ll notice.”

He unloaded the supplies. Flour, salt, a box of nails. Loaded Nettle’s salve jars and a sealed container of diluted growth compound. The business side of Dunhill worked smoothly because it was profitable and because Nettle’s preparations were genuinely better than anything available in three valleys. His foreman’s arthritis was manageable for the first time in a decade. His wife’s joint pain was gone entirely after two weeks of Nettle’s concentrated salve. That bought more goodwill than any treaty.

He left without handshaking. But he left, which meant he wasn’t drawing lines. Not yet.

After the wagon was out of sight, Bramble appeared at the porch rail beside me. Willow asleep against her chest, one tiny hand curled around the fabric of her mother’s apron. Her gaze tracked the dust cloud heading south.

“He’s scared,” she said.

“He’s practical.”

“Those aren’t different things.” She leaned on the rail. “When the camp overseers got scared of how many goblins they were holding, they split us up. Sent groups to different sites. Broke the communities before they could organize.” She spoke flatly. Remembering. “Dunhill won’t do that. But the fear is the same. He sees green skin multiplying and his stomach drops.”

“We need him.”

“I know.” She looked at me. “Which means we need to give him more reasons to trade and fewer reasons to panic.” A beat. “Nettle’s working on a concentrated salve for Hollis’s wife. Rheumatism. If it works, every farmer in the valley will want it.” She paused. “I’ve also been developing a new pickling technique with the aquifer herbs. Preserves food twice as long. Maren could sell that in Willowford.”

I stared at her. “When did you develop a pickling technique?”

“January. Between three a.m. feedings.” She adjusted Willow. “I don’t sleep much, dear. Might as well be productive.”

The afternoon brought construction progress and the daily entertainment of watching Thistle and Sedge interact. Thistle stood on the wall frame, directing placement. Sedge hauled stone from the quarry pile and handed it up. Agate’s people did the mortar work, filling joints, tamping, leveling. The two adolescents ran water and tools.

Sedge worked with her vest off in the afternoon warmth. Her moss-green shoulders rolling as she lifted slabs, back muscles bunching and releasing, thick arms glistening with effort. She worked alongside me for the heavy lifts, the beams that needed two people, and the second person was actually keeping pace. Not holding the other end and letting me do the pulling. Actually pulling.

She caught me staring at her shoulders while we positioned a lintel. Grinned. “Foundation work is good for the appetite,” she said. “All kinds.”

I set the lintel and said nothing. She laughed. The sound was bright and easy and entirely free of the complexity that came with every other woman on this farm.

We sat on the quarry stones during the break, sharing water from the same flask. Sedge wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and looked out across the valley. Quiet, for once. The working quiet of someone remembering something.

“The quarry community had evenings like this,” she said. “After the shift. Sitting on the cut stones. Watching the light go.” She passed the flask back. “I thought I’d lost that. The sitting-still part. Turns out I just needed something worth sitting still for.”

She picked up her hammer and went back to work. I sat there a moment longer, watching her swing, and realized the uncomplicated contentment she carried wasn’t shallow. She just didn’t need anyone to see the deep parts.

Bramble served dinner at the family table. Eight chairs, one cradle. The longhouse crew ate at their own fire, Agate running the show. Through the kitchen window, the glow of the communal fire and the murmur of goblin voices carried across the yard. Separate roofs, shared ground.

Bramble’s stew tonight featured a Brackridge spice blend that Agate had shared as a diplomatic concession. It was spicier than anything Bramble usually made. A test, maybe, or a gift, or both.

Thistle tried it first. Her eyes widened. Her ears lay flat against her skull. Her face went a shade of olive that was closer to pale. She reached for her water cup and drained it in one pull.

Pip watched with delighted horror. “Is it spicy?”

Thistle set the empty cup down. Her voice was slightly strangled, the consonants fighting through what appeared to be an internal wildfire. “It’s adequate.”

She finished the entire bowl. Didn’t ask for water again. Pride would have carried her through a brushfire. When Bramble offered seconds, Thistle held out her bowl without hesitation. Her ears were streaming. She didn’t acknowledge it.

Sedge took her portion and ate it without any visible reaction except to ask for bread. Bramble watched her. Looked at the bowl. Looked at Sedge. Looked at the bowl again.

“You can’t taste the spice?”

“I can taste it.” Sedge tore bread and mopped her bowl. “Had worse at the quarry. We ate raw garlic to keep the cave beetles off.”

Pip leaned forward, fascinated. “What are cave beetles?”

“Insects the size of your fist. They bite.”

“Do they taste like anything?”

Sedge paused mid-chew. Considered this with the seriousness of a woman evaluating rock grain. “Garlic, mostly.”

Pip’s face contorted through several emotions in rapid succession, settling on horrified curiosity. “You ATE them?”

“They ate our food. We ate them. Circle of life.” Sedge reached for more bread.

Bramble served herself and sat. Tasted. Her ears flushed. “It needs more bread.” She made a note on her mental inventory. Bramble didn’t write things down. She carried the contents of a pantry, a kitchen schedule, a ration plan, and the dietary preferences of twenty people in her head simultaneously. I’d watched her adjust a meal plan mid-stir because she remembered that one of Agate’s miners was allergic to fennel.

After dinner, Pip fell asleep at the table with her head on her arms. Copper-red hair spread across the wood surface like a small fire, a dried dandelion still tangled near her temple. I carried her to her bedroll and she murmured something about turnips without waking. She was light enough that the carrying was more habit than effort. I pulled the blanket over her shoulders and she curled into it, lime-green fingers gripping the edge.

Thistle was outside, checking the night perimeter. Her routine. She circled the property once at dusk, once at full dark. Her sharp gaze scanning every shadow, every tree line, every fence post. Sorrel ran the deeper patrols, the forest and ridge routes. Between them, nothing got within a hundred yards of the farmhouse without detection.

Nettle was in the greenhouse. Always in the greenhouse at night. The lantern glow through the glass panels was as much a part of the farm’s evening landscape as the chimney smoke. She’d be in there until midnight, measuring, documenting, worrying about concentrations and implications and the thing under the earth that she couldn’t name. Through the glass, I could see her bent over the workbench, dark green braid hanging over one shoulder, goggles pulled down, hands moving between sample jars and journal with mechanical rhythm. Her ass in those overworked leggings stretched the fabric obscenely as she bent to check a lower shelf. I watched for a beat longer than necessary and she didn’t catch me this time. Small mercy.

Fern was with the animals, settling them for the night. Soft words and softer hands. The livestock knew her voice the way they knew water and grain. Essential. Calming. Part of the world. I heard her through the barn wall, murmuring to Clover, a low unbroken stream of nothing-words that had meaning only in tone. Stump huffed from his stall. Fern laughed, soft and rare.

Sorrel was out. On patrol. Doing what she did. Somewhere in the dark, tawny-green skin invisible against spring undergrowth, reading the forest for signs I’d never learn to see.

And Sedge was in the barn with the construction materials, organizing tomorrow’s stone supply. I could hear her hammer ringing against a chisel, trimming a slab that hadn’t split clean. Even her night work was productive. The ringing had a rhythm that was almost musical, even and confident and completely at ease. The sound of a woman doing what she was born to do.

I stood on the porch. Listening to all of it. The sounds of a settlement settling in. Twenty heartbeats scattered across the farm, each one mine to protect.

Bramble came out. Willow asleep in the bedroom. She stood beside me, close enough that her hip touched mine. Her blouse was already damp again. Two hours since the last nursing, and her body was producing like the aquifer itself, responding to demand by providing more than anyone could use.

She leaned into me. Heavy, warm, smelling of spice and bread and milk. Her deep emerald skin was nearly black in the darkness, her pointed ears catching the starlight, her dark green hair loose around her shoulders. She rarely wore it down. When she did, it fell past her shoulder blades, thick and glossy, smelling of the herbs she dried above the kitchen window.

“I should check on Agate’s group,” she said. But she didn’t move.

“In a minute.”

“In a minute,” she agreed.

We stood at the kitchen window, looking out. The stars were out. The meltwater had stopped dripping. Spring was settling in for real. The creek murmured along the eastern boundary, and the peepers had started in the shallows.

She kissed my jaw. Soft. Her lips warm against the stubble I hadn’t scraped in three days. “Tomorrow we pour the longhouse hearth foundation.”

“I know.”

“Sedge says it needs to cure three days before we light a fire.”

“Sounds right.”

“Good.” She turned to go inside. Paused at the door. Her eyes glinted in the starlight. “She’s strong, that new one.”

“She is.”

Bramble’s expression was layered, hard to read. She’d been managing group dynamics since the camp, and she understood that every new person changed the shape of things. What I saw in her face was calculation. Bramble assessing a new variable and deciding she trusted the balance she’d built enough to let it shift.

“Don’t let her break you, dear. I need you functional.”

She went inside. I heard her laugh, soft and low, all the way to the bedroom.


Chapter 4: The Builder’s Rest

Thistle hadn’t stopped moving in three days.

I’d watched the pattern build the way I’d learned to watch weather: by reading the signs before the storm arrived.

Dawn: she was already at the longhouse site before breakfast, chalking lines and snapping measurements. Her eyes scanning the timbers she’d staged the night before, checking every joint she’d marked, every crossbeam she’d calculated. Morning: directing refugee labor with clipped commands and zero tolerance for imprecision. She’d bark “higher” and a beam would shift an inch. “Left.” Half an inch. “Again.” She was teaching goblins who’d spent years in mines how to build with the same standards she held for herself, and she was doing it through sheer force of will and a gold-eyed glare that could straighten a crooked nail from across the room.

Midday: she argued with Sedge about bracing angles and won half the arguments and lost the other half and never admitted which was which. Sedge took the losses with her usual cheerful equanimity, which drove Thistle to distraction. You couldn’t fight someone who wouldn’t fight back. The best Thistle could manage was a muttered “rock-skulled titan” that Sedge interpreted as affection, which made it worse.

Afternoon: she personally checked every joint, every seam, every stone face. Ran her fingers along each one. Tapped. Measured. If something was a quarter-inch off level, she pulled it and reset it. If mortar had been applied unevenly, she scraped it out and redid it. Perfection wasn’t a goal for Thistle. It was a minimum requirement.

Evening: she sharpened tools, inventoried materials, and planned tomorrow’s work while everyone else ate. She’d eat standing up, bowl in one hand, chisel in the other, food going in while steel was coming out sharp.

She was brilliant at it. The longhouse was rising faster than anyone expected, tight and solid and built to weather anything the valley could throw. The refugee goblins were learning under her direction, gaining confidence with tools they’d never held for their own purposes. The adolescent girl who’d asked for a hammer was setting fence posts with plumb-line accuracy.

And Thistle was unraveling.

I’d seen this before. Twice. When Dunhill’s sabotage campaign the previous spring had her patrolling the perimeter until she shook. When Ironhill’s scouts pushed her into a spiral last autumn that only stopped when she asked me for the rope.

The pattern was the same. Threat registered. Control deployed. Control escalated. Sleep collapsed. Temper sharpened. She’d snapped at Pip that morning for talking too loud near the construction site. “Some of us are concentrating, you lime-colored disaster.” Pip, for once, had gone quiet, her amber eyes tracking Thistle’s choppy movements with the concern of a girl who knew that Thistle’s insults were affection, but Thistle’s real cruelty was silence.

She’d growled at one of Agate’s people for setting a corner stone a quarter-inch off level. The man, who’d worked the Brackridge mines for fifteen years and knew stone better than most people knew their own children, had stared at her. Agate had intervened with a quiet word. Thistle had apologized by fixing the stone herself, which was Thistle’s version of flowers and a card.

She’d told Sedge to “do it right or don’t do it” about a beam angle that was, by any reasonable standard, perfectly fine. Sedge had looked at her with that steady gaze and said “Show me right” and Thistle had shown her and it was perfect and that somehow made everything worse because Thistle couldn’t be angry at Sedge for producing imperfect work when Sedge kept producing excellent work.

She couldn’t turn it off. The watchers on the ridge. The Compact scouts that Sorrel reported getting closer every patrol. The expansion of the settlement, twenty mouths instead of seven. The new goblins who didn’t know the alarm system. The longhouse that had to be perfect because if it wasn’t, people she’d decided were her responsibility would be cold or wet or vulnerable. Everything fed into the engine of Thistle’s anxiety and the only output was work, work, work until her hands shook and her eyes went red-rimmed and her body ran on coffee and pride and the stubborn refusal to admit that she needed something she couldn’t build with a hammer.

Pip found me at the south field fence around noon.

She jumped onto me like always. Legs wrapping around my torso, bare feet hooking behind my back. Her weight was nothing. I caught her one-handed, my arm under her hips, and she kissed me hard, her copper-red hair wild against my face, her lime-green skin warm from the morning sun. She tasted like the wild strawberries she’d been foraging with the refugee adolescents.

“You’ve been building all week,” she said against my mouth. “I miss you.”

“I’m right here.”

“You’re HERE but you’re not HERE.” She pulled back. Amber eyes bright, earnest. Her cloth band had slipped to reveal the upper curve of one small breast, lime-green and flushed brighter with exertion. “You’re thinking about foundations and stone and Thistle’s mood and the watchers on the ridge and you forgot that your extremely attractive and very available goblin girlfriend is RIGHT HERE.”

She wasn’t wrong.

“I’m also very good at redirecting attention,” she said. “It’s one of my skills. Along with foraging, animal whispering, and being the loudest person on any given farm.”

“You’re good at all of those.”

“I know.” She kissed me again. “Behind the barn. Now.”

She dragged me behind the barn. Not to the creek, not to the south field, not to any of the places she’d staked out over the years as exhibition territory. Behind the barn, standing, her back against the rough stone wall. Quick and intentional. No audience. Just Pip.

She yanked my trousers down while standing on her toes, her small green fingers wrapping around my cock the instant it sprang free, stroking with an eager grip, her fingers quick and urgent. I lifted her one-handed, her wrap-skirt riding up past her hips, her cloth band already shoved aside to bare her perky tits, nipples hard and lime-green in the afternoon light. She was soaked, her pussy hot against my shaft as I positioned her, her arousal slicking the length of me before I’d even pushed in.

“No audience this time,” she said, wrapping her legs around my waist. They couldn’t reach all the way. They never could. Her bare thighs pressed against my hips, her bare feet dangling six inches off the ground. “Just you and me and this wall.”

I entered her in one thrust. She gasped, head falling back against the stone, her tiny body pinned between me and the barn wall. Lime-green skin bright against the gray stone. Tight. Wet. Her pussy stretched around me and gripped, the size difference as obscene as ever, my cock filling her to the limit in this small frame. Her perky breasts bounced as I drove into her, the nipples catching on my shirt with each stroke. Quick. Standing. Her fingers dug into my shoulders hard enough to leave marks. She was loud. Deliberately, cheerfully, Pip-level loud.

“YES. Right there. Harder. Thorn, RIGHT THERE.”

From the construction site, forty yards away, I heard Thistle’s hammer pause mid-swing.

I slammed into her, pinning her against the stone with my hips, grinding deep. Her tiny body jolted with each thrust, her red tangles bouncing wild, her eyes rolling. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled herself tighter against me, angling her hips so I hit the spot that made her gasp and go rigid.

Pip came with a cry that echoed off the barn wall and probably reached the chicken coop. She clung to me, shuddering, her pussy clenching in fast rhythmic pulses around my cock, lime-green body flushing darker green at her cheeks and ears and the tips of her small pointed breasts. I came inside her with a groan, buried deep, feeling her pussy milk every pulse out of me while she shook and whimpered against my neck. My face pressed against her hair, breathing her in. Wildflowers and clean sweat and the faint sweetness of spring. I felt my cum leak from where we were still joined, a warm trickle running down the inside of her thigh.

She grinned through the aftershocks. Waved through a gap in the barn boards toward the construction site.

“SORRY NOT SORRY.”

A nail hit the barn wall from the other side. Thrown. Accurately. It embedded itself a quarter-inch into the wood.

Pip cackled. I set her down. She adjusted her cloth band, smoothed her wrap-skirt, and walked back to the farmhouse with a shameless strut, hips swinging, wanting everyone to know exactly what had just happened.

Pip to the bone. Shameless. Loud. Claiming her time with me even when the world was busy, because she’d learned that if she didn’t claim things, they got taken. Some things didn’t change. Some things didn’t need to.

An hour later, Sorrel came in from patrol.

She found me at the well, checking the winch mechanism Thistle had built last autumn. Her tawny-green skin was dusty from the ridge trail, her amber-brown eyes flat with the focused stillness she wore when delivering field intelligence. Three dressed rabbits hung from her belt, still warm.

“I tracked them,” she said. No preamble. Sorrel and Nettle shared a disdain for preamble. “The boot prints. Past the ridge, through the north forest, along the creek drainage.” She squatted beside me. Drew in the dirt with a stick, her thin hands quick and precise. “Two men. Dark clothing, tight cut. Professional movers. They carry leather packs with Compact-style stitching. No visible weapons.”

“Armed?”

“Probably concealed. They move like men who know how to fight but don’t expect to.” She drew a line from the ridge to the farm boundary. “They’re not attacking. They’re MAPPING. I found a spot where they sat for three hours.” She pointed at the stick-drawn farm layout. “From that position, they could see the farmhouse, the barn, the greenhouse, and the well. They had a clear sightline to Nettle’s garden and the chicken run.”

“Still two?”

“Two regulars. But yesterday a third came and went. Stayed half a day, left heading north. Courier, maybe. Relaying information back to whoever’s coordinating this.” She looked at me. Her gaze held the controlled intensity she’d built over months of turning fear into focus. “These aren’t scouts. They’re surveyors. Drawing the farm’s entire layout for someone who wants to know where everything is.”

I looked at the well. The stone cap Thistle had designed. Sedge was cutting the finished version from quarry stone. The most important twelve square feet on the property.

“They’re Compact,” I said.

“I believe so.” Sorrel paused. Her ears twitched, her tell when she was processing something she didn’t like. “The north fork road is their supply line. They know the back routes into this valley.”

“Keep tracking. Dawn and dusk. Take two of Agate’s people on rotation if they’ll do it.”

“Three volunteered this morning.” A flicker in her gaze. Surprise, maybe. The surprise she still felt when people treated her as someone worth following. When people looked at the silent girl with the bow and saw a leader instead of a shadow. “They want to help.”

“Good.”

She stood. Nodded once. Pressed the dressed rabbits into my hands. Her way of saying: I reported, I hunted, I provided. Three actions. No unnecessary words.

“Sorrel.”

She paused.

“Three volunteers is good. That’s trust. You earned that.”

Her eyes flickered. Not pride, exactly. Still learning that being followed wasn’t the same as being hunted. She dipped her chin half an inch. The closest Sorrel came to accepting a compliment without deflecting it.

Then she melted back into the tree line, dissolving into shadow.

I found Thistle at the construction site that evening.

The refugee crew had gone to the longhouse fire. Agate’s people were eating, the murmur of conversation and the smell of Bramble’s bread carrying across the commons. The construction site was empty except for Thistle, hunched over the tool rack in the fading light, a whetstone in one hand and a chisel in the other.

The chisel was already sharp. I could see the edge from ten feet away, catching the last of the daylight, fine enough to split hair. She was sharpening it anyway. Scrape. Scrape. Scrape. The sound like a small animal scratching at something it couldn’t reach.

Her hands were shaking.

Not dramatically. Just a tremor, barely visible unless you were watching for it. Exhaustion and tension held so long that the muscles forgot how to relax. Her olive-green forearms were taut, the parallel punishment scars from the camps standing white against the strained skin. Her choppy auburn hair was dusty with stone grit. Her tool belt hung from one hip, cinched tighter than usual.

“Thistle.”

“What.” She didn’t look up. The chisel scraped against the stone with a sound that set my teeth on edge.

“When did you last sleep?”

“I sleep.”

“When?”

The scraping stopped. She held the chisel in front of her, examining the edge with eyes that were red-rimmed and fever-bright. Her green skin was drawn tight across her cheekbones. She’d lost weight she couldn’t afford to lose, the compact muscle of her body going stringy with overwork. Her leather chest-wrap hung looser than usual, her small firm breasts barely pressing the material. Her tool belt cinched tighter to compensate.

“There’s too much to do,” she said. “The longhouse isn’t finished. The well cap isn’t fitted. The north perimeter needs reinforcement along the drainage gully. The new goblins don’t know the alarm system. Sedge’s foundation work is good but the drainage needs regrading and if it rains before the mortar cures the east wall will develop seepage and I’ve seen what seepage does to stone over a winter and I won’t have it, not to MY building.”

“Thistle.”

She stopped. Set the chisel down. Her hands were still shaking. She looked at them. Spread the fingers. Watched the tremor. Her eyes went from fierce to open. Scared. I’d seen that look on her a handful of times.

She looked at me. Not the gold-eyed glare that challenged the world. Something underneath the fierceness. Something that she’d learned to let me see, only me, over a year of nights and bruises and ropes and slow-earned trust that had cost her more courage than any fight she’d ever picked.

“I can’t stop,” she said. Small voice. She’d killed a slaver with a rock. Held a fence alone against enforcers. And right now, in the lamplight of an empty construction site, she sounded like a child. “If I stop, I’ll think about the watchers. About what they’re mapping. About what comes after the mapping. And if I think about that, I’ll…”

She pressed her palms flat on the work bench. Her forearm scars, the parallel punishment lines from the camps, stood white against her skin. Her pointed ears were flat against her skull.

“I’m tired of fighting,” she said. “Not them. Not the Compact. I’m tired of fighting the thing in my head that never stops scanning. It catalogues every sound. Checks each one against the list of sounds that mean danger. I close my eyes and it’s still running, still preparing, still waiting for the next boot on the ground.”

She reached for the hemp rope coiled on a hook. The good rope, the one she used for lashing beams. Her fingers closed around it. Held it. Then she reached for something else: two small beeswax plugs, the kind Nettle had shaped for her last month. Smooth, warm-colored, sized precisely for goblin ears.

“I need everything off,” she whispered.

I took the rope from her. Took the plugs. Looked at her face. Looked at the eyes that were asking me for the one thing she’d never been able to give herself. Silence.

I led her to the barn.

Lamplight. Hay bales stacked along the wall. The horse blanket that had wrapped her after every surrender, folded on the beam she knew, the beam that had held her weight a dozen times. The barn smelled like hay and wood and the lingering warmth of animals. Quiet. Private. The space that was ours the way the kitchen was Bramble’s and the greenhouse was Nettle’s and the creek was Pip’s.

I tied her wrists in front of her. Firm, not cutting. The knots she’d taught me to tie, the ones that held under strain but released with a single pull. She tested them. I knew she would. The testing was part of it, the moment where her fighter’s brain confirmed it couldn’t break free and the part underneath the fighter, the part that had been screaming for quiet for three weeks, exhaled.

I lifted her arms. Looped the rope over the beam. Her feet touched the hay, but barely. Her weight hung on her wrists, on the rope, on the trust she’d placed in me. Her olive-green body in the lamplight, tight and toned, scars visible on her forearms and collarbone, small firm breasts straining the leather chest-wrap, her wild auburn hair falling across her face.

I blindfolded her with a strip of soft linen. Her breathing quickened. Her ears perked, compensating for lost sight. Every sound in the barn amplified. The hay settling. The creak of the beam. My boots on the packed earth. A chicken murmuring in the coop outside. The distant drip of the irrigation channel.

She was tracking all of it. Cataloguing. The fighter’s brain, running on its last reserves, trying to maintain the perimeter scan even with her eyes covered.

Then I lifted her hands and pressed the beeswax plugs gently into her ears.

She flinched. Hard. Her whole body went rigid, every muscle in her small frame locking. The blindfold twitched as her eyes squeezed shut underneath. Her jaw clenched. Her bound fists closed.

Thistle, who never stopped scanning, who catalogued every footstep and filed every sound against her mental ledger of threats, was suddenly standing in nothing. No sight. No sound. Only the touch of the rope on her wrists and the memory of where she was and the trust she’d built over a year of nights that told her the man who’d done this to her would never hurt her.

For ten seconds, she trembled. A full-body shake, her green skin rippling with it, her small frame vibrating like a plucked string.

Then her shoulders dropped. Her jaw unclenched. Her fists opened. The tension that had built for three weeks, the tension that had been building since the first boot prints appeared on the ridge, bled out through her fingertips and toes and the tips of her pointed ears. She stood in the silence and the dark and her body remembered what rest felt like.

I let her wait.

Ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty. She didn’t know where the next touch would come. She didn’t know when. Her breathing was the only sound she could hear, muffled and internal, the steady rhythm of her own lungs. And even that slowed. Deepened. The rhythm of a woman falling into the space between consciousness and sleep, held upright by rope and trust.

I placed my rough palm flat on her stomach.

She jolted. A full-body flinch, her abs contracting hard under my hand, a gasp punching from her chest. Without sight or sound, every nerve ending had woken up. My hand was the entire world. The rough texture of my callouses on her smooth skin. The warmth of my palm. The span of my fingers across her flat belly. She couldn’t predict it, couldn’t anticipate it, couldn’t prepare for it. She could only feel.

I didn’t move my hand. Held it there. Let her process the contact. Her breathing hitched. Then settled. Then hitched again when I dragged my thumb slowly across the ridge of her hip bone.

I pressed my mouth to her collarbone scar. The one from the slavers. The one she wore like a badge, visible above every binding she’d ever tied. My lips on the raised tissue. She shuddered. A sound came from her throat, half moan, half sob. She couldn’t hear it. I could.

I ran my hands down her sides. Over the leather binding. Her small firm breasts underneath, nipples hard against my palms through the leather. Over her flat stomach, her narrow hips, the belt she still wore. I unbuckled it slowly. Let the weight drop. She twitched at the vibration she couldn’t hear, the familiar pull suddenly absent from her hip.

I yanked down the chest-wrap. Pulled it over her small tits, the leather catching on her hard nipples. She gasped. Scarred olive-green skin, exposed to the lamplight and the air. The collarbone scar. The forearm scars above the rope. The chest-wrap bunched around her waist. Her small breasts, firm, barely an A-cup, the nipples dark olive and tight with arousal.

She was shaking. Not from cold. From the intensity of touch amplified by the absence of everything else. Every sensation was raw. The air on her bare skin. The hay-scented warmth of the barn. My breath against her neck, which she could feel but not hear.

I traced the scars on her forearms. Slowly. Each parallel line, each memory of a punishment she’d survived. She trembled under my fingers. Not pulling away. Holding still.

I spanked her.

Open palm. Hard. On the tight curve of her bare ass through her cut-off leggings.

She yelped into silence she couldn’t hear. Her body jerked against the rope. The sound bounced off the barn walls but she heard nothing. Only the impact. Only the sharp bloom of heat on her skin.

I spanked her again. Harder. She pressed back into it, her hips shifting, her bound hands gripping the rope. I peeled her leggings down. Bare green ass, tight, firm, the flesh barely giving under my palm. I slapped it hard and her skin darkened from olive to deep green under my hand. The handprint visible on green skin in the lamplight, five fingers clear against her small round cheek.

She pressed back for the next one. Wordless demand. She couldn’t hear “harder” leave her own lips, but I read it in the arch of her spine, in the way her small body strained toward my hand, chasing the impact.

I gave her harder. Three more. Each one driving a sound from her that she couldn’t hear but I felt through the vibration of her body. Short, sharp gasps that dissolved into moans. Her ass reddened under each slap, her skin flushing darker with each strike, and between her thighs I could see her arousal glistening, wet threads catching the lamplight. The spanking was making her drip.

I pulled her leggings the rest of the way down. Freed my cock and guided myself to her entrance. She was soaked. The anticipation, the deprivation, the surrender had done what three weeks of control and vigilance couldn’t. She was beyond wet. My cock slid through her folds and her whole body jolted, a shudder running from her bound wrists to her toes. She was trembling with need.

I entered her from behind. Standing, her bound wrists looped over the beam, her taut body angled forward, her weight on the rope and her toes in the hay. Her pussy opened and gripped, tight and hot and clenching before I was halfway in. I pushed deep in one slow stroke and she screamed. Mouth open, head back, a raw animal sound she couldn’t hear but I could. It echoed in the barn. Desperate in a way Thistle never allowed herself to sound when she could hear herself being desperate. Without the feedback of her own voice, without the self-consciousness of knowing how she sounded, the sounds that came from her were pure. Unfiltered. The sounds of a woman who had finally, completely, stopped monitoring herself.

Her body was the entire universe. Every stroke, every shift of angle, every press of my hips against her small firm ass registered tenfold. Without sight or sound, touch was all that existed. The grain of wood against her bare chest where she pressed against the beam, her small firm nipples dragging on the rough timber. My fingers on her hip bones, gripping, holding, controlling the angle. The weight of the rope on her wrists. The stretch of my cock filling her, the drag of the withdrawal, the slam of re-entry. Each beat of sensation amplified by the void where sight and sound should have been. I could feel every clench of her around me, every flutter, her body gripping and releasing with each thrust like a fist learning to hold on.

I spanked her mid-thrust, open palm on her reddened ass. Her body convulsed. She clamped down so hard around me it was almost painful. I reached around and found her clit while driving into her, two fingers circling the swollen bud, drenched with her arousal, and she shattered. Silent scream, mouth open, every muscle in her small body locking at once. Her skin flushed dark from hairline to hip, the olive deepening to forest. Her pointed ears pinned flat against her skull. Her back arched against the rope, her small frame going rigid. Her pussy clamped around my cock in rhythmic spasms, milking me, gripping so hard the beam creaked with the force of her body straining against it. Her juices ran down the inside of her thighs, dripping onto the hay beneath us.

I followed. Buried myself to the hilt and held, my forehead pressed between her shoulder blades, breathing hard against her scarred skin. The release hit like a hammer strike, sudden and total, every muscle in my body locking as I emptied inside her. No rhythm left. Just the raw flood of it, pouring into the tight heat of her surrender, the warmth spreading between us. She made a small sound at the feeling of it, a broken hum, and pressed back against me. What absolute surrender felt like from someone who’d held the world together for three weeks straight. My cum leaked from where we were joined, thick and slick, running down to mingle with her own wetness on her thighs.

For a long moment, neither of us moved.

I removed the earplugs first.

Gently. One, then the other. The barn sounds flooded back. Hay settling. Wind against the wall. A chicken murmuring in the coop. The steady drip of meltwater from the eaves. The distant, muffled sound of Pip laughing at something in the farmhouse.

She sobbed once. Sharp. The sound of someone returning to a world that never shut up, that never stopped feeding her ears with information she’d have to process and categorize and respond to. For ten minutes, her mind had been quieter than any moment since she was captured by slavers and learned that silence meant vulnerability and vulnerability meant death. Leaving that quiet behind cost her something.

Then the blindfold. I untied it gently. Peeled it away from her face.

Her eyes were clear. Bright but not red-rimmed. The tension that had carved her face for three weeks was gone. The cords in her neck, the set of her jaw, the narrowed assessment in her gaze. All of it smoothed. She looked younger. She looked rested for the first time since the thaw.

“Quiet,” she whispered. Her voice was rough. “It was so quiet, Thorn.”

I untied her wrists. She didn’t grab my shirt. She didn’t go limp against my chest. She stood on her own feet. Rolled her shoulders. Took a deep breath that filled her lungs from the bottom and pushed everything else out. Three weeks of held breath, finally released.

Then she leaned into me. Forehead against my chest. Her small hands, strong and finally still, resting flat on my ribs.

“Thank you,” she said.

She picked up her tool belt. Buckled it on. Walked out of the barn.

I watched her cross the yard. Small. Four foot nine. Scarred forearms, choppy hair, bare feet on cold ground. She walked lighter than I’d seen her move in weeks, as though she’d set something crushing on the ground behind her and kept going.

Her stride was steady. Her ears were up. Her eyes caught the lamplight from the kitchen window and for a second, just a second, they were warm.

Dawn.

Thistle at the construction site. Calm. Not coiled, not snapping, not running on the fumes of anxiety and pride that had fueled her for weeks. She directed the morning crew with measured instructions. Patient. Exacting. Her standards unchanged, her expectations no less sharp, but delivered without the razor edge that had been cutting everyone around her.

A refugee goblin set a beam crooked. The old Thistle would have ripped it out with a snarl that sent him stumbling. The old Thistle would have fixed it herself and told him to go carry water where he couldn’t damage anything structural.

This Thistle walked over. Adjusted it with her own hands, showing the angle, guiding his grip with steady fingers. Her eyes were patient. Not soft. Thistle’s eyes would never be soft. But the blade behind them was sheathed.

“Like this. Again.”

The goblin tried. Better this time. She nodded. Almost imperceptibly. But the man saw it, and his shoulders straightened.

Sedge, carrying a stone slab on one shoulder, watched from across the site. Her gaze tracked Thistle’s movements. The calm. The patience. The way Thistle’s eyes weren’t scanning for threats every three seconds.

Her mouth curved slightly. She said nothing.

But there was respect in that steady gaze. The kind you gave someone who’d found a way to put down a weight they’d been carrying too long. The kind you gave good stone that had been under pressure and come out clean.

Thistle felt the gaze. Looked up. Held it for a beat.

“What?” she said.

Sedge shrugged the stone slab into position. “Nothing. Good morning.”

Thistle’s ears twitched. She looked at the slab. Ran her hand along the joint. Checked the seam.

“It’s adequate,” she said.


Chapter 5: Two Voices

Spring had taken root in the valley like a guest who’d decided to stay.

The mornings came earlier now, the light stretching across the valley before anyone except Bramble was awake. I’d find her in the kitchen at first gray, Willow in the sling, the hearth already crackling, two pots on the stove. The smell of porridge and the faint herbal sweetness of her milk hanging in the warm air. She cooked for the family first, then packed a second round for Agate’s kitchen, the ingredients portioned with iron discipline because abundance hadn’t made her careless.

The fields were greening fast, the winter rye turned under and the first spring plantings pushing through warm soil. Nettle’s concentrated growth compounds, twice as potent from the cold-season aquifer, had the seedlings erupting three days ahead of schedule. She walked the rows every morning with her journal, goggles pushed up, sage-green eyes bright, scribbling measurements with an intensity that suggested the plants were personally offending her expectations by growing too well. I’d pass her on my way to the south field and she’d mutter something about “anomalous germination rates” without looking up, her ink-stained fingers moving across the page, her round dark emerald ass in those straining leggings swaying as she knelt to examine a root system.

The longhouse was taking shape. Walls up, roof frame in place, Thistle directing the final beam placements with the measured calm she’d carried since the barn. Sedge hauled stone and timber with an appetite for labor that matched her appetite for everything else. The two builders had found their rhythm: Thistle snapped orders, Sedge followed or didn’t, the building rose either way, and the arguments about chimney placement had evolved from “openly hostile” through “mutually disdainful” into something that almost resembled collaboration. Yesterday I’d caught Sedge handing Thistle a chisel before Thistle had asked for it. Neither acknowledged the moment. Both pretended it hadn’t happened.

The settlement worked. Two kitchens running. A construction crew. A patrol route. A greenhouse producing more than the farm could use, the surplus going into Nettle’s compound stores. Twenty mouths fed. One baby growing. The root cellar was filling instead of emptying.

Fern was teaching three of Agate’s people to handle the livestock. Milking Clover was an art form. The goat would only cooperate if approached from the left side, spoken to in a calm voice, and offered a handful of grain before the first pull. Deviation from this protocol resulted in Clover kicking the milking pail across the barn. Fern demonstrated with the patience she brought to everything: steady hands, soft words, her unhurried competence, the quality that made animals trust her.

“Like this,” she told the young goblin woman holding the pail. “Talk to her. She needs to know you’re safe.”

“What do I say?”

“Anything. She doesn’t speak our language. She speaks tone.”

Pip organized a foraging expedition with three refugees who knew eastern forest plants. She ran them through the woods at a pace that left all three breathless and yielded two baskets of early spring greens, a cluster of wild garlic, and the discovery of a new mushroom colony that Nettle declared “potentially significant.” Pip declared it “lunch.”

Nettle trained two Brackridge goblins with basic herb knowledge in compound preparation. They stood at her workbench in the greenhouse while she demonstrated distillation techniques with rapid-fire exactness, clearly finding the process both essential and painful.

“Temperature must not exceed a hundred and seventy degrees. Higher than that and the active terpenes degrade. Lower and the extraction is incomplete.” She adjusted a glass tube. “This is not complicated. This is merely precise. There is a difference.”

The Brackridge goblins exchanged a glance. One of them raised a hand. “What’s a terpene?”

Nettle closed her eyes. Counted to three. Opened them. “A volatile organic compound produced by plants as a defense mechanism. In layman’s terms: the thing that makes herbs work.”

“Why didn’t you just say that?”

Nettle adjusted her goggles. The lenses caught the greenhouse light and flashed. Her dark emerald skin had flushed slightly along her pointed ears, which was what happened when Nettle encountered a learning curve in someone else that she couldn’t resolve with bigger words.

“Inadequate methodology breeds inadequate understanding,” she said. She resumed her demonstration. The Brackridge goblins took notes on bark strips with charcoal. One of them wrote “terpene = makes herbs work” and circled it three times.

Pip dropped off a basket of foraged greens at the greenhouse door, glanced at the teaching session, and said, “How’s it going?”

“We’re learning about turpentines,” one of the Brackridge goblins said.

“Terpenes,” Nettle said, without turning around.

“That’s what I said.”

Nettle’s goggles fogged from the force of her sigh.

Sorrel’s evolution was the quietest and the most remarkable.

She spoke in short sentences regularly now. Not flowing conversation. Not Pip’s chatter or Bramble’s low authority. But measured, chosen words that carried weight precisely because she’d spent years without them. She commanded a patrol of three refugee goblins who’d volunteered after the night defense. She taught them snare techniques in the north woods, correcting placement with brief, clear instructions.

“Closer to the run. Rabbits don’t walk on open ground.”

“How close?”

“Where the grass is pressed flat. Animals use the same paths. Like people.”

She was good at it, in a way that still surprised her when she caught herself leading. The silent hunter who’d survived alone for months was becoming a leader. Not because she sought it. Because people followed competence, and Sorrel’s competence in the forest was absolute.

At midday, Sedge and I ate lunch at the quarry cut. Bread, hard cheese, water from the same flask. She sat with her back against a slab she’d split that morning, legs stretched out, moss-green skin dusty with stone grit. She ate without speaking for a while, which was unusual. Sedge always ate with commentary about the food or the stone or both.

“You named your daughter after a tree,” she said.

“Fern named her. After the willows.”

Sedge nodded. Chewed. “At the quarry, we named ourselves after what we could see. Stone. Flint. Slate. I picked Sedge because it grew in the cracks. Only green thing in the whole pit.” She brushed crumbs from her vest. “I liked that. Something alive where it shouldn’t be.”

She passed the flask back. Her calloused fingers brushed mine, warm and rough. She held my gaze for a beat. Not the level assessment she gave stone, not the challenge she’d bring later. Something quieter. A woman who’d walked out of a collapsed quarry and walked until she found somewhere to grow.

“Good cheese,” she said, and went back to work.

That evening at the family table, the mood was easy in a way that had nothing to do with the hearth. Bramble had made rosemary bread and a thick vegetable stew with the last of Agate’s spice. Willow babbled in her cradle. Pip was recounting the foraging expedition with embellishments that grew more dramatic with each telling. Sedge ate four portions. Thistle told Pip to stop exaggerating. Pip told Thistle that exaggeration was the highest form of storytelling. Nettle, without looking up from her journal, said, “That’s factually incorrect. The highest form of storytelling is empirically verified narrative.” Everyone stared at her. She continued writing.

Sorrel ate beside me. Quiet, but the quiet was different now. Not closed-off. Comfortable. She was choosing when to speak and finding that she didn’t always need to. Her tawny-green hand brushed mine under the table. Casual. Purposeful. Reaching for what she wanted without flinching.

The afternoon the next day brought the moment that had been building for weeks.

Pip was bathing at the creek. The deep pool under the thickest willows, her spot since the beginning. Spring had warmed the water enough that she’d declared it “not actually painful” and stripped off her cloth band and wrap-skirt with the casual disregard for modesty that was her signature trait. She’d left her clothes on the bank in a pile that said she had no intention of retrieving them quickly.

Lime-green skin gleaming in the afternoon sunlight. Copper-red hair dark with water, plastered to her neck and shoulders, one strand caught on her collarbone. She was standing in the shallows, water at her waist, washing creek mud from her calves slowly, deliberately, knowing she was being watched and performing accordingly.

Because she was.

Sorrel crouched at the tree line. Twenty yards from the pool. Tawny-green skin blending with the spring undergrowth. Amber-brown eyes fixed on Pip with the patient intensity she usually reserved for tracking game.

She’d been doing this for weeks.

I’d noticed it during the group celebration after the Ironhill raid. While the rest of us were tangled in hay and blankets, Sorrel’s eyes had tracked Pip. Not me. Not the other girls. Pip. The lime-green exhibitionist performing for everyone, and Sorrel watching her with an attention that went beyond voyeurism into something quieter and more hungry.

Pip had noticed too. She always noticed an audience.

She waded out of the pool slowly. Water streaming off her small, athletic body. Perky breasts catching the sunlight, nipples hard from the cold water. Flat stomach, bare hips, toned legs gleaming wet. She stood on the bank and didn’t reach for her clothes.

“You always watch from there,” she said. Not to me. To the tree line.

Silence. Then a rustle. Sorrel stepped out from behind a willow. Her tawny-green skin was flushed gold at the ears. Her gaze held steady, but her hands were tight at her sides.

“I like watching you,” Sorrel said. Four words. For Sorrel, that was a speech.

Pip tilted her head. Amber eyes bright. Wet copper hair dripping down her shoulders. “I like being watched.” She stepped closer. Bare feet on the creek bank grass. “But I think you want more than watching.”

Sorrel’s ears twitched low. The reflex of a girl who wanted something and didn’t know how to reach for it. “I don’t…” She stopped. Started again. “I don’t know how to do this. Not with…”

“Not with another girl?”

Sorrel shook her head. “Not with anyone. Not without him telling me I can.”

Pip’s face softened. The bright grin faded into something warmer. She reached out and took Sorrel’s hand.

“Then let’s go find him.”

They found me on the perimeter walk. The evening circuit I’d been making since the first week on the farm. The willows along the eastern boundary, the creek murmuring, the last sunlight turning the water gold.

Pip was holding Sorrel’s hand. Leading her like she’d lead a skittish animal toward something good. Sorrel’s wiry body was rigid with tension but she hadn’t pulled away. Her eyes found mine and I saw the question in them.

“She’s been watching me for weeks,” Pip said. Direct, for once. No performance in her voice. “She wants this. She’s scared to ask.” Pip looked at Sorrel with an expression I’d never seen from her before. Protective. Tender. Pip understood what it felt like to need permission. Maybe better than anyone.

“Is this what you want?” I asked Sorrel.

She nodded.

“Words.”

Her throat worked. She looked at me. Then at Pip. Then back at me. “Yes.” Her voice cracked. “Both of you.”

I looked at Pip. She met my gaze. Amber to amber wasn’t quite right. Amber to amber-brown. The exhibitionist and the voyeur. One who needed to be seen. One who needed to be spoken to.

“Show her,” I said to Pip.

Pip’s grin returned. Not the bright, performative grin. Something warmer. “My pleasure.”

She dropped to her knees on the creek bank. Wet lime-green skin, grass stains on her knees, copper-red hair tangled with leaves. She took me with characteristic enthusiasm, both hands wrapping around the shaft because one wasn’t enough, amber eyes looking up with an expression I recognized from our first time at this creek. Open. Wanting. Joyful. Her tongue lapped the underside of my cock from base to tip before she took the head in her mouth, swirling, tasting, making a pointed wet sound that carried across the creek bank.

She performed for Sorrel. Each stroke calculated, each moan pitched to carry. She hollowed her cheeks and sucked deep, then pulled back with a strand of saliva stretching from her lips to the tip, her bright gaze cutting sideways to make sure her audience was watching. She wanted to be seen, and Sorrel was seeing. The silent hunter’s eyes wide, her breathing fast, her thighs pressing together, her body trembling three feet away.

I extended my hand toward the tree line. “Come here, Sorrel.”

She took a step. Into the dappled light. Another step. Her skin flushed gold at the ears. Her gaze tracked from my face to Pip’s grin and back. Her body trembled, but she didn’t stop moving.

Her hand closed around my fingers. Small, rough, warm.

“You’re good,” I said.

The word hit her like a physical force. Her whole body shuddered, a ripple that started at her shoulders and ran through her to her bare feet on the creek bank grass. Her eyes welled. The need in them was older than this moment, older than the farm, older than everything she’d survived.

Pip pulled back from me. Took my cock from her own wet mouth with an audible pop, a string of saliva stretching between her bright lips and the tip. She guided it to Sorrel’s lips with one hand. “Like this.” She placed Sorrel’s hand where hers had been, wrapping careful fingers around the shaft, positioning them. “Two hands. Look up at him.”

Sorrel knelt on the creek bank. The grass pressed under her knees, spring-soft. Her amber-brown eyes locked onto mine from below, brimming with need. She took me in her mouth, unpracticed but earnest, her lips pressing tight, taking me slowly, carefully, the way she did everything, with careful intent. Her hand trembled on the shaft.

“Good girl,” I said.

She moaned around me. The sound vibrated through my cock and up my spine, deeper than the creek, deeper than the evening insects. Her eyes fluttered closed and she took me deeper, her small mouth stretching wide, saliva spilling from the corners and running down her chin. Her small hands squeezed, feeling the pulse of me against her palms. Pip, kneeling beside her, ran a hand through Sorrel’s short-cropped hair. Gentle. Not performance. Genuine tenderness from the girl who usually saved gentleness for refugee adolescents and wounded animals. Pip leaned close and licked the base of my shaft where Sorrel’s grip didn’t reach, two green tongues almost touching, lime and tawny, and the visual nearly broke me.

“You’re beautiful,” Pip whispered against Sorrel’s ear, her lips brushing the golden-flushed point. “You’re perfect.”

Sorrel’s eyes spilled over. Tears on freckled cheeks. She didn’t stop. If anything, the praise pushed her deeper. Her hands gripped my cock tighter. Her mouth worked with more urgency, sloppy and wet, learning in real time, finding what drew sound from my throat.

I lifted Pip by the waist, one-handed. She gasped, lime-green legs swinging. Set her against the willow trunk. Her original creek setting, the place where everything between us had started. Moonlit water. Willow bark. Green skin in silver light. She wrapped her legs around me, barely reaching my hips, her bare feet hooking behind my back.

I entered her and she gasped, her head falling back against the rough bark. Tight. Slick. Her pussy gripped me as I pushed in, the familiar stretch of her small body around my cock. Perky breasts bouncing, bright green nipples hard little points catching the golden light, copper-red hair tangling in the willow’s rough surface. Her tiny body pinned between me and the trunk, her legs unable to wrap all the way around me. I gripped her small ass in both hands and thrust deep.

“Thorn. Oh, THORN. Harder. Right there.”

She was loud. Deliberately, gloriously, Pip-level loud. The creek carried her voice across the water and into the trees and back again. I pounded into her against the bark, her body nothing in my hands, each thrust bouncing her small bright frame against the tree. She came fast, clenching hard around me, her body pulsing in wet rhythmic grips, screaming through the willows, her green skin flushing darker as the orgasm ripped through her. Her amber eyes found Sorrel’s and she held the gaze while she came, showing the silent girl exactly what pleasure looked like when you didn’t hold it back. I pulled out of her wet and hard, my cock glistening with her arousal.

I set her down gently. She slid to the grass, breathing hard, grinning, her inner thighs wet and glistening. She reached for Sorrel’s hand.

“Your turn.”

I turned to Sorrel. She was trembling. Standing in the dusk on the creek bank, spare tawny-green body tight with need, freckled shoulders bare, short-cropped hair messy from Pip’s fingers. Her small A-cup breasts rose and fell with rapid breathing. Her eyes were huge, dark with wanting.

“Come here.”

She came. I lowered her onto the grass, the soft spring growth cushioning her narrow body. She was light. Lighter than Pip. All fine bones and taut sinew, a body built from survival and nothing else. Her small firm breasts barely flattened as she lay back. Her long legs curled up as I settled between them.

I kissed her throat. Her freckled collarbone. The hollow between her small breasts, where her heartbeat hammered against my lips. She shivered under my mouth, her thin fingers gripping my arms. I moved lower. Kissed her stomach, her hip bones, the inside of her thigh where freckles scattered like fallen stars.

I entered her slowly. She was drenched and swollen, her arousal having built through every moment of watching. Her pussy opened around me and gripped, her pussy pulling me in with small urgent clenches, her hips shifting to find the angle that let me slide deepest. I felt every inch register on her face, her mouth falling open, her eyes going wide. Her fingers dug into my forearms. Her breath came in broken pulls.

The edge built. Her body climbed toward the wall I knew was there. The place where sensation peaked and locked and every voice she’d ever heard had told her she was nothing, and the ceiling her body had built to protect itself from feeling anything this good.

Her face contorted. Frustration. Need. The wall. She was right there, right at the edge, her lean body straining upward, chasing the release her own muscles wouldn’t give.

“Tell me,” she gasped. “Please.”

I cupped her face. My rough hand covered most of it. Thumb on her freckled cheek. My eyes on hers. “You’re so good, Sorrel.”

She whimpered. Her hips drove against mine.

“You’re brave. You’re worth everything.”

Her body shuddered. Closer. Almost there. I felt her tightening around me, the rhythmic squeeze fighting the lock.

Pip leaned in from beside us. Her bright face close to Sorrel’s tawny one. Lips against Sorrel’s ear, warm breath on the golden-flushed point. “You’re beautiful,” she whispered. “You’re perfect.” And softer, almost inaudible: “Let go.”

Sorrel broke.

The orgasm hit her from two directions. My praise and Pip’s. Two voices saying what one voice had always said alone, but doubled, amplified, two people telling her she mattered at the same moment in the same breath. She came with a raw cry that sent birds off the willow branches, her narrow back arching off the grass, her arms locked around my shoulders, her body clenching so hard around me I groaned and lost rhythm.

I kept moving. The praise and the thrusting together. She came again on the second stroke, a smaller wave triggered by Pip whispering “good girl” against her ear, and the third followed immediately when I said her name.

I came inside her, murmuring “Sorrel, my Sorrel,” the release pouring through me in slow deep waves that matched the rhythm of her name on my lips. She gripped my shoulders and shook, her body answering each throb with a clench of her own, pulling me deeper, holding me inside the warmth we’d made together. She shuddered with one final aftershock that left her trembling and smiling and crying all at once. I stayed buried, the heat of my cum settling inside her, her body still fluttering around me in small grateful spasms. Her body went slack beneath me. Her freckled face was wet with tears. Her eyes were open, warm and clear, looking at me, looking at Pip, seeing both of them seeing her.

Pip’s voice had unlocked something. Another girl’s praise. Another girl’s tenderness. Something neither of them had expected to find in each other.

We lay on the creek bank. Pip on one side of me, Sorrel on the other. The willows overhead. Evening insects beginning their chorus.

Pip was braiding a tiny wildflower into Sorrel’s short-cropped hair. Her fingers moved with surprising gentleness, weaving stem through strand.

“Was I…” Sorrel started.

Pip looked at her. “If you ask ‘was I good,’ I’m going to scream.”

Sorrel’s lips twitched. Almost a smile. The closest thing to a full smile I’d seen from her since the night she’d spoken her own name under the stars.

“You were perfect,” Pip said. She meant it. “Tell her, Thorn.”

“You were perfect.”

Sorrel closed her eyes. Receiving from two people who meant it. Her thin body relaxed against my side, the coiled tension unwinding, and she breathed.

We walked back to the farmhouse as the stars came out. Pip chattering about nothing and everything, Sorrel silent but close, her hand brushing mine as we walked.

At the kitchen door, Bramble was wiping down the table. Willow was in the cradle, chewing on a cloth that Bramble had soaked in chamomile water, her dark eyes tracking the motion of her mother’s hands across the wood surface. The kitchen smelled like fresh bread and the faint sweet undertone of Bramble’s milk, which leaked steadily through her blouse in two dark circles she no longer tried to hide from anyone at this table.

She looked at the three of us. At Pip’s grass-stained knees. At Sorrel’s flushed ears, the gold tips visible even in the kitchen’s lamplight. At the wildflower in Sorrel’s short-cropped hair, the tiny white petals bright against green.

“Supper’s on the stove,” she said. Her gaze missed nothing. She tracked every bond in this household the way she tracked every jar in the pantry. “Wash your hands.”

Pip bounced to the basin. Sorrel followed, slower, quieter, but her hand was still near mine. At the table, she ate with the steady appetite of someone who’d spent an afternoon expending energy. Pip, across from her, caught her eye and smiled. Something soft crossed Sorrel’s face. Not quite a smile. But close enough that Pip noticed, and her own expression softened into something bright.

Bramble served extra helpings, her response to any shift in the household’s emotional weather. Bramble, feeding her family.

After dinner, Agate found me.

She was waiting on the porch. Staff in one hand, her three-fingered grip on the railing steady. The elder’s sharp eyes tracked me as I came through the door.

“We need a council,” she said. No preamble. The Brackridge direct.

I leaned on the railing across from her. “I’m listening.”

“You run this farm well. Your girls are loyal, your buildings are sound, your fields produce more than they should. But you’re one man making decisions for twenty people, and that’s a crack waiting to break.”

She was right. I’d been feeling it. The weight of twenty lives on decisions I made alone or with Bramble. The refugees deserved a voice.

“What do you suggest?”

“A council. Small. You, the Matriarch, me, and your herbalist. Four people. The farmer, the kitchen, the elder, and the one who understands what’s under the ground.” She held my gaze. “Not governance. Counsel. You still decide. But you hear us first.”

I thought about it for all of three seconds. “Done.”

Agate blinked. “Just like that?”

“You’re right. I should have done it sooner.”

She studied me. The faintest nod. “Your uncle was stubborn too. But he listened when it mattered.”

She walked back to the longhouse with her staff. Straight-backed. Three weeks south on a rumor and a prayer, and she’d found what they were looking for.

That evening at the fire pit, Sedge arm-wrestled three refugee goblins and won each one in under five seconds. The third one rubbed his wrist and stared at her hand like it had personally betrayed the concept of fair competition.

Pip slammed her elbow on the table. “Me next.”

It lasted one second. Pip’s arm went down like a fence post in a mudslide. She lay face-first on the table and didn’t move.

“Humbled,” she said into the wood.

Thistle, walking past with a mug: “First time for everything.”

Sedge looked at her. Showed teeth. “Want to try?”

Thistle’s gaze didn’t waver. “I’d rather chew gravel.”

Sedge’s mouth curved wider. “Is that a maybe?”

Thistle walked away. Her ears were dark olive. She didn’t answer. But she didn’t say no, which Pip, still face-down on the table, pointed out at volume.

The next morning, I walked to Willowford.

Bramble packed me a lunch: bread, hard cheese, a strip of Sorrel’s smoked rabbit wrapped in a dock leaf. “Eat on the road,” she said, pressing it into my hands. Her blouse had the twin dark spots from early nursing, her hair was already escaping its braid, and Willow was reaching for the cheese from the sling. “And bring back salt if Maren has it. We’re down to a quarter jar.”

The trip was familiar: two hours south, the road winding through the valley floor, spring wildflowers on the verges. Buttercups and early foxglove pushing through the banks. A hawk circled above the south meadow, riding the thermals. I walked the packed dirt with my hands in my pockets and the lunch in my satchel and tried to let the spring morning ease the tension that had lodged in my shoulders since Sorrel’s last patrol report.

I’d made this walk a hundred times. For seeds and nails and flour, for intelligence from Maren, for the simple purpose of connecting the farm to the world beyond its fences. It was a grounding walk. Two hours of birdsong and moving air and the slow unfolding of the valley from my hilltop to the village in the basin. Two hours where the problems shrunk to the size of the road ahead.

Maren’s store was at the end of the main street, near the bridge. I knew every board on the porch, every rattle of the bell above the door. Maren’s Goods and Supply had been my lifeline since the first week, the place where credit turned into seeds and nails turned into fences and a sharp-eyed old woman’s knowledge of the valley turned into survival.

The shutters were drawn.

I stopped. The shutters on Maren’s store had never been drawn during business hours. Not in the year I’d known her. Not during the wolf scare, not during Dunhill’s pressure campaign, not during the Ironhill raids. Maren opened her store at dawn and closed at dusk. Had done it for thirty years without exception.

The shutters were drawn.

On the door, painted in tar: “COMPACT PROPERTY.”

The words were still tacky. Fresh. The tar had run in drips that looked like black tears on the weathered wood.

I tried the front door. Locked. Went around to the back. The back door was bolted from inside. I knocked. Three times. The pattern Maren and I had used since the Ironhill blockade.

A bolt slid. The door opened a crack. Maren’s sharp blue eyes behind it.

“Inside,” she said. “Quick.”

The store was dark. The shutters blocked the daylight, and the lamps were cold. Maren stood behind her counter in the gloom, clutching her old leather ledger with brass clasps. The ledger she’d kept for thirty years of land disputes and trade records and the small carefully documented history of Greenvale.

She had a bruise on her left cheekbone. Purple and fresh. The size of a man’s knuckle.

“Maren.”

“Don’t.” Her voice was tight. She set the ledger on the counter. Her hands were shaking. Maren’s hands never shook. She lifted crates and hauled stock and gripped tools with a strength that belied her sixty years. “Two men. Three days ago. Professional. Gray coats, clean boots, so polite you couldn’t scream for help because they hadn’t technically threatened you.”

“What did they say?”

“That any merchant trading with ‘unregistered goblin settlements’ is in violation of Compact commercial ordinances.” She laughed, bitter and short. “Compact commercial ordinances. In Willowford. As if we’ve ever had a commercial ordinance in the history of this valley.” She touched the bruise. “The ordinance came with an emphasis, when I told them I’d trade with whoever I pleased.”

My hands tightened on the counter edge.

“They said they’d burn the store next time.” Her eyes met mine. Blue and sharp and for the first time in my memory, afraid. “My store, Thorn. Thirty years. Everything I have.”

The room was quiet. Dust motes in the thin light leaking around the shutters.

“Can you still trade?”

“Not openly.” She pulled a sack from under the counter. Flour, salt, a sealed jar of preserving lye. “I’ll send supplies through my nephew’s cart. Under the feed bags. Small loads, irregular schedule. If they catch him…” She stopped. Pressed her lips together. “He’s twelve.”

I took the sack. “Maren. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. Be ready.” She pushed a sealed note across the counter. “Intelligence. Everything I’ve gathered in the last two weeks. Compact movements, personnel, the route their supply line takes. It’s in there.” She looked at me. “They’re not going to stop, Thorn. They’re doing what they always do. Cut the supply lines first. Then the people inside get hungry. Then they get desperate. Then they sign whatever paper is put in front of them.”

Bramble and Maren had never met. But they’d both watched the same playbook run on the people they cared about. Cut the food first. The rest follows.

I took the sack. She gripped my arm at the door. Her fingers were thin but strong, the grip of thirty years behind a counter. “Your uncle would be proud, Thorn. For what that’s worth.”

“It’s worth a lot.”

She let go. I went through the back door into the alley behind the store, where the morning sun hadn’t reached and the shadows still held the night’s chill.

I walked back to the farm carrying the supplies myself. Two hours of road, the sack on my shoulder, the salt and flour bumping against my back. The valley was beautiful. Spring light on the meadows, the creek running full from snowmelt, wildflowers on the banks. Beautiful and oblivious to the hand tightening around it. The weight on my shoulders was nothing compared to the weight in my chest.

I told Bramble in the kitchen. Willow in her sling, porridge on the stove, the warmth of the hearth at my back. She listened. Her face went stone-still. Every trace of warmth locked behind her eyes.

“They’re doing what the camps did before the fences went up,” she said. Her voice was flat. Clinical. “Cut the supply lines. Isolate the settlement. Make them dependent on whoever controls the access.” She looked at Willow. “Then come with paper and a pen and say ‘sign here, and we’ll feed you again.’”

She was speaking from eight years of experience. This wasn’t theory. It was memory.

“How do we stop it?”

She stirred the porridge. Her hand was steady. Bramble, compartmentalizing. “We produce what we can’t buy. Flour is hard. Salt is harder. Nails we can do without if Sedge and Thistle work stone joints. Tools we maintain what we have.” She paused. “And we make Dunhill understand that if the Compact cuts us off, they’ll cut him off next.”

“He already suspects.”

“Then he needs to stop suspecting and start acting.” She served the porridge. “I’ll talk to Agate. She knows about supply chains from the mines. And I’ll stretch the pantry.” She looked up at me. Her eyes fierce. “We’ve been hungry before, Thorn. We survived it. We’ll survive this.”

She set a bowl in front of me. Extra portion. Making sure her farmer ate.

From the construction site, the sound of hammering. Sedge’s rhythm, steady and strong. Thistle’s voice, directing. The longhouse rising.

A settlement under siege. A supply line cut. And the woman I loved, who’d survived worse, already planning how to feed twenty mouths with what the earth provided.

I ate the porridge. It was hot and good and seasoned with the last of the Brackridge spice.

We’d need more of that too.


Chapter 6: Full Force

Sedge had been at the farm three weeks.

In that time, she’d quarried enough stone for the longhouse walls, helped Thistle frame the roof, and dug foundations that would have taken me and three goblins a week in two days. She worked twelve hours and slept eight and ate enough for three and radiated a contentment so uncomplicated it was almost foreign. She slept through the night, every night. She ate with both elbows on the table and her plate in the open. She laughed loud enough to carry across the yard and never checked who was listening. Sedge had survived a cave-in that killed her overseers, walked east for a month through terrain that would have broken anyone without her particular brand of stubbornness, and arrived at the farm ready to build.

That was it. That was her whole emotional situation. She was here. She was strong. She wanted to work and eat and sleep and laugh. The simplicity of it made my head spin after a year of navigating Thistle’s fury and Nettle’s defenses and Sorrel’s silence and the beautiful complicated weight of loving women who’d been broken by the world.

Sedge was a slab of quarry stone that had never cracked.

I’d learned her routines over those three weeks the way I’d learned everyone’s. She woke before dawn, stretched on the porch with her arms above her head, the vest hanging open, moss-green skin steaming faintly in the cold morning air while her muscles warmed. She ate Bramble’s porridge in three-portion installments, each bowl scraped clean, each followed by bread. She thanked Bramble every time with the same two words: “Good food.” Bramble had started making extra porridge on instinct.

Sedge worked the quarry until the light failed. She walked back with stone dust in her braid and sweat between her shoulder blades and that easy contentment settled on her broad face. She ate dinner. She told one story, usually involving a mule. She slept.

The others had adjusted to her presence with varying degrees of acceptance. Nettle treated her as a data source, asking questions about geological formations with the systematic hunger of a scientist encountering an unfamiliar discipline. Pip treated her as a climbing wall, frequently attempting to scale her shoulders during dinner conversations. Fern treated her with the quiet respect of one specialist acknowledging another. Bramble treated her as a logistics challenge: one more very large, very hungry body to feed, and Bramble’s logistics were flawless. Thistle treated her as a rival, a colleague, an irritant, and something she hadn’t figured out yet, all simultaneously and often within the same sentence.

I spent the morning with her at the quarry cut. The stone exposure was beautiful in spring light, gray-blue rock sheered clean by the old landslip, the grain running in visible layers like pages in a closed book. Sedge moved along the face with her hands out, palms flat, reading the stone with the same absorption Nettle brought to her journal. Absolute certainty about what she was looking at.

She was teaching me to read the grain: the invisible fault lines that ran through rock, the places where a clean strike would split a slab free and a wrong one would shatter it into useless rubble.

“Feel here.” She took my hand and placed it on the stone face. Her grip was as strong as mine. Her calloused fingers, thicker than any goblin’s I’d touched, pressed my palm flat against cold gray-blue rock. “The grain runs this way. Northeast to southwest. You can feel the layers if you press.”

I pressed. Felt nothing but cold stone.

“Deeper.” She moved my hand six inches left. “There. Feel the shift? Like a seam in fabric.”

Something. A faint ridge under my palm. A change in texture so subtle I’d have missed it if she hadn’t placed my fingers precisely.

“That’s where it splits,” she said. “The stone wants to come apart there. You just have to ask it the right way.”

She laughed. Warm and easy, the sound bouncing off the quarry face. “You’ll get it. Took me three years.” A pause. Her hand stayed on the stone. “The foreman at our quarry used to say the stone would teach you if you had the patience to listen. He was a bastard in every other way. But he was right about that.” She rubbed her thumb across the fault line. “I lost people in that collapse, Thorn. Good people. The kind who listened to rock and cared about the person swinging beside them.” Her voice didn’t break. It just went quiet. “This is the first quarry since then where the work feels like it used to. Before the ceiling came down.”

She looked at me. She wasn’t asking for comfort, and she wasn’t performing pain. She was just showing me the one crack in the slab.

“Good stone here,” she said, and picked up her hammer.

She positioned my hands on the hammer shaft. Adjusted my grip, moving my bottom hand an inch higher. Moved my elbow out. “Use your shoulders, not your arms. The power comes from here.” She pressed her palm flat against my upper back, between the shoulder blades. Her hand was warm even through my shirt. Wide, rough, certain. “Rotate through the strike. Don’t try to push the hammer. Let it fall with your weight behind it.”

She stood behind me, guiding the swing. Her broad chest pressed against my back. The cloth binding across her breasts compressed against my spine. Her arms, thick with muscle, ran along the outside of mine, her hands covering my hands on the shaft. She was shorter than me by ten inches, but the contact felt different from any other girl. The opposite of fragile, the opposite of tiny, the opposite of everything I’d learned to be careful with. Solid. Present. A body that matched mine pound for pound in labor, even if the scale said I was bigger.

I swung. The hammer bit the chalk line. The stone cracked and a slab peeled away, flat on one side, clean on the break.

Sedge stepped back. Her mouth split wide. Copper eyes bright in the quarry’s dusty light, her jet-black braid swinging behind her. “See? Good stone, good strike. The rock does what you tell it.”

I held the hammer. Felt the weight. Felt the residual vibration in my palms, the satisfying ring of a tool that had done what it was made to do.

“Again?” I asked.

“Again.”

We worked through the afternoon. Side by side, swinging in alternating rhythm. Her hammer rang, mine echoed, the stone cracked and fell in clean flat slabs that we stacked on the sledge for Stump to drag. The donkey stood ten feet away chewing grass with the studied contempt of an animal who knew exactly how much work was required and resented every step of it. He watched us with one eye. The other eye was closed, which I’d learned was Stump’s way of expressing that he was present under protest.

The sun got warm. Spring warmth, the first real heat of the season, enough to make you remember what summer felt like. The quarry cut trapped the heat and reflected it off the stone faces.

Sedge pulled off her vest. The cloth binding across her chest was damp with sweat, straining across firm C-cups that sat high on a chest wider than any goblin’s I’d seen. Her shoulders caught the light, every muscle defined under green skin, deltoids and biceps and the thick cords of forearm that came from years of driving metal into resistant surfaces. She was built like purpose. Broad back tapering to a waist that was narrow only in comparison to the width above and below it. Wide hips, powerful legs in work leggings that had given up trying to contain her build. Her skin gleaming with a sheen of effort, sweat running in channels between her shoulder blades, along the valley of her spine.

She swung the hammer. Her back muscles bunched and released. The stone cracked. She brushed rubble from the face and checked the next grain line, her thick fingers tracing the invisible fault with practiced certainty.

I’d stopped working. I was standing three feet away with my hammer hanging at my side, staring.

She caught me.

Not the fleeting glance I could pretend was accidental. The full stop, the open stare, the moment where my eyes tracked from her shoulders to her breasts straining the binding to her stomach with its visible definition to her hips straining the leggings and I forgot there was a hammer in my hand.

She held my gaze. No blush, no tease, no challenge and no retreat. No flushing ears, no fleeing to a journal, no snarled insult, no quiet understanding from a matriarch. Just a direct, level look that said she’d seen me looking and she didn’t mind and she was looking too. Her warm gaze studied me like a quarry face. Assessing density. Assessing where the grain ran. Assessing whether a clean strike would find purchase.

“You’re staring again, farmer,” she said. Not a complaint.

Then she picked up her hammer and went back to work. The muscles in her back rolled as she swung.

I watched for a beat too long. Then I went back to my own stone.

The walk back from the quarry was quiet. Late afternoon, the light going gold, the air carrying the first real warmth of spring. Birdsong in the tree line, different species layering their calls the way Fern said they did when the season turned: finches first, then sparrows, then the deeper woodpigeons settling in for the evening. The distant sound of Thistle’s voice at the construction site, directing something with characteristic authority. From the farmhouse, the faint clatter of Bramble’s kitchen and the smell of bread drifting on the still air.

We passed the south field where Pip was teaching two refugee adolescents to weed between the rows. She was on her knees, lime-green skin dirty to the elbows, copper-red hair full of grass, pointing at a seedling and explaining, with excessive volume, the difference between a turnip sprout and a weed. The adolescents were nodding. One of them was pulling the wrong plant. Pip caught it, gently redirected, and said, “That one’s dinner. The other one’s just being rude.”

Sedge walked beside me, hammer across her shoulders. Comfortable silence. She didn’t fill air like Pip or duck from it like Sorrel once had. She just walked. Her heavy braid swung behind her, black as coal against green skin. Her bare feet on the path, made no more sound than Sorrel’s. Her vest was back on but still open at the front, the cloth binding visible, her broad shoulders relaxed from the work. She smelled like stone dust and clean sweat.

“I watch you with the others,” she said.

I looked at her.

“The bright one. The angry one. The mother.” Her gaze tracked the path ahead. “The quiet one who disappears into trees. The scholar who turns green when you look at her. The animal girl.” She counted them off without effort. Simple observation. “You’re gentle with all of them.”

“They need different things.”

“I can see that.” She walked a few more steps. The path curved around the north field boundary. “The mother needs to be held. The angry one needs to be held down. The bright one needs to be seen. The quiet one needs to be told.” She listed them like geological features. Not judging. Cataloguing. “Are you always gentle?”

“Depends.”

She shifted the hammer to her other shoulder. The movement was slow, unhurried, and it put her closer to me. Close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating off her sun-heated skin.

“Good.” She stopped. Set the hammer head on the ground, shaft leaning against her thigh. Faced me. Her eyes were level, warm, utterly without pretense. “I don’t need gentle. I’ve never needed gentle.” Level. No posturing, no challenge, no seduction. Just a woman stating what she wanted. Plainly. With certainty. And with the expectation that the information would be acted on.

“I need someone who doesn’t stop when I say more.”

She held my gaze. The late sunlight painted her moss-green skin in gold. Behind her, the farmhouse chimney trailed smoke from Bramble’s dinner preparations. The sounds of the settlement carried on the evening air: Pip’s laughter, the ring of Thistle’s hammer, Willow’s distant babble.

“At the quarry, when stone won’t split, you don’t tap harder,” she said. “You swing full force.”

She left the hammer leaning against the fence post and walked toward the barn. Her heavy braid swung behind her. Her bare feet made no sound on the packed dirt path. She didn’t look back.

Sedge never looked back. Never checked if you were following. She stated what she wanted, walked toward it, and expected the world to keep up. The world usually did.

I followed.

The evening sounds wrapped around us: Bramble’s voice through the kitchen window, calling Pip to set the table. The clink of bowls. Thistle’s voice from the construction site, giving final instructions to the refugee helpers. Willow’s distant babble, the musical goblin-baby sound that made everyone within earshot stop and smile for exactly one second before returning to their tasks. The settlement going about its evening, oblivious to the quarry goblin walking toward the barn with purpose in her stride and a farmer walking three steps behind her with his heart hammering against his ribs.

Inside, the lamplight made the hay glow gold. The barn smelled like clean straw and cedar shavings and the lingering warmth of the animals Fern had settled for the night. Stump was in his stall, one eye open, watching us with the weary tolerance he’d developed for barn-related activities that weren’t his business. One lamp hung from the beam, casting long shadows across the hay bales and the tool racks and the clean-swept floor.

Sedge stripped practically, without ceremony. Vest off the shoulders, hung on a nail. Binding unwound, folded, set on the vest. Leggings peeled down heavy legs, stepped out of, placed beside the rest. No theater. No tease. No slow unveiling designed to build anticipation. She undressed practically, quickly, without waste.

She stood in front of me.

Broad shoulders that carried stone. Arms thick with muscle that had been earned over years, not built in a gym. Firm C-cups that sat high and wide on a chest that could take a hit. Defined stomach, the lines of abdominal muscle visible under green skin the color of living moss. Hips that could anchor a foundation. Thick thighs, corded with the power that had been splitting stone since she was old enough to hold a hammer. Calloused feet planted on the barn floor, rooted like the stone she cut.

Her gaze held the assessment she gave a quarry face before the first swing.

“Come on, then.”

I grabbed her. She grabbed back.

Real wrestling. Not Thistle’s symbolic resistance, the provocative shove that wanted to be overruled, the brat’s invitation to be pinned. Physical contest. Sedge’s hands locked on my forearms and she twisted, driving her hip into mine, trying to throw me off balance. She hooked her leg behind my knee and pulled. Hard. The motion was practiced, trained, a grapple learned from years of moving stubborn stone and stubborner mules.

I shifted my weight. Held. Barely. Farmer’s leverage against quarry strength, my height and reach against her mass and technique.

She nearly took me down. I felt my balance go for half a second, the floor tilting under my feet, my weight shifting wrong. She surged into the gap, pushing, her shoulder driving into my chest. I caught myself with a wrench of core muscle that would cost me tomorrow. Braced. Shifted. Used the beam behind her to redirect, driving forward with my shoulders, and pinned her against the wood.

Her back hit the beam and she let out a breath that was half grunt, half laugh. Her broad body was pressed against the rough timber, my hands on her wrists above her head. She wasn’t small in my grip. Her wrists were thick, muscular, her skin hot under my palms.

“Harder,” she said. Her eyes blazed with something I hadn’t seen from anyone else. Engagement. A partner who wanted to be matched, not conquered.

I released her wrists. Grabbed her hips instead. Lifted her against the beam. She was heavier than any of the others. Not by a lot, but enough that I felt it. Enough that my arms knew this wasn’t Pip’s featherweight or even Bramble’s soft density. This was muscle. Dense. Solid. Real weight that demanded real effort.

She wrapped her legs around me. Her thick thighs locked on my hips hard enough to compress my ribs. She pulled me in.

I entered her. No teasing. No slow approach. She was wet, ready, her pussy hot and slick and gripping me from the first inch. Her body as direct as her mouth. I pushed in deep and she met me, her hips snapping forward, taking all of me in one surge. A sound punched from her chest, surprise and satisfaction and raw hunger combined. Tight. Not delicate-tight like Sorrel. Strong-tight. Her pussy clenching with muscular force, gripping my cock like hands on stone.

I thrust. She met every one. Not passive, not receiving, not lying back and letting me set the pace. Her hips drove against mine with real force, rocking me backward with each impact, each impact accompanied by the wet slap of our bodies colliding. Her hands locked around my forearms, squeezing hard enough to leave bruises, pulling me into her with each stroke. The strength in her legs held her position against the beam, and I could feel the power in her body matching mine with every movement. We were working together the way we worked the quarry. Alternating force. Matching rhythm. Two bodies that could sustain this.

She came with a short, sharp cry. Her walls clenched hard, her body went rigid for three seconds, her eyes flying wide. Then they refocused. Cleared. She looked at me.

“Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop.

She pushed me. Both hands flat on my chest, real force, enough to move stone. I went backward into the hay. She was on top of me before I caught my breath, straddling my hips, her legs flexing as she settled her weight. She looked down at me with that level steady gaze, her heavy braid hanging over one shoulder, her body glistening with sweat. She took me inside her and set her own rhythm.

Relentless. Hard and fast, grinding down with the weight of her hips, her hands pressing my shoulders into the hay. I grabbed her waist. My hands almost spanned it, but not quite. Not like they did on Pip or Sorrel. Sedge’s body demanded both hands, demanded that I use my strength, not moderate it.

I pulled her down harder. She gasped and picked up the pace. Her eyes half-closed, her thick arms braced on my chest, her breasts bouncing with each stroke, firm and tight and catching the lamplight. She rode me with the same aggressive efficiency she brought to quarry work: no wasted motion, maximum force, every stroke a strike that found the grain.

She came the second time with a shudder that rippled through her entire body, a guttural moan torn from her throat. Her head fell forward, her black braid swinging against my chest, her thick thighs clamping my ribs. She squeezed around me in deep, rolling clenches, milking me with muscular strength. She kept going. Hips still moving. Rhythm unchanged. Her arousal dripped between us, soaking the hay.

“More,” she breathed.

That word lit a fuse in my chest. I’d been gentle with Sorrel, patient with Nettle, tender with Bramble, rough with Thistle. I’d learned to moderate my strength because moderation was kindness.

I rolled her. It took everything I had. She fought it. Not playing. Actively resisting, her thick legs trying to maintain the mount, her arms bracing against the hay. I locked my arms around her waist and used every pound of farmer’s muscle I’d built in a year and a half of frontier labor and wrestled her onto her back.

She grinned up at me. Copper eyes blazing, white teeth showing, breathless and sweating and completely alive. “That’s better.”

I slammed into her. Pinned her wrists, one in each hand. She fought the hold with actual resistance. Her thick arms strained against my grip, testing, measuring, the quarry worker’s instinct to push until something gives. I held. My shoulders burned. My forearms shook. But I held.

“Harder.” Rough. Demanding, not begging. “Swing full force.”

I gave her everything. Hammered deep, full force, my weight behind each thrust the way she’d taught me to swing the hammer. Let it fall with your weight behind it. Rotate through the strike. Her eyes went wide. Her mouth opened. Her thick legs locked around my waist and pulled me deeper with her heels, her entire body arched beneath me, and I felt the third orgasm building in her like a tremor in stone before the fault gives way.

She came. Her entire body went rigid, every muscle in her powerful frame locking at once, a sound from her throat that was half scream, half growl, a sound of pure physical release that rattled the lamp chain. Her walls clenched around me with a force that squeezed the air from my lungs, her pussy squeezing my cock in rhythmic contractions so strong my vision blurred. I buried myself to the hilt and came inside her with a groan that I felt in the base of my spine, in my back teeth, in the pit of my stomach. My cock pulsed hard, emptying in thick, long spurts deep in her clenching body while her muscles gripped and milked and held. I could feel every pulse, every jet, her body drawing it out of me with relentless demand, her muscles as greedy as the rest of her. Cum leaked around the seal of her pussy and ran warm down both our thighs into the hay.

We lay there. Panting. Both of us spent.

For a full minute, neither of us moved. The hay was pressed flat beneath us. My body had been wrung dry. The lamp flickered in the barn’s draft. My arms felt like they’d been used to pull a plow. My core muscles had filed a formal complaint. My legs were suggesting that walking might be a future ambition rather than an immediate possibility.

Three rounds. I’d matched her for three rounds, and it had taken everything I had.

She turned her head. Those bright copper eyes. Clear and genuinely amazed.

“Nobody’s matched me before,” she said.

She touched my chest. Her calloused hand flat against my heart. Feeling it hammer beneath the skin, the pounding that hadn’t slowed since the wrestling started.

“Three rounds.” Her thumb traced a line along my sternum. Slowly. The callouses caught on my skin. “You’re built like the good stone.” She said it quietly. Not from exhaustion. From tenderness. “Doesn’t crack under pressure.”

She pulled me close. Her heavy arm draped across my ribs. Where Thistle clung with fists in my shirt like she’d drown without anchor, and Sorrel tucked herself into the smallest space to be invisible even while held, Sedge simply claimed. Proprietary. The weight of her arm said: I’m keeping this. Her broad body against mine said: this is mine now. A decision made with the same certainty she brought to reading stone grain, the same directness she brought to everything.

She fell asleep in thirty seconds. Her breathing evened. Her muscles relaxed. Even in sleep, she was warm and solid and heavy against my side in a way that felt like ballast. A body that stabilized instead of needing to be stabilized.

I lay there in the hay and stared at the barn roof.

My arms trembled. My legs ached. Every muscle in my core felt like it had been wrung out and hung to dry. But underneath the exhaustion, a new capacity.

Grown. A muscle that had found its limit and decided to push past it. Every other woman I’d been with had shown me something about tenderness, about patience, about reading what someone needed and giving it. Sedge had shown me something about capacity. About what happened when you met someone who didn’t need you to hold back, and you discovered that what you had was enough.

Dawn.

The light came through the barn’s east wall, gray and thin, finding us in the hay. Sedge was already awake. She’d risen, dressed, and was doing something to the quarry sledge by the barn door. Adjusting the harness. Working, at dawn, after a night like that, with her usual steady energy, as though last night had been another kind of labor and morning meant another kind of work.

I tried to sit up. My body filed an immediate and comprehensive objection. My lower back. My core. My forearms, which had apparently been gripping things harder than I’d realized. My thighs, which felt like they’d been used to brace against an earthquake. Which, in a sense, they had.

I stood. Made it to vertical. Walked to the barn door. Walked like a man who’d been thrown from a horse and landed on a different horse.

Sedge looked up from the sledge. Morning light catching the green of her skin, freshly scrubbed, her jet-black braid still damp from the well water she’d used to wash. She was already wearing her vest, binding, leggings. Ready for work.

“Sleep well?” she asked.

“Unconsciously.”

She smiled. “Same.”

I made it to the farmhouse. Washed. Changed. Sat at the table carefully. The simple act of sitting involved muscle groups I’d never previously been aware of.

Pip noticed.

She watched me stretch at the breakfast table, one hand on my lower back, wincing as I reached for the tea. Her eyes tracked the movement with the forensic attention of a detective at a crime scene. She’d been studying me since I walked in. Her cloth band was crooked, her copper-red hair had a twig in it, and her grin was the specific shape that meant she’d figured something out and was deciding exactly how to deploy the information for maximum entertainment.

“Training?” she asked, too innocent by half.

“Something like that.”

Sedge, sitting beside me, was on her third helping of porridge. Her eyes crinkled and her wide frame shook with quiet laughter that she channeled into chewing. She ate another spoonful. Reached for bread. Ate that too.

Bramble, serving Thistle across the table, glanced at me. Glanced at Sedge. Her look said she’d heard everything through a stone wall and had opinions about all of it. She poured tea. Set the pot down. The wet circles on her blouse spread slightly as she leaned.

“Sedge, I heard the barn,” she said, her voice carrying the exact tone she used when commenting on weather. Neutral. Informative. “You’ve met your match.”

Sedge looked at me. That open, unhesitating grin, the one that had no pretense and no agenda and no defense mechanism behind it.

“He has,” she said. “And so have I.”

She said it like a compliment. Because it was. The highest compliment Sedge knew: you kept up. You didn’t crack. You were good stone.

Pip looked between us. Her eyes went wide. Then her face lit up. Then she looked at me with an expression that said: I’m going to ask you about every detail later and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.

“How many rounds?” Pip asked, leaning forward with her chin on her fists, her eyes enormous with investigative hunger.

“Pip,” Bramble said.

“WHAT? It’s a legitimate question. Sedge is clearly the cardio of the group and I need to know if Thorn can handle the rotation because if he’s going to be walking like a grandpa every morning we need to adjust the work schedule. This is LOGISTICS, Bramble. You love logistics.”

“I love logistics that don’t involve counting how many times our farmer…”

“Three,” Sedge said, eating bread.

The table went silent. Pip’s mouth dropped open. She looked at me. Looked at Sedge. Looked at me again. Her eyes performed a series of calculations that were visible in real time.

“Three.” She sank back in her chair. “I get one and a half. On a GOOD day.” She pointed at Sedge with a bread crust. “How? Do you have a technique? Is it a quarry thing? Is it the muscles?”

Sedge considered this while chewing. “I just don’t stop.”

“You just don’t STOP?” Pip turned to me. “Why does she get three and I get one and a half? Is it favoritism? Is it size-related? Am I too small? I can do more. I have RANGE. I have ENTHUSIASM.”

“Quality over quantity,” I said.

Pip threw the bread crust at me. It bounced off my forehead into my tea. She immediately threw a second one, which bounced off Sedge’s shoulder and landed in the butter dish.

“Pip,” Bramble said. “If you waste one more piece of bread I’m reducing your portions.”

“I’m having feelings, Bramble. This is how I process feelings.”

“Process them without throwing food.”

Sorrel, eating quietly at the end of the table, looked at Pip. Looked at Sedge. A tiny, barely-visible smile crossed her tawny-green face. She said nothing, but her amber-brown eyes held a warmth that hadn’t been there a year ago.

Thistle, at the end of the table, said nothing. But she tracked Sedge for a long beat, and her expression shifted. Recognition. She’d seen me pushed to my limit before. She’d never seen another woman do it with force instead of surrender. The look on her face said she was recalculating the dynamic, fitting Sedge into the architecture of seven women and one man with the same precision she used for beams in a frame.

Nettle, behind her goggles, was writing in her journal. I caught a fragment of text upside-down: “Subject exhibits elevated post-exertion muscle tension consistent with sustained high-intensity physical activity. Duration unknown. Partner: S. Three episodes of bilateral contractile response documented via auditory evidence. Further investigation required.”

Fern fed scraps to Stump under the table. Sorrel ate quietly. The family table, eight people and one cradle, the morning after a night that had added something to the shape of us.

I took another sip of tea and said nothing. My back ached. My arms felt like they’d been turned inside out. And somewhere underneath the soreness, I felt stronger than I had yesterday.

Sedge finished her fourth helping and stood. “Quarry,” she said. She’d be there until dark, cutting stone for the longhouse’s chimney surround. Working twelve hours. Eating three portions at dinner. Sleeping deeply.

And tomorrow she’d do it again.


Chapter 7: The Gray Coat

A single rider on the south road.

I saw her from the porch, where I’d been sitting with my second cup of tea, watching Pip teach two refugee adolescents how to identify wild fennel by scent. (“Smells like licorice. If it doesn’t smell like licorice, don’t eat it. I cannot stress this enough. I ate the wrong thing once and threw up for six hours. Bramble held my hair. It was not my finest moment.”)

One woman, good horse, gray wool coat cut like a uniform. No weapons visible. No escorts. A leather document case strapped to her saddle, handled with the same care a soldier would give a weapon.

She waited at the gate. Didn’t call out. Didn’t dismount. Just sat her horse, still and patient. She expected to be received. She carried something worth receiving.

Stump’s ears went flat. Clover’s kid stopped headbutting the fence slat it had been working on for three days straight. The chickens went silent. In the chicken run, Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner clustered together. Snack and Dessert froze on their perch.

Pip stopped mid-sentence. Her gaze tracked to the gate. The adolescents looked where she looked.

“Thistle,” I said.

She was beside me in three seconds. Hatchet on her belt, gold eyes narrow, her body shifting into the combat-assessment posture she’d carried since the camps. “I see her.”

“Get Bramble and Nettle. Kitchen table.”

Thistle was gone. I walked to the gate.

The woman looked down at me from her horse. Mid-thirties. Tall for a woman, though the horse added to the impression. Dark hair pinned back under a wide-brimmed hat, not a strand out of place. Gray eyes that assessed me the way Sedge assessed stone: for density, for fracture points, for value. Her face was composed. Not cold. Professional. The distinction mattered, because cold people made mistakes and professional people made calculations.

“Sable Renn,” she said. Her voice was even, unhurried, a voice trained by years of negotiations where the first person to raise their tone lost. “Settlement Relations Division, Iron Compact.” She opened the document case and produced a thick sheaf of paper bound with cord. “I’d like to discuss a proposal. May I?”

I looked at the document case. At the coat, cut like a uniform but tailored like a dress. At the horse, which was fresh. Not road-weary. No foam at the mouth, no dust on the flanks. Someone had shown her the short route.

“Leave the horse at the gate,” I said. “You can come to the table.”

She dismounted with the fluid ease of a practiced rider. Tied her horse with a complex knot that I recognized from Fern’s descriptions: a horseman’s knot, the kind that won’t work loose under strain but releases with one pull. Precise. Everything about this woman was precise. She carried the document case in both hands and walked through the gate with the measured pace of someone entering a negotiation, not a building.

Behind me, the farm went alert with practiced choreography of a settlement that had been tested by wolves and saboteurs and enforcers and had developed reflexes accordingly. Pip appeared at the barn loft window, a pitchfork leaning against the wall beside her, her lime-green face serious for once. Sorrel was somewhere I couldn’t see, which meant she was exactly where she needed to be. Fern stood at the barn door, one hand on Stump’s halter, gray-green eyes tracking the visitor with calm vigilance, reading the visitor through Stump’s body language. Sedge watched from the quarry sledge, hammer resting on one shoulder, her gaze flat and measuring.

And in a tree beyond the fence line, if I knew Sorrel, an arrow was nocked.

I led Renn to the farmhouse kitchen. Bramble was already at the table. Willow in the sling, asleep, one tiny fist curled against her mother’s collarbone. Bramble’s brown-gold eyes measured the woman in the gray coat the way she measured everything: with the trained eye of someone who’d spent years in the camps reading captors for threat levels, who’d learned that the polite ones were often the most dangerous because they could hurt you without raising their voices.

Nettle sat beside her. Goggles pushed up on her forehead. Journal closed, pen capped, hands flat on the table. Her sage-green eyes burned behind the lenses she hadn’t removed because Nettle’s goggles were her armor, and this was a day for armor.

Four at the table. Me, Bramble, Nettle, and the representative of the organization that had enslaved my family.

Bramble served tea. Because Bramble always served tea, and because serving was how Bramble established whose kitchen this was. She poured four cups with steady hands. Set them on saucers she’d shaped herself from creek clay. Placed the pot in the center.

“Milk?” Bramble asked.

“No, thank you,” Renn said. She looked at the tea. At the hand-shaped saucer. At the kitchen: the herbs above the window, the bread on the shelf, the eight chairs around the table, the cradle beside the hearth. She was inventorying everything the way the scouts on the ridge had inventoried the farm’s layout. The difference was that Renn did it openly, without pretense.

She sat. Placed the documents on the table. Looked at each of us in turn. Her gaze lingered on Willow for half a second. On the baby’s small green face, the dark fuzz of hair, the fist gripping Bramble’s apron. Then her eyes moved on. She didn’t comment.

“Thank you for your time,” she said. “I’ll be direct. My division exists because the Board has recognized that acquisition by force is inefficient. The recovery operations in Greenvale were a failure. Costly, unproductive, and damaging to the Company’s reputation in the region. We’d rather build than fight.”

She untied the cord and spread the documents. A charter. Multiple pages, heavy paper, formal script. Settlement recognition. Trade protection. Legal defense from regional authorities. Access to Compact trade networks, which spanned four provinces and included commodity markets, craft guilds, and merchant routes that a settlement this size could never access independently. The seal at the bottom was heavy wax, impressed with two crossed pickaxes over a mountain.

“The terms,” she said. She listed them without notes, from memory. “Recognized settlement status for the Ashvale settlement under Compact charter. Full legal protection from regional land challenges. Trade access to the Compact network, which currently serves two hundred settlements across four provinces. Defensive support from the Compact Security Division. Medical supplies, tool imports, livestock genetics.”

She paused. The pause was calculated. The good things first. Then the price.

“Price: exclusive rights to your herbalist’s botanical compounds. Inspection access twice yearly by Compact agricultural assessors. And a forty percent tithe on what the charter calls ‘enhanced botanical output.’”

The kitchen was quiet. The fire crackled. Willow made a small sound against Bramble’s chest, a baby noise that had nothing to do with anything and everything to do with why this table existed.

It was a good deal.

That was the dangerous part. The offer wasn’t obviously predatory, wasn’t cartoonishly evil, wasn’t chains and whips and slaver’s ledgers. A genuine offer of things we needed, wrapped around control of the thing that made us special. Renn wasn’t lying about the benefits. Trade access alone would transform the settlement. Legal protection would neutralize Dunhill permanently. Defensive support meant never fighting alone again.

And that was exactly what made it dangerous.

I looked at Nettle.

She leaned forward. Her eyes burned behind the lenses. Her dark green braid hung over one shoulder. Her ink-stained fingers spread flat on the table, pressing hard enough to whiten the dark emerald tips.

“You want my compounds,” she said. Her voice was precise. Clinical. The voice she used when she was very, very angry and had decided to express it through vocabulary so controlled it could cut glass. “Which means you want my research. Which means you want the methodology. Which means you want the SOURCE.” She tapped the table once, hard. “And the source is under our feet, in our water, in our…” She caught herself. Stopped before mentioning Fern. Before mentioning Willow. Before giving this composed woman with her gray eyes and her document case any information about the things we protected most. “It’s ours. Not for sale. Not for tithe. Not for inspection.”

Renn looked at Nettle with what might have been respect. One professional acknowledging another. “The compounds you produce have no equivalent on the open market. My analysts estimate their value at…”

“Your analysts,” Nettle said, “can estimate whatever they like from whatever distance they’re estimating from. The compounds are mine. The methodology is mine. The source is ours.” She pushed the magnifiers up an inch, a gesture that was less surrender signal and more reloading. “I recommend your analysts develop their own methodology. I further recommend they learn what the word ‘independent’ means.”

Bramble sipped her tea. She hadn’t spoken. She was watching Renn. Carefully. Eight years of practice at reading what polite people really wanted. Comfort rations. Recreation hours. Voluntary productivity bonuses. The language was always clean. The chains were always underneath.

I looked at Renn. She was watching Nettle with those calm gray eyes. No irritation. No offense. She’d expected this response. She’d come anyway, because the attempt was worth making and the intelligence gathered during the visit was worth the ride.

The timing sat in my gut like bad water. Maren’s store shuttered three days ago, our supply line cut, and now a polished woman offering everything we’d just lost. The silk glove arriving right after the fist had squeezed.

“Thank you for the ride, Ms. Renn,” I said. “The answer’s no.”

She collected her documents. Tied them with the cord. Stood. No argument. No counter-offer. No veiled threat. She didn’t look disappointed, because a woman like Renn didn’t invest her expectations in outcomes she couldn’t control. She invested in information.

She walked to the door, document case under her arm, and paused on the threshold. The spring sunlight caught the gray wool of her coat.

“I came in good faith,” she said. Her gray eyes held mine. Steady. A crack in the controlled surface, a glimpse of something that might have been genuine. “Remember that when the next person doesn’t.”

She mounted her horse at the gate. Tied the document case to the saddle with the same neat straps. Rode south toward Willowford. She’d stay two weeks, she’d said, “in case you reconsider.”

Sorrel spoke from the porch rail where she’d been sitting the entire time, invisible, listening. Her tawny-green skin blending with the weathered wood, her amber-brown eyes tracking Renn’s dust cloud with the focus of a hunter watching prey move toward a kill zone.

“Her horse was fresh,” Sorrel said flatly. “She rode from the north fork road, not the main route.” A beat. “Someone showed her the back way in.”

The scouts. Connected to Renn’s visit. Mapping the farm’s layout so the negotiator would know exactly what she was buying. The observation and the offer, two arms of the same creature, reaching for the same prize.

“We need to watch the north fork road,” I said. “If they’re using it as an approach vector, I want it covered.”

Sorrel nodded. Already planning the patrol route in her head. She dropped from the rail and vanished without sound.

The kitchen erupted the moment the door closed.

Thistle materialized in the doorway with her hatchet drawn, ears pinned, every inch of her murderous. “Tell me she’s still in range.”

“Thistle.”

“One throw. I can make it from the gate.”

“No.”

Pip, from the barn loft window where she’d been watching with the pitchfork: “They want to BUY us? THEY WANT TO BUY US?” Her voice scaled up with each word. “I was a line item in a camp ledger for eighteen years! I’m not going back to being a line item with better PAPER!”

Fern stood at the barn door, silent. Her hand rested on Stump’s neck. The donkey pressed against her, ears flat, lip curled. When Fern’s hand trembled on his neck, he leaned harder. The animal reading the woman reading the threat.

Sedge set her hammer down. Watched the dust cloud on the south road with a flat, hard stare. She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. Her expression said what her hammer would say if given the opportunity.

Bramble sat at the table. Sipping her tea. The cup steady. Her face was the stone mask, the one she’d worn in the camps when the overseers came through with their clipboards and their reasonable voices and their contracts that smelled like paper and tasted like chains.

“She wasn’t lying about the benefits,” Bramble said quietly. Everyone stopped. Listened. When Bramble spoke in that voice, the flat analytical voice that came from a decade of survival intelligence, the room went silent. “The trade access is real. The legal protection is real. She believes she’s offering us a fair deal.”

“Then why does it feel like poison?” Pip asked from the window.

“Because the fair deals are the ones you don’t see the teeth in until they close.” Bramble set her cup down. “The deal is real. The control underneath it is real too. Exclusive rights means we produce for them. Inspection access means they’re inside our perimeter twice a year. The tithe means they take forty percent of everything the aquifer gives us.” She looked at me. “And when they come inside for inspection and see what Willow can do, or what Fern can do, or what the deep well holds, the deal changes. It always changes.”

The rest of the day was work and tension. The longhouse roof beams went up. Sedge and two Brackridge goblins hauled the final ridge beam into position while Thistle directed from the peak, her gaze sweeping the tree line between measurements. The beam was heavy ash, cut from the woodlot, shaped by Thistle’s hatchet and Sedge’s chisel working in the alternating rhythm they’d developed. It seated into the mortise joints with a satisfying thud.

Pip foraged with furious energy, bringing back baskets of spring greens and mushrooms and wild garlic that she dumped on the kitchen table with the declaration that “we don’t need their supply chains, we have DIRT and KNOWLEDGE.” She organized two refugee adolescents into a foraging crew and had them identifying edible plants within an hour. She was angry and she was turning the anger into productivity, the way Thistle turned anxiety into construction and Bramble turned fear into cooking.

Fern said nothing about the visit. She fed the animals. Milked Clover. Checked Stump’s foreleg. Examined the pregnant goat with hands that were steady and gentle and gave nothing away. Her calm was the same calm she always wore. But I saw her hands tremble once when she thought nobody was looking, a single visible crack in the composure she’d rebuilt since purifying the well.

Nettle went to the greenhouse and didn’t come out.

I found her there at evening. The lamps were lit, the warm herb-scented air thick with moisture from the watering channels. Every surface was covered with jars and samples and instruments and the organized chaos of a scientist in the grip of something beyond science. She was at her workbench. Hands shaking. Not with fear. With fury.

The Compact wanted her mind. Her methodology. Her compounds. The thing she’d built from Orin’s teaching and her own genius and years of experimentation that had started in a labor camp and ended here, in a greenhouse she’d designed, using water from a well that responded to goblin women living on the land.

She’d spent the day cataloguing everything. Labeling every compound, every preparation, every experimental batch. Not for the Compact’s inspectors. For herself. For the record. Because Nettle’s response to threat was documentation, the same way Thistle’s was construction and Pip’s was volume.

Her journal was open. Not to data pages or compound formulae. To a page titled “PROTOCOL SEVEN” in her precise, tilted handwriting. Below the title: hypotheses, methodology, expected outcomes. An actual experimental protocol, complete with variable identification, control conditions, and a methodology section that specified, in clinical language, exactly what she wanted done to her.

She didn’t turn around when I entered. Her pointed ears twitched, tracking my footsteps on the greenhouse floor. Her green skin was flushed darker at the ear tips. Her dark green braid had loosened, wisps of hair escaping around her face.

“Subject: T. Ashvale,” she said. Precise. Controlled. Deliberately so. The clinical language that had once been armor was now something else. Not defense. Ritual. She’d taken the thing that protected her from her own desire and turned it into foreplay. “Experimental Protocol Seven. The researcher requires controlled physical interaction to assess elevated stress responses.”

She held out the journal over her shoulder. I took it. Read the protocol. It was written in her meticulous script, each line measured and exact. Variable A: tactile stimulation of the posterior region. Variable B: internal pressure via Compound 15 (the ceramic plug, referenced by its shelf number). Control condition: the researcher’s linguistic coherence as measured by the number of complete clinical sentences before vocabulary degradation. Hypothesis: multi-point stimulation would produce results exceeding Protocol Six by a significant margin.

Expected outcome, in Nettle’s precise hand: “Total coherence failure. Repeat experimentation urgently recommended.”

Her ears were burning deep green. But she was smiling. Not the nervous, flustered smile of the Nettle who’d fled from her own journal years ago. The deliberate, wicked smile of a woman who’d turned her defense mechanism into a weapon and was enjoying every second of the deployment.

“The researcher notes elevated cortisol from today’s negotiation,” she said. “Standard relaxation compounds have proven insufficient. The protocol requires direct intervention.” A beat. “Specifically, the researcher’s posterior requires direct intervention.”

I set the journal on the bench. “What does Protocol Seven specify?”

“The subject remains clothed initially.” She turned around. Her goggles were still on. Sage-green eyes bright behind the lenses, bright with intent and written-in-triplicate certainty. “The researcher disrobes and presents for examination.”

She reached up. Took the goggles from her forehead. Placed them on the workbench beside the journal. The surrender signal. But not surrender. Ceremony. She’d turned the gesture from vulnerability into ritual, from a woman taking off her armor to a woman choosing when and how and for whom the armor came off.

She untied her apron. Folded it neatly. Set it beside them. Reached down and peeled her leggings. The fabric stretched and clung as it worked over her wide hips, down her heavy legs, the too-tight material she’d been wearing for over a year because Nettle didn’t replace clothing that still technically functioned, no matter how much the function had been compromised by the generous proportions of the body inside it.

Her dark emerald ass. Round. Full. The visual anchor that had defined her character since the day I first saw her bend over the potting bench, the day the leggings stretched across curves that had no business existing on someone who spent her days discussing soil pH. Wide hips. Thick thighs. A rear that made you forget what you’d been thinking about, walking toward, or saying mid-sentence.

She stood in nothing but her tunic, which hung to mid-thigh. Then pulled it over her head. Heavy D-cup breasts, dark nipples stiffening in the greenhouse warmth. Ink-stained fingers. Dark green hair falling loose from the braid, spilling over her shoulders. Her body bare in the warm light, surrounded by living plants, every surface covered with the evidence of her genius.

She turned around. Gripped the workbench edge. Looked back at me over her shoulder.

“The researcher requests thorough tactile examination of the posterior region.”

I stepped behind her. Ran my hands over her hips. The curves that had haunted my peripheral vision through a year and a half of garden work and greenhouse sessions and every meal where she bent to check a lower shelf. Spectacular. Round. Full. Her skin warm under my palms, the muscle beneath the softness firm from years of squatting and lifting and bending in the garden. I traced the contour from hip to thigh, my thumbs in the cleft, spreading her.

She shuddered. Pressed back into my hands. “Significant vascular response in the… gluteal…” My thumbs traced deeper. She gasped, her thick thighs trembling. “…region. Consistent with previous observations of heightened posterior sensitivity under direct… oh.”

I knelt. Put my mouth on her from behind, spreading her wide with both thumbs. Her pussy was swollen, flushed deep emerald, glistening. I dragged my tongue through her folds from clit to entrance in one slow stroke and she jolted, her grip on the workbench making the wood creak, her dark green braid swinging as her head dropped forward.

“Preliminary oral stimulation is… is generating… the anterior response curve is…” My tongue found her clit and circled, sucking, and her hips bucked hard, driving back against my face, her round green ass pressing against my cheeks. She was soaked. Dripping. Her arousal coating my chin, running down my jaw. The clinical language hadn’t fooled her body for a second. “…exceeding parameters. Considerably.”

I stood. Reached for the shelf where she kept Compound 15. The ceramic plug Thistle had made on commission, smooth and tapered, stored between Compound 14-A (Joint Salve) and Compound 16 (Fertilizer Concentrate), labeled in Nettle’s precise handwriting: “Compound 15 (Personal Research Application, DO NOT TOUCH).” Herb-oil coated, warm from the greenhouse air.

She saw it in my hand. Looked over her shoulder. Her ears went dark, dark green, the flush spreading to her cheeks, her neck, her collarbones. Her sage-green eyes were wide. She nodded. Rapidly. “Both variables. As per previous findings. The dual-pressure methodology is…” She swallowed. “Urgently indicated.”

I worked the plug in slowly. She gasped, her fingers curling on the workbench edge. The ceramic sliding in, slick with herbal oil, stretching her. Her thick thighs trembled. Her ass, round and full in the lamplight, clenched around the plug as it seated.

Her clinical composure held for approximately three more sentences.

“The posterior insertion is achieving optimal depth… the pressure differential between anterior and posterior cavities is generating significant cross-stimulation… the nerve cluster activation at the perineal junction is…”

I entered her from behind. Her pussy. Stretching her around my cock while the plug pressed from the other side, both holes filled, both tight, the thin wall between them transmitting every sensation in both directions. I could feel the ceramic through her, hard and smooth against the underside of my cock, the pressure between them making everything tighter, hotter, more intense than either alone.

She made a sound that was not in any scientific vocabulary. A guttural, broken moan that fogged the glass panel nearest her face.

“Multi-point stimulation exceeds… anterior pressure… the…”

I thrust deep. The plug shifted with the motion, ceramic moving inside her as I pushed in. She screamed.

“FUCK.”

The word rang off the greenhouse glass. Every herb in the room seemed to straighten. A tomato vine on the nearest trellis put out an inch of new growth. I felt her freeze, shocked by her own mouth, the word hanging in the warm herb-scented air like a specimen escaped from its jar.

Then she started laughing. A helpless, shaking laugh that vibrated through her body and into mine, her walls clenching with each spasm of laughter, the plug shifting, creating a feedback loop of sensation and hilarity that made both of us gasp.

“Did you just…” I started.

“Don’t. Don’t say anything. The data will reflect…” I thrust again, deep, the plug pulsing with the motion. “Oh. Oh, the data will reflect that the researcher’s VOCABULARY has undergone significant…” Again. Harder. She gripped the workbench with both hands, knuckles going pale under green skin. “…degradation under multi-point…” Again. The plug shifted and she screamed. “…stimulation protocol…”

She gave up. Pressed her forehead against the workbench and abandoned language entirely. The clinical framework she’d maintained since they’d met, that had been her armor and her foreplay and her way of approaching desire without admitting it was desire, dissolved into sound. Raw sound. Moans and gasps and the broken syllables of words that never formed.

I thrust into her, one hand gripping her wide hip, the other tangled in her dark green hair where the braid had come completely undone. Her round green ass pressed against my hips with every stroke, the plug visible between her full cheeks, shifting with each thrust. The visual of both at once, cock in her pussy and ceramic in her ass, her thick thighs spread, her body bent over her own workbench in the greenhouse she’d built, surrounded by the herbs she’d grown and the instruments she’d designed and the evidence of the mind that the Iron Compact wanted to buy.

This mind was mine. This ass was mine. These sounds she was making, the ones that fogged the glass panels and sent echoes through the greenhouse’s timber frame, were mine.

She came with a scream that made the glass vibrate. Her walls clenched around me and the plug simultaneously, a double grip that was almost painful, her legs locking, her whole body going rigid from her curled toes to her clenched jaw. Her ears pressed tight to her skull. Her skin flushed nearly black. She convulsed against the bench, the wave of orgasm visible in the rolling tension that moved through her body from the inside out.

I buried myself to the hilt and the finish tore through me, a groan lost against her spine. The bench creaked. Her herbs swayed in their pots. The greenhouse exhaled around us. My cock throbbed inside her, each surge of cum met by a clenching squeeze that drew me deeper, her body as thorough in taking as her mind was in cataloguing. The warmth of it pooled between us, thick and slick, and her thighs trembled through the aftershocks while I stayed pressed against her back, breathing the scent of her herbs and her skin and the evidence of her destroyed composure.

For a long moment, the only sound was breathing and the drip of the irrigation channel.

She stayed bent over the workbench. Trembling. The plug still seated in her ass. My cum leaking from her pussy, a thick white trickle running down the inside of her thigh, dripping onto the greenhouse floor between her bare feet. She reached, with a hand that shook like she was writing in an earthquake, for her journal.

The pen scratched across the page. Each letter a small victory of motor control.

“Protocol Seven,” she read aloud, her voice wrecked, the precise diction slurring at the edges. “Overwhelmingly successful. Note: researcher deployed first recorded expletive during multi-point stimulation phase. Data suggests strong correlation between posterior-anterior dual pressure and progressive vocabulary degradation.” She paused. Underlined something. Underlined it again. Three times. Four times.

“‘Further protocols,’” she whispered, “‘urgently recommended.’”

She set the pen down. Rested her cheek on the journal. Closed her eyes. Smiled. She’d taken the thing that scared her, the desire she’d spent years calling “research,” and owned it completely.

I gently removed the plug. Cleaned it with the cloth she kept on the shelf for exactly this purpose. Set it back between Compound 14-A and Compound 16. Right where it belonged.

She let me help her dress. She didn’t usually let me help. But tonight she was limp and satisfied and her legs weren’t cooperating, her legs still trembling every few seconds. She leaned against the workbench while I pulled her leggings up over her hips, the familiar fabric stretching across those curves one more time. Handed her the tunic. Placed her goggles back on her forehead, where they found the indentation marks they’d worn over years.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For Protocol Seven?”

“For not selling my compounds.” She looked at me. Sage-green eyes steady. No flush. No embarrassment. She’d written a sexual protocol in triplicate and followed it to the letter, and now she was looking at the man she’d shared it with. “She wanted my mind, Thorn. That woman in the gray coat. She wanted everything I’ve built.” She touched the greenhouse wall. The glass she’d designed, the frame Thistle had built, the herbs she’d grown from water that remembered goblin blood. “This is mine. You’re the only person I share it with.”

“I know.”

She kissed me. Soft, brief, precise. Then she picked up her journal and walked to the farmhouse. Her steps were unsteady. Her dark green hair hung loose around her shoulders, freed from the braid, swinging with each step. She walked past the kitchen window where Bramble was visible, cleaning dishes. Bramble glanced up. Looked at Nettle’s hair. At the goggles sitting crooked. At the particular way Nettle was walking.

Bramble smiled into the dishwater.

Morning. Breakfast table. Bramble serving porridge, Willow in the sling babbling at the spoon. Pip, as always, the first one with commentary.

“How was Protocol Seven?” she asked, eyes wide with aggressive innocence.

Nettle froze. Her spoon stopped halfway to her mouth. Her ears went dark green. “How do you know about…”

Pip pointed at the greenhouse shelf visible through the kitchen window. “You labeled the jar. I can READ, Nettle.”

“The label says ‘Personal Research Application.’”

“With ‘DO NOT TOUCH’ in capital letters. That’s basically an invitation.”

Nettle closed her eyes. Adjusted her goggles. “I need better security.”

“You need CURTAINS,” Pip said. “The greenhouse is made of GLASS.”

Bramble placed an extra portion of porridge in front of Nettle without comment. Thistle, at the end of the table, snorted into her tea. Sedge, on her third helping, shook with quiet laughter that she didn’t bother to hide.

Fern, feeding Willow a mashed root vegetable, said: “The herbs in the greenhouse grew an inch last night.”

Everyone looked at her.

Fern looked at Nettle. “Were you conducting research?”

Nettle’s ears could not physically get any greener. “I have no comment at this time.”

Sorrel, at the table’s edge, said nothing. But the corner of her mouth twitched. For Sorrel, that was a standing ovation.


Chapter 8: Deeper Water

Nettle lowered her sampling rope into the well for the forty-seventh time.

I knew it was the forty-seventh because Nettle had numbered each entry in her journal because Nettle believed chaos started with the first uncounted measurement. Entries one through twenty had been “preliminary baseline.” Entries twenty-one through forty had been “systematic depth profile.” Entries forty-one through forty-six had been marked with exclamation points, underlines, and margin notes in handwriting that got progressively less steady.

Entry forty-seven was the one that made her stop writing and just stare.

I’d been watching this process for weeks. Most mornings I found her at the well before breakfast, goggles down, journal on the stone lip, lowering instruments on knotted ropes she’d measured to the inch. She’d added depth markers at every five feet, small colored threads tied to the rope that told her exactly how far down her samples came from. She’d built a wooden rack to hold her clay sampling dishes, twelve of them, each labeled with depth and date. She’d requisitioned a second journal from the trade stores because the first was full.

Bramble brought her tea most mornings. Set it on the well lip. Nettle drank it without looking, without pausing her measurements, the cup guided to her mouth by muscle memory while her eyes stayed on the data. Sometimes the tea went cold. Bramble started bringing it hotter.

I stood beside her now, holding the lantern. The morning was gray and cool, spring clouds heavy over the valley, a low overcast that Nettle called “ideal for controlled observation” and everyone else called “dreary.” The air smelled of damp earth and the first green shoots pushing through the garden beds. Below us, the well shaft dropped into darkness. Aldric’s construction went twenty feet down, stone walls tight and well-mortared, the work of a man who’d understood that water was life and the container for water was sacred. Below that, the shaft continued into natural bedrock. Forty feet. Fifty. The carved symbols at forty, spirals and leaf patterns that Nettle had sketched from four angles and still couldn’t fully categorize.

She pulled the rope up hand over hand, her dark green arms straining, the sampling vessel dripping. Dark emerald skin, ink-stained fingers, the muscles in her forearms standing out with the effort. Her lenses were fogged from the well’s moisture, water droplets beading on the glass. She poured the water into a clay dish. Held it to the gray morning light.

The water glowed. Something beyond reflected light, beyond the opalescent shimmer of mineral content. A faint, steady luminescence that pulsed slowly, like a heartbeat. The glow was stronger than any previous sample. Visible even in daylight, even through overcast, a soft green light that cast faint shadows across Nettle’s ink-stained fingers.

“Still increasing,” she murmured. She dipped a glass rod into the sample, touched it to a strip of prepared cloth that she’d treated with a reagent she called Indicator Seven. The cloth turned deep emerald. Not the pale green of previous readings. Deep. Saturated. She made a note in her journal, flipped three pages to compare against her calibration chart, and made another note. Her handwriting was getting smaller, which happened when she was trying to fit more information into less space because the data was coming faster than her hand could record it.

“The mineral concentration at fifty feet is four times what it was at twenty,” she said. “At twenty feet, the water produces healing salves that close wounds in days. At fifty feet, it…” She paused. Adjusted her goggles, the familiar fidget that meant she was processing something that challenged her framework. “A single drop on soil produced a seedling that grew to knee height in sixty seconds.”

“Sixty seconds.”

“I counted.” She looked at me. Sage-green eyes wide behind the lenses. Excited and frightened simultaneously, the particular expression Nettle wore when the universe had done something she couldn’t explain and she was deciding whether to be thrilled or terrified. “The aquifer gets stronger the deeper you go. And it’s still getting stronger over time. The concentration levels from three months ago are half what they are today. Whatever is down there, it’s not static. It’s responding.”

“To what?”

She tapped her journal. Three entries, circled in red ink. “To us. To the goblins living here. To the refugee arrivals.” She hesitated. Tapped another entry, circled separately. “To Willow.” And another, underlined twice. “To Fern.”

That’s when Fern came through the garden gate.

She was carrying Willow. Our daughter rode Fern’s hip as she rode everyone’s, small hands gripping the forest-green fabric of Fern’s shirt, dark eyes watching the world with an intensity that had nothing to do with being a baby. She’d grown visibly in the weeks since the refugees arrived. Her tiny face was filling out, losing the newborn squint and gaining a focus that was almost adult. More present. When she looked at things, she looked AT them, not through them or past them as babies usually did.

Fern moved through Nettle’s garden beds with her usual calm, gray-green eyes tracking the new growth. Rosemary. Thyme. Lavender. The greenhouse herbs doing well in the open air now that spring had settled. Her silver-white hair caught the overcast light and shimmered with the faint luminescence that had become permanent since the well purification three months ago. She hummed Bramble’s lullaby under her breath, the bright version, the one about welcoming what the light brings.

Willow reached toward a rosemary bush.

The bush had frozen during the last cold snap in early spring and never recovered. Dead brown stems, dry leaves, the bark flaking away from the wood. Nettle had made a note to pull it up next week. She’d written in her journal: “Specimen lost. Insufficient root depth for frost resistance at current exposure level. Replacement advised.”

Willow’s small green hand touched the dead stems.

I saw it happen. The baby’s fingers wrapped around the brittle wood, barely gripping, as babies grip anything within reach. Her dark eyes glowed. Not the brief flash that happened when she laughed. A steady green luminescence that brightened and held.

The bush greened. Starting at the point of contact, where small green fingers met dead brown bark, and spreading outward like water filling a web of capillaries. The color change moved faster than growth, faster than anything I had a name for. Brown turned to green. Dry wood softened. Dead tissue became living tissue, the cell walls plumping, the stems straightening. Within three seconds, the bush was putting out new leaves. Fresh, bright green, unfurling from buds that hadn’t existed a moment ago. A faint scent of rosemary rose from the regenerated plant, sharp and clean.

Fern felt it. I could see it in her face. Her calm expression shifted. Not surprise. Recognition. The warmth she described feeling during her hedge-witchery episodes, the same internal surge, the same connection to something deep beneath the ground. She pressed one hand to her chest and breathed. Her pale hair glowed brighter for a moment, responding to whatever Willow was channeling, as if daughter and conduit were tuned to the same frequency.

“She’s like me,” Fern said quietly. “She’s connected.”

Nettle was already at the bush with her magnifiers pulled down, examining the new growth leaf by leaf. “The cellular regeneration is identical to aquifer-exposed tissue,” she said, her voice tight with excitement and awe. “The structure matches compounds I’ve only seen in the deepest water samples. Willow is producing them internally.”

She looked at the baby. At the tiny hand still resting on the rosemary. At the faint green glow in Willow’s dark eyes that nobody mentioned anymore because it happened every day.

“She’s not just connected to the aquifer,” Nettle said. “She IS the aquifer. Or the aquifer is expressing through her. I don’t…” She took off her goggles. Rubbed her face. Put them back on. “I don’t have a framework for this.”

Fern set Willow down on the garden path. The baby wobbled on her hands and knees, reaching for another plant. Her passage left a faint trail of green behind her, the path plants leaning toward where she’d been as though following the sun.

Fern watched. Then she looked at me.

“Nettle thinks the aquifer is the source,” she said. “I think WE are the conduit. Me, Willow. Maybe all goblin women living on this land.” She paused. “I want to test it.”

“Test what?”

“Whether I can control it. Not just… release it. Direct it.” She picked up Willow. The baby grabbed a fistful of silver-white hair and tugged. “The greenhouse. It’s a controlled environment. Plants on all sides. Nettle’s instruments can record everything.”

She was serious. The calmest person on the farm, Fern, who read the world through animal heartbeats and the tilt of leaves, was asking to use her body as a magical conduit. Deliberately. With intent.

“Tonight,” she said.

I spent the rest of the day doing normal things. Hauled stone with Sedge. Checked the south field with Pip. Reviewed Maren’s latest intelligence with Bramble at the kitchen table while Willow napped. Normal things. The daily loop that held the settlement together. But the normal things had a different weight now. Every seedling I looked at, I wondered if Willow had touched it. Every bucket of well water I carried, I thought about what was at the bottom of the shaft. Every time I looked at Fern, calm and sure with the animals, I thought about what she was offering to do.

Bramble caught me staring at the greenhouse from the porch that evening. She came up beside me with tea, her heavy chest shifting in her blouse, Willow’s feeding pattern visible in the twin dark circles on the fabric. She followed my gaze.

“She’ll be careful,” Bramble said. She meant Fern. She always knew what I was thinking about.

“I know.”

“And Nettle will record everything. And you’ll be there.” She sipped her tea. “Let her do this. She needs to know what she is.”

I leaned into her. Not the other way around for once. My head dropped against her shoulder, the way Willow dropped against her chest, and Bramble took the weight without shifting her stance. Her free hand came up and rested on the back of my neck. Warm. Steady. Bramble holding me, the way I held everyone else.

“Tired?” she asked.

“Getting there.”

“Good. Tired men sleep deep.” She rubbed her thumb along the base of my skull. “You’ll need to.”

The greenhouse at dusk was a different world. Warm, humid, the air thick with the scent of living things. Nettle’s herbs lined every shelf. Tomato vines wound up trellises. Rosemary and thyme and lavender filled the lower beds. The glass panels let in the last of the evening light, turning everything green and gold.

Nettle had set her instruments. Temperature probes in three locations. Growth measurement rods beside key plants. Her journal on the potting bench, open to a fresh page. She’d retreated to the far end of the greenhouse, giving us privacy, but her equipment would record everything.

Fern led me inside. She’d laid a canvas mat on the cleared center bench, the widest flat surface in the greenhouse. She wore nothing but her loose tunic. Silver-white hair hanging to her waist, faintly luminous in the failing light. Forest-green skin flushed with the greenhouse’s heat.

She looked at me with Fern’s familiar calm, level and certain.

“I need to feel the rhythm myself,” she said. “The magic follows what I feel, not just what happens to me.” She pulled the tunic over her head. Lean, willowy body, long goblin legs, small firm breasts. She was different from every other woman on the farm. Not Bramble’s maternal abundance. Not Pip’s perky brightness. Not Nettle’s lavish curves or Thistle’s compact power or Sedge’s muscular mass. Fern was elegant. Graceful. Built like the willow trees she’d named her daughter for.

She lay me on the bench. Her hands on my chest, guiding me down onto the canvas, her eyes holding mine with an intent I’d never seen from her. She’d been passive before, overwhelmed. Tonight, determination burned behind those eyes.

She climbed on top.

She’d never taken this position before. In every previous encounter, she’d been beneath me, overwhelmed by the flood of her own body’s response, the magic surging through her in waves she couldn’t direct. Tonight she straddled my hips and settled her weight. Her long thighs pressed hot against my sides. Silver-white hair cascading around us, luminescent strands catching the last light through the glass panels.

“Let me,” she said.

She took me in her hand. Her grip was gentle but certain, her calloused fingers wrapping around my cock with the same careful pressure she used to examine fragile seedlings. She stroked once, slowly, feeling the length and the heat of me. Then positioned me at her entrance and sank down.

She inhaled sharply. Gray-green eyes widening. Lips parting. Tight. Warm. Her pussy stretching slowly around me as gravity pulled her down, her slender thighs trembling with the effort of controlling the descent. She took me inch by inch until she was fully seated, her hips flush against mine, and let out a long, shuddering exhale that fogged the glass panel behind her. The heat of goblin skin, always warmer than mine, radiated from where we were joined.

She started slow. Rolling her hips in a rhythm that was hers, not mine. Not the pace I would have set, which was faster, harder, driven by the urgency I always felt when green skin pressed against brown. Her rhythm was unhurried. Searching. Her pussy gripping and releasing with each roll, the wet sound of our bodies moving together filling the humid greenhouse air. The way she coaxed a frightened foal to eat from her hand: patient, reading the responses, adjusting until she found the frequency that unlocked trust.

Her silver-white hair hung around us like curtains, the faint luminescence turning the strands into threads of pale light. Her eyes held mine from above, unwavering. She placed her palms flat on my chest. Fingertips pressing into the muscle. Her hips rolled.

Her willowy body moved on mine. Small firm breasts swaying with each roll, dark green nipples catching the humid air. Long thighs pressed against my hips. Her pussy gripped me with each roll, tight and slick and purposeful, the rhythmic squeeze of her matching her breathing. She was reading her own body like she read animal behavior: watching the signals, adjusting, finding the frequency that connected her arousal to whatever lay beneath the ground.

As her arousal built, the greenhouse responded.

Not the explosive growth of her orgasms. Something subtler. The plants nearest us turned their leaves toward her, the way sunflowers track light. Stems leaned. Buds swelled. The herbs on the nearest shelf, three inches from the bench edge, put out new shoots while I watched.

She noticed. Her eyes went wide for a second, then she smiled.

“They feel me,” she whispered. “Before I feel myself.”

She picked up the pace. Her hips rolled faster, her breathing deepening. The herbs on the south wall shelf began to bloom. Not one at a time. In sequence, following the rhythm of her hips. Lavender opening first, then rosemary, then thyme, a wave of flowering that rippled along the shelf like she was conducting an orchestra.

“Oh,” she breathed. Her composure was cracking. Her hands pressed flat on my chest. “Thorn, can you feel that?”

I could. A warmth rising through the bench. Through the floor. Through the stone and earth beneath us, as though the aquifer itself was responding to what was happening above it. The greenhouse hummed with it. Every plant seemed to lean inward.

Her first orgasm.

She cried out, back arching, luminous hair thrown back in a cascade of faint light. Her walls clenched around me, hard, rhythmic pulses that gripped the length of me, and she gushed. Fluid soaked the canvas beneath us, streaming hot down my thighs, her hips still rolling through the release. Her eyes went wide, seeing something I couldn’t see, something below the surface of everything visible.

And every plant in the greenhouse pulsed green simultaneously. A flash of growth that added an inch to every stem. Buds that had been tight and dormant opened in a single breath. Leaves unfurled. The rosemary on the nearest shelf doubled its new growth. A tomato vine above us put out three new runners in the span of a heartbeat, the green tendrils extending like reaching fingers.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, Thorn.”

She didn’t stop. She kept riding, her hips driving down, her pace increasing. Her small firm breasts bounced with the rhythm, her flat stomach flexing, her long thighs gripping my hips. Her gaze was bright with purpose beyond arousal. She was steering this. Not just feeling it. Directing the current like she’d direct a nervous animal: with intent and patience and the absolute certainty that the thing she was working with would respond.

She rolled her hips faster. The blooming spread beyond the nearest shelf. The south wall responded next, then the east, flowers opening in a cascade that followed the rolling motion of her body across the entire greenhouse. Stems thickened. Leaves doubled in size. A dormant chamomile burst into white-and-gold blossoms. The air grew thick with pollen and the sweet heavy scent of a garden pushed into midsummer overnight.

Second orgasm. Harder. Her hands gripped my shoulders, her nails digging into muscle. Her lithe body arched above me, forest-green skin flushed darker at her chest, her pointed ears, her cheeks. She squirted hard, the gush soaking into the canvas, running off the bench edge. And vines on the nearest trellis extended toward us. Tendrils reached out from the wood frame. Green shoots brushed her ankles, her calves, the soft new growth curling around her skin as though the plants were trying to hold her. To be closer. To touch the thing that was feeding them.

“They’re reaching for me,” she gasped. She looked down at the tendrils wrapping her legs, the gentle spirals of vine climbing her shins. Not afraid. Awed. “The greenhouse is reaching for me.”

I grabbed her hips. Anchored her. Drove up into her from below, giving her the force she needed to stay on the edge, to keep climbing. My work-roughened hands on her narrow waist, her green skin hot under my palms, her body so light above me that I could lift her clear off the bench if I wanted. But she wanted to ride. She wanted to steer. And I gave her that.

Third orgasm. She screamed. The sound rang off the glass panels, echoed back, filled the greenhouse with her voice. Her body convulsed, her graceful frame going rigid, her pussy clenching around me in waves that threatened to pull me over the edge with her. She squirted hard, soaking us both, and above us the tomato vine fruited. Green spheres swelled on the vine, blushed orange, reddened, and ripened in the time it took me to draw three breaths. Ripe tomatoes appearing from nothing, hanging heavy and full, one dropping from the vine onto the bench beside my head with a soft thud.

She was laughing. Sobbing. Riding me through it. Tears on green cheeks, her hair wild around her face, glowing brighter with each surge. The calm serene woman who’d always been done-to was doing. Actively. Willfully. Choosing each roll of her hips, each surge of magic, each pulse of growth.

I came inside her during the fourth. My hands locked on her hips, pulling her down as I surged up, and the release wasn’t just physical. It traveled through the floor, through the roots beneath the stone, through whatever channel connected her body to the deep green engine under the earth. I groaned against her chest, flooding her, and she clenched around me in slow rolling contractions that matched the pulse of the greenhouse itself. Her fluids and mine mixed, soaking the canvas, streaming slick between us. She collapsed onto my chest with a shudder, still grinding weakly, still full of me, and the greenhouse settled into silence as though the land beneath us had sighed.

And the greenhouse breathed around us. Every plant went quiet. Leaves relaxed. The vines that had been reaching for her retracted gently, like hands withdrawing from an embrace. The tomato vine stopped fruiting. The lavender stopped blooming. A held breath, released. The greenhouse sighed.

The greenhouse was transformed. Weeks of growth compressed into minutes. Shelves overflowed with herbs that had doubled in size. The tomato vine had produced eleven ripe fruits. A dormant lavender bush had bloomed purple across an entire bench. The air smelled like a garden in midsummer.

Fern sat on top of me, catching her breath. Silver-white hair plastered to her green skin with sweat. The faint luminescence in her hair was brighter now. Sustained. Not the fleeting glow of previous times.

A tomato dropped from the vine. Landed on my chest, warm and perfectly ripe.

She picked it up. Bit into it. Juice ran down her chin, red on forest-green.

“Still warm,” she said.

She offered me the other half. I took it from her fingers and ate it. Sweet and dense, the flavor concentrated, a tomato you’d pay silver for at market.

We ate it together. Her still sitting on me, surrounded by impossible abundance she’d made with her body. Unlike every previous time: present, powerful, smiling.

The woman who’d lain beneath me overwhelmed by her own body was gone. In her place sat the cultivator.

Nettle returned to the greenhouse and stopped in the doorway.

Every shelf overflowed. The tomato vine was heavy with fruit. The lavender was purple from one end of the bench to the other. Her instruments, still recording, had produced data that would take her days to process.

She filled six journal pages before she spoke.

“She’s not just a conduit anymore,” Nettle whispered. “The plants didn’t just grow. They responded to her emotional state in real time. The growth patterns correspond to her arousal curve, not just to orgasm. This isn’t irrigation.” She looked at Fern. “It’s communion.”

Sedge appeared first. She’d been hauling stone from the quarry and had stopped at the greenhouse door when she saw the state of things inside. She picked a tomato from the vine, bit into it, and chewed slowly. Juice ran down her chin onto moss-green skin. She looked at the overgrown shelves, the blooming lavender, the impossible abundance. Sedge respected productive output in any form.

“Good tomato.” She took another bite. Looked at Fern. Looked at the greenhouse. “You did all this?”

“The aquifer did most of it,” Fern said quietly. “I just gave it a direction.”

Sedge considered this while chewing. “I’d make the plants die from exhaustion.” She reached for a second tomato. “Better leave the magic to you.”

Pip arrived behind Nettle with a piece of bread in one hand and Willow balanced on her hip. She stared at the transformed greenhouse, her mouth falling open.

“Can I try?”

“You are not a botanical conduit, Pip,” Nettle said without looking up from her journal.

“But I’m very emotional. I cried twice yesterday. Once because Sorrel smiled at me and once because I stepped on a beetle. That has to count for SOMETHING.”

“Emotional availability does not constitute magical conductivity.”

Pip looked at her bare feet on the garden path. At the overgrown shelves. At Sedge eating her second tomato with the calm appreciation of someone reviewing quarry output.

“This is discrimination against non-botanical people.”

“It’s botany,” Nettle said. “There is no discrimination in botany.”

“There is NOW.”

The morning after, I found Bramble at the kitchen table with a tomato in her hand. Fern had brought a basket of them from the greenhouse at dawn. Eleven ripe tomatoes, warm, fragrant, an early-spring impossibility that would have made any farmer in the valley cross himself and back away.

Bramble bit into one. Juice ran down her chin. She chewed slowly, her eyes closing. “This tastes like summer,” she said. “Like high summer, when the fruit’s been on the vine for weeks in full sun.” She opened her eyes. “It grew in one night?”

“In about thirty seconds,” I said.

She looked at the tomato. At me. At Willow in the cradle, who was reaching toward the basket with one small green hand. Bramble set the tomato on the table and picked up her daughter. Her full breasts shifted in her blouse, the morning’s milk spreading in dark circles. She held Willow close and said nothing for a long time.

Agate came to the greenhouse an hour later.

She’d heard about the growth. Not the cause. Just the result. Overnight, the greenhouse had produced more than any reasonable gardening could explain, and the refugee goblins were talking about it in low, uncertain voices. She examined the tomato vine, counting the fruit, testing the stems. Touched the lavender blooms with her three-fingered hand, rubbing a blossom between her fingers and lifting it to her nose. Picked up one of Nettle’s symbol sketches from the well shaft, the spirals and leaf patterns carved into the bedrock at forty feet.

Her face changed.

The expression was complex. Recognition. Memory. Something inherited, passed down through stories told in the dark of mining barracks and before that in the firelight of free communities, stories that had survived capture and labor and the systematic erasure of goblin history because old women like Agate refused to let them die.

“I know these,” she said.

The room went quiet. Nettle put down her pen. Fern stepped closer from the garden door. I moved to stand beside Nettle.

“My grandmother told stories,” Agate said. Her voice was careful. Remembering. “About places where the earth remembers goblin blood. Where generations of goblin women living on the same land wake something up. The old places. Sacred wells. Springs that never ran dry. Gardens that grew through winter.” She traced a spiral on the sketch. “These symbols aren’t decoration. They’re markers. Carved by goblin women who tended these places. Who fed them.”

She looked at Willow, sleeping in Bramble’s arms.

“The land isn’t magical because of the water,” Agate said. “The water is magical because goblins lived here. Long ago. Before humans settled this valley. And now goblins live here again.”

The silence in the greenhouse was absolute.

“More goblins,” Nettle whispered. “More magic.”

“More goblins living here, working the land, raising children,” Agate corrected. “The aquifer responds to goblin women. To their bodies. To their children.” She looked at me. “To their families.”

The implication hung in the greenhouse silence.

Willow. Born here, from aquifer-nourished parents. The first child born to women who’d been denied children for nearly a decade. The first new root in soil that had been waiting for someone to plant in it again.

It reframed everything I’d been defending. Dunhill’s interest in the compounds. The Compact’s desire for the land. The refugees. Renn’s offer and the scouts’ mapping and the poisoned creek and the burned fields and every threat that had ever come to this farm, going all the way back to the first morning I’d found four starving goblin girls in my uncle’s barn.

They wanted to own the thing that could only exist when free people chose to live on free land. And they’d already written it down in a ledger somewhere, stamped it “acquisition priority,” and assigned it a budget line.

Nettle was writing furiously. Her pen moved in tight, cramped lines across the journal page, her lenses fogged, her dark emerald cheeks flushed. “The implications for our defensive posture alone,” she muttered. “If the Compact understands even a fraction of this, the value they place on the land increases by an order of magnitude. Their offer wasn’t about the compounds. It was about the SOURCE. About us.”

“About goblin women,” Bramble said from the doorway. She’d come in silently, Willow in the sling. Her voice was flat. Her expression had gone rigid, the composure she wore like armor when she was most afraid. “They want to own goblin women on magical land. That’s what this is.”

Nobody spoke. The words sat in the greenhouse air like a weight.

“That’s what it’s always been,” Bramble said. “In the camps, they didn’t know about aquifers. They just knew goblins were useful. Cheap labor. Expendable bodies. Now they know we’re MORE useful.” She stroked Willow’s dark hair. “Now they know our DAUGHTERS are useful.”

Bramble held Willow tighter. The baby squirmed against her chest, reaching toward the overgrown tomato vine, her dark eyes glowing with that faint green light that had become as natural as breathing.

“We don’t tell them,” Bramble said quietly. Steady. Bramble making a decision that would hold. “The refugees. The settlement. Not yet. Not until we know who can be trusted with this.”

Agate looked at her. At the greenhouse. At the impossible abundance surrounding them. “You think someone would sell the information?”

“I think the Compact offered us a good deal and someone on the ridge has been drawing maps of everything we own.” Bramble’s eyes were hard. “I think anyone who knows what Fern can do, what Willow is becoming, what the aquifer responds to, becomes a target. And I won’t make targets of my people.”

Agate studied her for a long moment. The elder who’d survived the Brackridge mines and the mother who’d survived the camps, reading each other with the fluency of women who’d both learned to assess threats in their sleep.

“Agreed,” Agate said. “For now.” She picked up her staff. “But eventually, they’ll see for themselves. You can’t hide a garden that grows overnight.”

She walked back to the longhouse. Straight-backed. She’d led refugees south on a rumor. Now she was beginning to understand what the rumor had understated.

I stood in the greenhouse with Fern and Nettle and Bramble and Willow. The plants around us grew in slow, invisible increments, responding to goblin women the way earth responded to rain. We knew what we were now. And we knew what the Compact would do to take it.

Through the greenhouse panels, I could see the farm. The longhouse, nearly finished. The quarry path where Sedge would be cutting stone. The porch where Pip sat with the adolescents. The tree line where Sorrel patrolled. Twenty people, all connected to the land beneath their feet, all strengthening the magic by their presence, none of them knowing it except the five of us standing here.

The discovery landed in my chest and sat there. Everything we’d built, everything we’d defended, everything I loved was connected to a power ancient and deep and alive beneath our feet. A power that had been sleeping until goblin women came back to this land and woke it up.

The Iron Compact would burn the world to own it.

Pip appeared in the greenhouse doorway, breathless from running. “Bramble, the porridge is burning. I tried to stir it but I used the wrong spoon and Agate yelled at me. Is everything okay? You all look weird.”

“Everything’s fine,” Bramble said. She turned with Willow and headed for the kitchen. At the door she paused. Looked back at me. Her composure had cracked enough to show what was underneath: not fear, but the hard, bone-deep determination of a mother who understood exactly what she was protecting.

“We need salt,” she said. “And more flour. And everyone needs to eat breakfast.”

Bramble. Always feeding. Always holding. Always the one who made the world keep turning by putting food on the table and refusing to stop.

I looked at Fern. At the glow in her hair. At the quiet calm she wore like a second skin.

“Can you do it again?” I asked. “If we needed you to?”

She picked a tomato from the vine. Held it in her palm. It ripened from green to red in her hand, warmth radiating from where her skin met the fruit. The color spread like a blush, green to gold to orange to deep red, until a perfectly ripe tomato sat in her work-roughened palm, warm as a stone that had sat in the sun all day.

“Whenever you need me,” she said.


Chapter 9: Bitter

Bramble’s scream woke the farm.

I was on my feet before the sound finished. Boots on, hatchet in hand, moving through the bedroom door into the kitchen. The fire was banked to coals. Gray dawn light through the shutters.

Bramble stood at the kitchen table. Willow in her arms. The baby was crying. Not her usual fussing cry, the small protest of a child who wanted attention or food. This was thin and high and wrong. A wail that climbed and broke and climbed again, the sound of something in pain that couldn’t tell you where it hurt.

Bramble’s face was white. Not pale. White. The deep emerald of her skin had gone ashen, drained of the warmth that made her look like life itself. Her hands shook as she held Willow against her chest.

“My milk tastes wrong,” she said. Flat. Controlled. The Matriarch’s voice, the one she used when everything was falling apart and she needed the people around her to stay standing. “Bitter. I tried to nurse her and she turned away. Thorn, she TURNED AWAY.”

Willow had never refused Bramble’s breast. Not once. Not in four months of constant nursing.

I crossed the kitchen in two steps. Took Bramble’s face in my hands. Her brown-gold eyes were huge.

“Something’s in the water,” she said.

Fern appeared at the barn door. Her forest-green face was rigid, her calm shattered for the first time since I’d known her. Behind her, I could hear the animals. Not the usual morning sounds of livestock expecting feed. Something wrong. Clover bleating in a register I’d never heard from her, high and distressed. Stump’s hooves stamping on the flagstone, the sharp quick rhythm of an animal that wanted to be anywhere else.

“Clover and Moss are backed against the far wall,” Fern said. Her voice was tight, controlled in the way that meant she was holding herself together with both hands. “They won’t touch the trough water. I filled it fresh from the well last night. They drank fine at midnight. Now they won’t go near it.” She swallowed. “Clover’s kid is bleating in distress. She tried to drink and pulled back. Shook her head. Backed away.” Her gray-green eyes were bright with a fear that only came from animals she loved telling her something was deeply wrong. “And Stump. Stump won’t drink. He’s standing in the corner with his ears flat and his lip curled. He bit the trough.”

Animals know before we do. Fern had said that once, about something else, in a different season. The words landed differently now.

Nettle ran past me. Not toward the greenhouse. Toward it and then stopping at the door, her hand on the frame, her goggles fogging, her sage-green eyes staring at what was inside.

“My herbs,” she said.

I went to her. Looked through the glass.

The herbs she’d grown all winter. The ones that had survived frost, produced magical compounds, fed the farm’s impossible yields. Rosemary, thyme, lavender, the experimental strains she’d developed from aquifer-concentrated seedlings. Their tips were curling brown. Overnight. Leaves that had been dark green and vibrant twelve hours ago were yellowing at the edges, wilting inward, dying. The rosemary nearest the irrigation channel was worst. Brown from root to tip, leaves curling tight like fists closing.

Nettle touched a sprig. It crumbled between her fingers. Dust. The herb that had survived three months of winter frost, that had produced compounds strong enough to accelerate crop growth tenfold, reduced to powder between a scientist’s ink-stained fingertips. She made a sound that wasn’t a word. Her goggles fogged completely and she pulled them off and stared at her dead plant with bare sage-green eyes. Her dark emerald skin had gone ashen at the cheeks. Her hands were shaking.

“Eighteen months of work,” she whispered. “Eighteen months.”

Outside, the south field. I walked there because I had to see. Because I needed to know how far the damage went. The seedlings that had been pushing up strong spring growth yesterday were yellowing. Not all of them. Not yet. But the ones closest to the irrigation channels, the ones that received the most water, were flattening. Wilting. Stems that had been stiff and green at dawn yesterday lay sideways in the dirt like they’d been stepped on. The kitchen garden, Bramble’s domain, looked wrong. Herbs drooping. New growth shriveled. The chive border along the south wall had gone from bright green to pale gray overnight. Even the wildflowers along the creek had their petals closing in full daylight, as though they were trying to protect themselves from something they could taste in the air.

I went to the well.

The well. Not the creek, which could be bypassed, which had been poisoned once before and survived. The WELL. The source. The aquifer itself. Everything the farm ran on. Bramble’s milk, Fern’s hedge-witchery, Nettle’s compounds, Willow’s connection, the crops, the animals, the magic that made this place more than a settlement.

I drew a bucket. Held it to the morning light.

The water had a faint oily shimmer. A slick rainbow on the surface that hadn’t been there yesterday. I sniffed it. Under the usual mineral tang, something bitter. Chemical.

Nettle was beside me. She’d followed from the greenhouse. Her hands were still now. The scientist had replaced the grieving gardener. She took the bucket. Poured three drops into a clay dish. Added a preparation from the pouch at her belt. Watched.

“Alkaloid contamination,” she said. Clinical. Cold. The voice she used when emotion would cost time. “Concentrated yew bark derivative. Same toxin family Dunhill used on the creek two seasons ago, but refined. Professional grade.” She looked at me. “Someone put this directly into the well shaft.”

The well. The SOURCE.

The farm’s heart, poisoned.

Every person was awake now. Thistle at the perimeter, scanning. Pip at the barn loft, face blank with shock. Sedge at the well cap, her hammer in her hand, her broad face set like quarry stone. Sorrel had appeared from the tree line, bow on her back, her tawny-green face tight with fury.

Fern was in the barn, moving animals to the clean-water system she’d set up using the deep well reservoir Nettle had tapped last month. If the contamination was in the upper well, the deeper reserves might still be clean. But every minute the poison sat in the shaft, it seeped deeper.

I looked at Sorrel. “How?”

Her face was devastated. “The scouts. They mapped the farm’s layout. They knew where the well was.” Her voice cracked. “I tracked them for weeks. I should have caught them before they got to the well.”

“You didn’t fail,” I said. “They’re professionals. You’re one person.”

“I should have been enough.”

I didn’t have time to convince her she was wrong, because she wasn’t wrong in the way she thought she was. She was wrong that it was her fault, but she was right that one person watching wasn’t enough. We needed more eyes. We needed walls around the well. We needed a defense we didn’t have until this moment felt necessary.

Nettle was calculating. I could see it in her face, the rapid processing behind her goggles as she ran scenarios. “The contaminant is in the upper well. Aldric’s twenty-foot construction. If it hasn’t fully seeped into the natural cavern below, we can remove it.” She looked at me. “Someone has to go down.”

The well shaft was twenty feet of Aldric’s stonework, then thirty more of natural bedrock, narrowing as it descended. At fifty feet, the underground pool. The phosphorescent water. The carved symbols. The source of everything.

“I’ll go.”

“It’s fifty feet of vertical shaft with potentially toxic water at every level.”

“I know.”

Sedge stepped forward. “I’ll work the pulley. I’m the only one strong enough to lower and raise you reliably.” Her gaze held mine. No argument. No bravado. Just a statement of fact.

I got the rope. The longest coil we had, the one Thistle kept for beam lashing. A hundred feet, well-knotted, hemp. Sedge rigged the pulley at the well head, a system Thistle had designed for bucket-lowering but strong enough for a man’s weight. I tied the rope around my waist and chest, double-hitched. Nettle gave me three sealed jars of neutralizing compound, a flask of clean water, and a lantern.

“The poison delivery will be a container of some kind,” she said. “Canvas or leather, weighted with stones. It’ll be lodged against the aquifer feed where the water enters the shaft. Remove it, apply the neutralizer to the shaft walls, and get out. Don’t drink the water. Don’t touch your face.” She paused. “Come back.”

Bramble stood at the kitchen door. Willow quiet now, sleeping against her chest, the thin wailing exhausted into silence. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. Her eyes said everything.

I went down.

Sedge lowered me with sure hands. The rope creaked. The pulley groaned. The lantern swung as I descended, throwing jumping shadows on the wet stone walls. Aldric’s masonry passed in a blur of familiar gray. Below it, the bedrock began. Rougher. Natural. The carved symbols appeared at forty feet, spirals and leaf patterns that Agate had recognized as goblin markers. Sacred signs in old stone.

At fifty feet, the cavern opened. The underground pool. Normally, it glowed. A soft phosphorescence that pulsed slowly, like a heartbeat, the water bright enough to see by.

The glow was dim. Muted. The water that should have been clear and luminous was clouded. Not opaque, but wrong. A haze in the light. Like fog in a lantern.

I found the poison.

A canvas sack, the size of my head, weighted with stones, lodged in a crevice where the aquifer’s flow entered the shaft. Concentrated yew bark, ground fine and packed tight. The stitching on the canvas was tight and professional. I’d seen that stitching before.

Ironhill’s canvas mark. Two crossed pickaxes over a mountain silhouette, burned into the fabric. The same mark Sorrel had found on scraps at the enemy camp last autumn.

I pulled the sack free. The stones tumbled into the pool with dull splashes. I passed the sack up on the rope. Nettle would analyze it later. Confirmation of what we already knew.

I opened the neutralizing compound. Poured it along the shaft walls, working from the bottom up, the thick liquid running down the stone in streaks that turned milky where they met the contaminated water. Nettle’s chemistry, designed to bind the alkaloid toxins and render them inert. It would take hours to fully neutralize the upper shaft. But the aquifer below, the living source, needed something else.

The pool was still clouded. The poison had seeped partway in. Not deep, not fatal to the source, but enough to dim the glow and taint everything that drew from it. Including Bramble’s milk. Including Willow.

I climbed back up. Sedge hauled me out with the ease of a woman pulling a moderate-weight stone from a quarry. I lay on the grass beside the well, breathing hard, the taste of chemical bitterness in the back of my throat.

“The upper shaft is neutralized,” I said. “But the aquifer water is clouded. The poison reached the pool.”

Fern knelt at the well head.

She’d been waiting. While I descended, while the farm mobilized, while Bramble held Willow and Nettle analyzed samples and Thistle set a guard rotation. Fern had waited, because she’d known it would come to this.

She placed her hands on the stone lip of the well. Closed her eyes. Pressed her palms flat against the cold, rough surface.

“The aquifer is alive,” she said. Her voice was quiet but it carried across the yard. “It responds to us. To goblin women.” She opened her eyes. They were bright. Gray-green, clear, certain. “I can feel it hurting.”

She looked at me. “Let me try to flush it.”

What followed had nothing to do with what we shared in bed. It was a woman connecting to something vast and ancient through the medium of her own body, the same connection that manifested during intimacy but channeled now through will and intent.

Fern sat at the well’s edge. Feet dangling into the shaft. Hands on the stone. She breathed deep, and the air around her shifted. Warmed. The faint luminescence in her silver-white hair brightened, glowing steadily now, a soft green light that cast shadows on the well stones.

She cried out. Not in pain. In effort. Her body arched, her hands pressed harder against the stone, and the well water began to move.

Rising. Clean water from BELOW the contamination line, pushing upward through the shaft. The physics were impossible. Water doesn’t rise in a well without pumping. But this wasn’t physics. This was something older.

The well overflowed. Dirty water spilled across the yard, dark and oily, pushed up and out by the clean water rising beneath it. Gallons of contaminated liquid streaming across the mud while bright, clear, luminous water replaced it in the shaft. The glow returned. First faint, then steady, then strong. The aquifer, flushing itself clean with Fern as the conduit.

She collapsed.

Sedge caught her. Scooped her off the well’s edge one-handed, cradling the smaller goblin against her broad chest like she weighed nothing. Fern’s eyes were closed. Her hair glowed brighter than I’d ever seen it, a luminous silver-white halo. Her breathing was shallow but even.

Nettle tested the water. Clear. Clean. Glowing. She looked up from her clay dish with tears running down her cheeks behind her goggles. “It’s clean. The aquifer is clean.”

Willow recovered almost immediately. Bramble nursed her with clean water running through the aquifer’s feed, and the baby latched on for the first time in hours. The thin wailing stopped. Willow drank, and her dark eyes glowed green. Not the brief flash. A steady glow that lasted a full minute, bright enough to light the kitchen corner.

The plants around the farmhouse shivered back to life. The kitchen garden herbs straightened. The south field seedlings stopped wilting. In the greenhouse, Nettle’s dying herbs uncurled their brown tips and turned green again, slower than Willow’s recovery but unmistakable.

Fern woke an hour later. Her hair was still glowing. Brighter now, the faint shimmer that had come and gone since the first purification now steady and permanent.

“The channel widened,” she said, her voice thin. She looked at her hands. Turned them over. “The connection is stronger. Deeper.” She looked at me. “I can feel the aquifer. All the time now. Not just when we…”

She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to.

The farm was saved. The well was clean. But the message had been delivered, and the message was this: the Compact knows about the aquifer, they can reach it, and they tried to destroy what they couldn’t buy.

Night came. The well was guarded now. Thistle had already sketched a stone cap with a lock, measurements chalked onto scrap wood with the cold focus of a woman converting fury into architecture. Sedge would cut it from quarry stone tomorrow. She’d already walked the quarry face at dusk, marking the slab she’d split for it, her gaze flat and hard in a way I hadn’t seen since her first week.

Sorrel had quadrupled the patrol, taking every refugee willing to walk the perimeter. Three Brackridge goblins with knives. Ferris with the scarred ears, moving through the tree line with a competence that surprised no one who knew what the mines had taught him about moving in the dark.

The emotional aftermath was raw.

Pip sat on the porch step, knees pulled up, her usual brightness dimmed. She stared at the south field where the seedlings were recovering. She’d planted those seedlings. She and I, in our first spring together, kneeling in the dirt with seed packets and hope. She’d watched them grow. She’d watched them burn during the Ironhill raids and grow back. And now she’d watched them die and come back again.

“I’m tired of watching them try to kill what we grew,” she said. Quiet. No performance. No brightness. Just a tired girl on a porch step.

I sat beside her. She leaned into me. Lime-green against sun-brown. I put my arm around her.

“They won’t stop,” she said.

“Neither will we.”

She was quiet for a long time. Then: “Promise me the south field will be okay.”

“I promise.”

She nodded. Closed her eyes. Fell asleep against my shoulder.

I carried her inside.

Sorrel found me an hour later.

She’d tracked the scouts after the discovery. Followed their trail from the well to the tree line to a campsite a mile north. Recently abandoned. They’d left fast, knowing the poison would be discovered by morning. But in their retreat, they’d dropped something.

She held it out. A leather notebook. Small, well-made, an analyst’s carry. Compact-style binding.

I opened it by lamplight on the kitchen table.

Detailed observations. The farm’s layout, drawn with precision. The greenhouse. The well depth. Nettle’s compound production schedule, accurate to within a day. Fern’s daily routine with the animals. Sorrel’s patrol times. Bramble’s nursing schedule.

A page for each of us. Names. Descriptions. Roles. Strengths.

And a line, underlined twice in different ink: “Aquifer confirmed as primary asset. Biological conduits (female goblin, infant) identified. Acquisition priority: the land and its occupants.”

Biological conduits. Female goblin. Infant.

Fern. Willow.

They knew. They’d watched and documented and catalogued my family like inventory in a warehouse. Written my daughter’s existence as a line item in an acquisition report.

Sorrel stood across the table. Her eyes were bright with tears she was fighting. Her body trembled. The notebook had hit her in a place deeper than fear.

“They watched us,” she said. Her voice cracked. “They wrote us down like livestock.” Her jaw clenched. “Like the camps. Like we’re THINGS.”

She gripped the notebook. Her knuckles went pale.

“I found this,” she said. “I tracked them. I had their trail for weeks and I still let them poison our water.”

“You found the notebook. You tracked them when nobody else could. You saved us.”

She was crying. Tears on tawny-green cheeks. Sorrel, whose every word was a victory over silence, was breaking apart.

“Tell me I’m good,” she whispered. “I need to hear it.”

I took her face in my hands. My rough palms on her narrow cheeks. My thumbs on the freckles that scattered across her nose.

“You’re good, Sorrel.”

She shuddered.

“You’re brave.”

Her eyes closed. Tears ran over my fingers.

“Come with me.”

She took my hand. I led her out of the kitchen, past the barn, to the forest edge where the moonlight came through the trees in silver columns. The ground was soft with spring growth, moss and new grass and the tiny white flowers that Nettle called stellaria but everyone else called star-weed. The air smelled like pine and earth and the first wildflowers of the season.

We stopped in a clearing she’d led me to once before, last autumn. A place she’d found on patrol, where the moonlight came through a gap in the canopy and made a circle of silver on the forest floor. Her place. The hunter’s refuge.

She turned to face me. Placed my hand on her cheek. Thin face fitting in my palm, the way it always did, my rough fingers covering most of her. Her eyes open, wet, resolute.

“I need to hear it,” she said. Rough. Scraped raw from the emotions of the day, from the crying, from the thing she’d read in that notebook. “My name. That I’m good. That I belong because I chose to, not because someone wrote me in a book.”

I traced the edge of her jaw with my thumb. Her skin was warm under my palm, the tawny-green flushed with the gold that appeared when she was emotional. Freckles scattered across her cheekbones like constellations.

I pulled her shirt over her head slowly. She helped, lifting her arms, and the fabric slid off her narrow frame. Spare freckled body catching the moonlight. The rope-burn scars on her forearms, wider and rougher than Bramble’s or Thistle’s, from being tied to something unmovable for long enough that the skin died. Small firm A-cups, barely more than suggestion, the nipples dark and tight in the cool night air. Long legs for a goblin, longer than any of the others, long and corded with the sinew of a hunter who ran through forests.

She was nothing like the others. No massive breasts like Bramble’s, no generous curves like Nettle’s, no Pip’s perky brightness or Thistle’s compact ferocity or Sedge’s muscular mass or Fern’s willowy elegance. Just a girl. Thin and scarred and spotted with constellations, with amber-brown eyes that held more depth than the aquifer and a body that had been taught by the world that it was worthless.

I was going to remind her that the world was wrong.

I kissed her shoulder. Traced each freckle with my mouth, moving from the round of her shoulder to the hollow of her collarbone. She shivered. Her hands found my arms, gripping lightly, her rough fingers on my biceps.

“Sorrel.” I said her name between kisses on her skin. “You’re good.”

I moved to her small breasts. Kissed the left one, soft, the curve barely filling my palm. Ran my tongue across her nipple and she gasped, her back arching. “You’re brave.” The right one. Sucking gently, her small breast disappearing under my mouth. Her hands fisted in my hair.

I kissed down her stomach. Her flat belly, the muscles tense under her warm skin. Freckles even here, scattered like a trail. “You’re worth everything.” Lower. Past her navel. Her hips. The thin fabric of her leggings.

I pulled them down. Knelt in front of her, her bare body standing in the moonlight, bare from hair to toes. I kissed her hip bone. Her inner thigh. She trembled. Her hands tangled in my hair, gripping, pulling me closer.

I put my mouth on her. Spread her with my thumbs and licked through her folds, tasting her. She cried out, the sound carrying through the trees, her knees buckling. I held her hips, supporting her weight, my mouth pressed against her pussy, tongue working through slick heat. She tasted like salt and pine and the sweetness of release after a day of holding everything in. I sucked her clit between my lips, flicked it with the tip of my tongue, and she sobbed above me.

“Thorn.” Her voice cracked. Her thighs pressed against my temples, trembling. I licked deeper, slower, dragging my tongue in long flat strokes that made her gasp. Her hands fisted in my hair. Her hips rocked against my mouth, chasing the sensation. Her breathing came in ragged pulls. Her body climbed.

I lowered her to the moss. She went willingly, her lean body stretched on the forest floor, silver moonlight painting her spotted skin. Her short-cropped hair was dark against the pale moss. Her eyes held mine.

I settled between her legs. She was light beneath me. Lighter than anyone I’d been with. All sinew and bone and the wiry tension of a body that had survived on nothing and learned to need nothing. I ran my hands down her sides, feeling the outline of her ribs, the ridge of her hip bones, the long muscles of her thighs.

I entered her slowly. She was drenched and yielding, her pussy stretching around me with a wet grip that made us both groan. Her hips shifted to find the angle, her body pulling me deeper with small rhythmic clenches. Her fingers gripped my forearms. Her eyes went wide, her mouth falling open, and I watched every inch of my cock disappear inside her slight body, the size difference stark in the moonlight.

The edge built. Her body climbed toward the wall. The same wall she’d hit every time, since our first night together. The place where sensation peaked and locked and wouldn’t release. Where her body, trained by years of being denied pleasure, denied agency, denied the right to feel anything good, slammed a door and held it shut.

She reached the edge. I felt it in the fluttering around my cock, the tension in her thighs, the way her breathing hitched and locked. She was there. Right there. Her face contorted with frustration and need, her body straining upward, chasing something her own muscles wouldn’t let her have.

But tonight was different.

“Tell me,” she gasped. Not waiting. Not hoping. Demanding. Her eyes locked on mine, tears on her cheeks, jaw set. “Tell me I’m worth it.”

The girl who’d been told she was worthless. The girl who couldn’t orgasm without permission, without the key of words that unlocked whatever the slavers had locked inside her. She was ASKING. Past the whispered pleas and the tentative requests. This was a demand. A woman telling a man what she needed and expecting him to provide it, because she had decided that her needs mattered and anyone who told her otherwise could go to hell.

I cupped her face in both hands. My rough palms covering her cheeks. My thumbs on the spots beneath her eyes. My eyes on hers.

“You’re worth everything, Sorrel.”

She broke.

The orgasm hit her from the core out. A full-body convulsion, her back arching off the forest floor, her wiry arms locking around my shoulders, a raw animal cry that echoed through the trees and sent something rustling in the canopy. She clenched around me so hard I groaned, pulsing, gripping, the release of months of tension and a day of terror pouring through her body in waves.

I kept moving. Kept speaking. The words and the rhythm together, driving into her while the praise drove into the places the thrusting couldn’t reach.

“You’re mine. You chose this. You chose us.”

She came again. Harder. Her hips driving up to meet me, pulling me deeper, her legs wrapping around my waist, her heels pressing into the small of my back. She was sobbing. Not from pain. From the overwhelm of feeling something this good after holding on all day, after reading her own existence reduced to a line in a ledger, after tracking scouts who wanted to put her back in chains. The tears and the pleasure mixed on her face.

“Again,” she gasped. “More.”

I drove deeper. Angled up. Found the spot that made her whole body go rigid and held there, grinding against it while my hands held her face and my mouth stayed close to her ear.

“Good girl, Sorrel. My good girl.”

The third orgasm ripped through her. She screamed. Full-throated, raw, a sound that had nothing in common with the silent tears of autumn or the shaking uncertainty of every time between. She knew exactly what she deserved and was taking it with both hands and her whole body, her voice carrying through the forest like a war cry.

I came inside her with her name on my lips, the release crashing through me in waves that matched the sobbing rhythm of her breath. Not controlled. Not measured. Just the raw surge of everything I had, pouring into her while she locked her legs around me and demanded every last drop with her heels in my back and her voice in my ear saying “yours, yours, yours.” She whimpered at the fullness. Pressed her hips up to keep me deep. The warmth of my cum settling inside her was proof, and she needed the proof, needed the physical evidence that someone wanted her enough to empty himself completely. Her arms locked around my chest. Her face pressed into my neck. Wet cheeks against my throat. Her whole body shaking, not with cold or fear but with the aftershock of finally demanding what she deserved and getting every last piece of it.

We lay there. The forest settling around us. Moonlight on moss. Her breathing slowing against my skin.

She rolled onto her back. Looking at stars through the tree canopy. Her skin flushed gold in the moonlight, the particular warmth her skin took on after release. Freckles like scattered stars of their own, the ones on her shoulders catching the light.

“Sorrel,” she said to herself. Testing the word. Claiming it. “My name is Sorrel.” She turned her head. Looked at me. Her amber-brown eyes were clear the way deep water is clear when the current is still. “I chose it. I chose this farm. I chose you.” A breath. “And nobody writes me in a ledger again.”

The most words she’d ever spoken at once. Twelve. Thirteen, if you counted contractions as two. More words in a single burst than she’d said in her first month at the farm.

I pulled her close. She curled against my chest. Her weight against me was different from every time before. Settled. A woman who’d found her ground and was standing on it.

We walked back to the farmhouse. The well glowed faintly through the shaft, clean and bright. The plants in the kitchen garden were straightening in the moonlight.

The farm was saved. But the Compact had proven what they were willing to do. And in a leather notebook on my kitchen table, my daughter was listed as an acquisition priority.

I checked the locks. Checked the shutters. Checked Willow in her cradle, sleeping with the faint green glow of a child the world would never know about.

Then I sat at the kitchen table and read the notebook again. Every page. Every observation. Every cold, professional word.

When Bramble came out for water at three in the morning, she found me there. She didn’t ask what I was reading. She’d already read it. She placed her hand on my shoulder, warm and heavy, and stood beside me until the light came through the windows.


Chapter 10: Hammer and Hatchet

Two nights after the poisoning.

The well was capped with a stone slab Sedge had cut in a single afternoon, fitted with an iron lock from the last of Hollis’s traded stock. Thistle’s alarm wires ran triple-layered across every approach. Sorrel’s patrol operated dawn and dusk, four goblins on rotation, covering the north ridge, the east forest, and the south road simultaneously.

The farm was a fortress. And on the second night, the fortress was tested.

I was at the kitchen table with Bramble, reviewing Maren’s intelligence note by lamplight. The note was written in Maren’s tight hand on a scrap of paper so thin it was almost translucent, the economy of a woman running low on everything including paper. Compact movements: two more agents spotted at the north fork crossroads. A supply wagon with Ironhill markings heading north. A rumor that the Resource Acquisition Division had been given expanded authority after Renn’s failed negotiation.

Willow asleep in the cradle, one small green fist curled around the blanket’s edge. Her eyes glowed faintly even in sleep, the soft green luminescence pulsing with her breathing.

The night was cool and quiet and the spring peepers were singing in the creek’s shallows. Through the kitchen window, I could see the longhouse’s lamp glow. Agate’s people settling in for the night. The normal sounds of a settlement going to sleep.

Stump’s ears went flat.

The sound came through the barn wall first, a soft thud of the donkey’s hooves shifting on the stone floor. Then the chickens. No clucking, no sleepy murmur of birds on their roost. Just clustering. The tight, silent press of prey animals making themselves small. Breakfast, Lunch, and Dinner pressed together in the nesting box. The two newer hens tucked behind them.

I’d learned to read the animals like Fern did, after a year on this land. Normal nighttime noises were one thing. This coordinated silence was something else.

Bramble’s hand found the kitchen knife on the table. Her brown-gold eyes met mine in the lamplight. She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. Bramble recognized danger like burning bread: instantly, instinctively, with no wasted time on denial.

Sorrel dropped from the porch darkness. One moment the porch was empty. The next she was there, tawny-green skin barely visible in the lamplight, bow in hand, quiver on her back. Her amber-brown eyes were bright. Alert. Hunter turned soldier in the space between one heartbeat and the next.

“Four men. North fence. Armed this time.”

“Armed how?”

“Clubs. Knives. Rope.” She paused. “One has a pry bar.”

These weren’t scouts or mappers with leather packs and tidy handwriting. Men with weapons and tools who’d come in the dark with a purpose that had nothing to do with observation.

“They’re not mapping anymore,” I said.

I grabbed my axe from the door hook. The handle I’d replaced after the wolf fight our first summer, the blade Thistle had sharpened until it could shave bark. I checked the edge by habit. Sharp.

The farm mobilized.

It happened fast. Not panic. Precision. A year and a half of threats had made us something other than a family on a farm. We were a unit.

Sorrel vanished into the north trees. Her bow was strung, her quiver on her back, three arrows between her fingers. She’d be in position before the intruders knew she was moving.

Thistle took the north fence gap. Her hatchet in her right hand, the blackthorn club she’d fashioned during the winter in her left. She knew every inch of that fence because she’d built it. Every weakness, every angle, every dead zone.

Sedge moved to the well. Her sledgehammer caught the moonlight as she positioned herself behind the stone cap, her broad body between the source and whatever was coming. She waited in the darkness like a boulder that had decided to have opinions.

Nettle prepared her capsaicin smoke bombs at the east approach. Upgraded from her autumn formulation, concentrated through cold-season processing. She laid three along the path and retreated to the greenhouse with two more in reserve.

Pip ran. Bare feet, cloth band, wrap-skirt flying behind her. She was the fastest person on the farm by a margin that embarrassed everyone else, her lime-green body cutting through the night like a bright knife. Her job was relay: position to position, carrying information faster than shouting could travel, her bare feet silent on spring grass. She’d done this during the Ironhill night raid. She’d done it during the wolf defense. She was good at it. Pip had found a combat role that required constant movement, and she ran it like she ran everything: at full speed, with full voice.

Fern guarded the farmhouse. Staff in hand, Stump beside her at the door, the donkey’s ears flat and his lip curled. Behind them, Bramble with Willow strapped to her chest and the iron skillet that had dented during the Ironhill night raid and been straightened by Thistle. The same skillet that had knocked an enforcer cold two seasons ago. It was seasoned with combat as much as cooking oil.

“My kitchen,” Bramble said through the reinforced shutters Thistle had built. Her voice was calm and absolute. “My baby. Let them try.”

I went to the gate. Axe in my right hand. The gate was the primary choke point. Thistle’s design: narrow approach, flanked by stone walls, no way through without passing a four-foot gap between posts.

I waited.

The night was alive with sounds I’d learned to read. The creek’s murmur. Wind in the willows. Stump’s shifting. And underneath, new sounds. Boots on soft ground. The creak of a leather pack strap. The whisper of cloth against branches.

They came from three directions. Coordinated. Trained. The kind of approach that said these men had done this before, breaching perimeters in the dark, expecting farmers and finding farmers.

They didn’t expect what was waiting.

North. Two men at the fence, moving low, clubs in hand. Dark clothing, city boots, the careful quiet of men trained to move without sound. They didn’t know about the alarm wires. The first one hit a tripwire at ankle height and tin cans rattled, the sharp metallic clatter cutting through the peeper song like a scream. He froze. His partner, three paces behind, kept moving. The second man had his club raised and his eyes on the farmhouse and never saw the arrow.

Sorrel’s shot hit the second man in the thigh. Clean. Precise. The broadhead punched through the muscle and out the other side, and he went down screaming, his club flying from his grip, his hands going to the wound. The sound of his scream crossed the property in an instant. Every living thing on the farm heard it.

The first man bolted for the fence gap. The three-foot opening between posts where the new section joined the old, the spot Thistle had reinforced twice and knew better than any stretch of ground on the property.

Thistle was waiting. She stepped out of the shadow beside the post she’d carved, hatchet in her right hand, blackthorn club in her left. Gold eyes catching the moonlight. Olive-green skin almost invisible in the shadow. She was four feet nine inches tall and she looked like something out of the old stories, a goblin guardian in the dark.

The man saw her too late. He was bigger than her by eight inches and sixty pounds. He had reach and weight and a heavy club and the desperate speed that came from hearing his partner scream.

It didn’t matter. Thistle had been fighting since the day she was captured, and she’d spent a year training on this ground. She knew where every root grew. Where every stone lay. Where the footing was solid and where it gave.

She drove the hatchet handle into his stomach, two hands, full rotation, the way Sedge had taught her to swing through a target. He doubled over, the air punching out of him. She followed with an elbow to his ear that sent him sideways into the fence. He bounced off the post and swung his club, a wild backhand that whistled past her head because she was already moving. She ducked under it, inside his reach where his length was useless, and slammed the blackthorn into his knee with both hands. The joint buckled. He collapsed.

She stood over him. Hatchet ready. He didn’t get up.

East. Two more emerged from the forest, forty yards apart, moving in a spread formation designed to flank the approach. They expected smoke from the chimney and lamplight from the windows and a sleeping settlement.

Nettle’s smoke bombs detonated in their path. Three capsaicin devices, buried at six-inch depth along the tree line, triggered by pressure plates she’d designed from scrap wood. Capsaicin concentrate, twice the autumn batch’s potency, cold-season processed. The cloud billowed white in the moonlight, expanding in a three-meter radius that caught both men in mid-stride. The effect was immediate and absolute. Both men stumbled out of the tree line retching, hands at their faces, eyes streaming, blind. One made it ten steps before he ran into his partner. They went down in a tangle of limbs and desperate choking.

The well. One man. He’d circled wide, come from the south, found the well cap in the dark. He was big, heavy-set, disciplined. He had a tool in his hand, a pry bar, trying to lever the stone cap off the lock.

Sedge stepped out of the darkness.

He saw her. Moss-green skin in moonlight, broad shoulders, the sledgehammer in both hands. He was taller than her. He outweighed her. He had a pry bar and the desperate energy of a man on a mission.

He swung the pry bar.

Sedge swung the hammer.

His pry bar shattered. The impact traveled up his arms and he staggered. Sedge didn’t give him time to recover. She planted the hammer head in the mud and drove her shoulder into his chest, two hundred pounds of quarry-trained muscle behind it. He hit the ground. Tried to rise. She put one foot on his chest and pressed.

“Stay down,” she said. Her gaze was flat. “Next swing is your head.”

He stayed down.

The gate. Two men hit the approach at a run, clubs high, coming hard from the south path. They’d circled around, avoiding the north fence and the east tree line, coming at the most fortified point because they were either brave or stupid or both.

They expected a farmer with a pitchfork. They got a six-foot-one man with an axe, a year of frontier combat experience, and cold fury about a poisoned well.

The first one swung high. A heavy club, two-handed, aimed at my skull. I stepped inside the arc, felt the wind of the club passing my ear, and blocked with the axe shaft braced across both forearms. The impact jarred my bones. I drove the butt end of the axe into his sternum. He folded, air leaving him in a rush, his eyes going wide.

The second came low, trying to take my legs. He was faster than his partner, his club aimed at my knee, a fighter’s instinct to immobilize before finishing. I kicked him in the face. My boot caught his jaw and his head snapped sideways. He rolled. Hit the gate post. Came up swinging, blood on his lips, fury in his eyes.

His club caught my shoulder. The left one. The same one Ironhill’s knife had cut three months ago, the scar a pale line now but the muscle underneath remembering the wound. Pain lanced down my arm, sharp and white, and for a heartbeat my grip on the axe weakened.

I gritted through it. Shifted my weight. Hooked his club arm with my axe blade, the curved edge catching behind his elbow, and twisted. The club tore free from his grip and clattered into the dirt. He reached for it. I drove my fist into his jaw, the callused knuckles connecting with bone, and he went down. Stayed down.

The first man was getting up. I put the axe blade against his throat. The edge Thistle had sharpened gleamed in the moonlight. His eyes crossed looking down at it.

“Run,” I said.

He ran. His partner crawled after him, bleeding from the mouth, one hand on the gate post for support.

I stood in the gate. Axe at my side. Shoulder burning. Breathing hard. The night was full of sounds: the captured scout’s moaning from the north fence, the retching of the capsaicin victims in the east, the fading crash of the runners through the south brush.

Pip came sprinting from the north: “Two down at the fence! Sorrel has one! Thistle’s sitting on the other!” From the east: “Nettle’s smoke cleared them out, they’re in the trees puking!”

Four men. All hurt. None killed. The farm’s defenses held.

The captured scout was the one Sorrel had leg-shot. We tied him to the gate post. Thistle stood over him with her hatchet and an expression that made him very cooperative.

He was professional. Gave nothing personal. But he said one thing: “We don’t answer to the negotiator. Different division.”

Renn hadn’t ordered this. The Resource Acquisition Division, Voss’s old unit, operating independently.

Morning. We sent the scout north on foot with his arrow wound bandaged. Nettle had treated it because she was a healer before she was anything else. The message I sent with him was simple: “Touch our water again and we bury the next one.”

The adrenaline aftermath was a physical thing. It hummed in the air like heat shimmer. The goblins who’d fought were vibrating with it. The ones who’d watched were changed by it.

Sedge and Thistle stood outside the longhouse at moonset. The building they’d both made. Stone walls and timber roof, standing solid through its first test. Sedge’s stonework at the base. Thistle’s joinery above. The door frame Thistle had carved. The cornerstone Sedge had cut.

Sedge was buzzing. Post-combat energy radiated from her like heat from a forge. She paced, her hammer resting on one shoulder, her eyes bright with unspent energy.

Thistle was coiled tight. But not the exhausted, anxious coil of the previous weeks. She was ALIVE. Fierce and present and burning with the clean fire of a fighter who’d defended her ground and won.

“You broke that man’s club,” Thistle said.

Sedge grinned. “You held the fence alone.”

Pause. Two builders in the moonlight. Moss-green and olive-green. The titan and the fighter. They’d built this place together and just defended it together.

Sedge looked at Thistle. The grin faded into something more serious. “I’ve seen you with him. The rope. The quiet.” Not judging. Observing. The way Sedge observed everything, with direct honest attention. “You go quiet and small.”

Thistle’s ears twitched back. “What about it?”

“Nothing about it. I go loud and big.” She held Thistle’s gold gaze. “Want to find out what happens when we’re both there?”

They found me between the longhouse and the barn. Together. Side by side in the moonlight, still radiating the heat of combat like forge-cooled steel.

Sedge was direct. She put her hand flat on my chest and pushed me back against the hay bales stacked outside the barn wall. Her palm was warm and wide. The push had real weight behind it.

Thistle came from the other side. Grabbed my shirt in both fists. Pulled my mouth to hers. Aggressive, biting, her small fangs catching my lower lip. The taste of copper and adrenaline. Her eyes blazed in the moonlight, fierce and wide and hungry.

I grabbed Thistle by the hair. A fistful of choppy auburn, short enough that a fistful was all of it. Grabbed Sedge by the waist with my other hand, my fingers pressing into the muscular curve above her hip. Pulled them both close.

Two green-skinned women. Two body types. Two energies. Thistle coiled and vibrating, her wiry frame pressed against my right side, her fangs still on my lip. Sedge solid and warm against my left, her broad shoulder against my arm, her warm gaze bright with want.

I took Thistle first.

Against the longhouse wall. The wall she’d built. Her stone foundation, Sedge’s cornerstone, the hammer-and-hatchet carving visible in the moonlight three feet from where I pinned her. Rough, standing, her cut-off leggings yanked to her thighs and her legs wrapping around my waist, her back against the stone she’d mortared with her own hands. I freed my cock and entered her hard, in one thrust, and she gasped, her eyes flying wide, her fangs baring. Tight. Wet. Her pussy clamping around me with the desperate grip of a body that had been wired by combat and needed release more than breath. My hand fisted in her choppy hair, pulling her head back, exposing her throat. The collarbone scar visible in the moonlight, white against olive-green.

I pounded into her against the stone. Fast. Brutal. The wall scraping against her scarred back, her small body bouncing with each thrust, the wet slap of our hips echoing off the longhouse she’d built. She snarled into my neck, fangs dragging across my skin, her nails clawing through my shirt.

She came fast. The way she always did when the adrenaline was still hot, when the fight was fresh in her muscles, when her body was already wired and she just needed the trigger. One sharp cry, her whole body going rigid, her pussy clenching so hard around my cock it was almost painful, rhythmic spasms that milked me with brutal intensity. Her fangs sank into my shoulder through my shirt. The bite was hard enough to bruise. Hard enough to break skin. Hard enough to mean: I was here. I fought. I’m alive.

Then limp. Total limpness. Thistle stopped. Her small body went slack against the wall, her legs loosening, her head dropping to my shoulder. The transformation that was uniquely Thistle: from snarling to silent in the space between one heartbeat and the next. Her pussy still twitched around me, small aftershock clenches that she couldn’t control.

I set her down gently. Leaned her against the wall. Her eyes were glazed, half-closed, the bright edge dimmed to something warm and far away. Her fingers found my shirt and gripped. Both fists. Pulled tight. Her signature. The thing she did every time, the thing she’d deny if you asked and never stop doing if you didn’t.

I turned to Sedge.

She’d been watching. Leaning against the barn wall, arms crossed, her gaze tracking everything with the quiet intensity of a woman assessing stone. She’d watched me take Thistle. Watched the roughness, the pinning, the bite. Watched the fighter go limp. Watched me handle a woman with tenderness after handling her with force.

Her expression said she’d learned something.

She uncrossed her arms and tackled me into the hay pile. Full force. The impact drove the air from my lungs. Her weight landed on me, real weight, dense and muscular, her heavy legs straddling my hips, her broad hands slamming my wrists above my head into the hay.

“My turn,” she said.

She held my wrists. I could have broken the hold. Probably. With effort. The fact that “probably” was accurate told me everything about how strong she was.

She rode me. Hard and fast, guiding my cock inside her without ceremony, sinking down until I was buried to the hilt in her slick heat. Her thick legs flexed on either side of my hips, her muscular body catching the moonlight. Her firm breasts bounced with each downstroke, the cloth binding long gone, her wide chest bare and gleaming with sweat, her dark nipples catching the cool night air. Each stroke bottomed out with a wet slap that echoed off the longhouse wall. She set a pace that was punishing. Not cruel. Demanding. Her body knew nothing about hesitation and expected the same from whatever was beneath it.

I was already hard from Thistle. Already wired from the combat. Already burning with that combination of adrenaline and desire that made everything sharper, hotter, more urgent. Sedge felt it. Her eyes read my body like stone grain: looking for where the force should land.

She rode down hard. I felt her take all of me, her pussy tight and wet and gripping, her hips snapping with clean efficiency, each impact a hammer strike. The impact of her hips against mine sent a sharp crack through the night air. She braced her hands on my chest, fingers pressing into the muscle, using me as an anchor.

She came with a short cry. Her eyes squeezing shut, her back muscles bunching, her body clenching in rhythmic pulses around me that lasted five, six seconds. One breath. Two. She opened her eyes.

“Don’t stop.”

I didn’t. She ground down into the next stroke, hips rolling, adjusting the angle to take me deeper. I grabbed her waist and matched her intensity, driving up from below, meeting every downstroke with an upstroke that made her gasp. My abs burned. My thighs burned. The hay pressed flat beneath us. I surged harder, my hands on her heavy hips, fingers gripping sweat-damp green skin.

She came the second time with a shudder that rippled through her whole body, a guttural sound that was more growl than moan. Her whole upper body flexed. Her thick thighs squeezed my ribs hard enough to compress my breathing. Her eyes went glassy for a moment, the pupils blown wide. She kept going. Hips still moving. Rhythm barely broken. The insatiable hunger that was Sedge’s core: one orgasm was a beginning, not an end.

Something had been building in me. Seven women, each one demanding something different every night. My body had adapted without my permission, like calluses forming without a decision.

I matched Sedge’s pace. She came a third time, clenching around me, her eyes flying wide. I was still there. Still hard. Still matching her stroke for stroke. My teeth clenched. Every muscle in my core screaming. But I was there.

I grabbed her hips. Pulled her down hard. Surged up into her with everything I had, every muscle in my core firing, every ounce of endurance I’d built across a year and a half of labor and love and the slow physical education of seven different women pouring into this single drive. She screamed. The sound bounced off the longhouse wall, off the stone Sedge had quarried and the timber Thistle had joined. She clamped around me, her whole body going rigid, her eyes flying open, seeing me, seeing the moonlight, seeing whatever it was that strong women saw when they found the edge and went over it.

I finished inside her. The sound I made came from somewhere foundational, from the base of my spine, from the part of me that had been building toward this moment since the first night she’d matched me round for round. Every muscle firing at once, my cock buried to the root, the release wrenching through me in thick convulsive floods while she squeezed me with that muscular demand that was uniquely Sedge, her body drawing from mine the way her hammer drew fractures from stone. My cum overflowed where we were joined, thick and hot, running between us. My hands on her hips, fingers digging hard enough to leave bruises. Her legs locked around me. The hay pressed flat and warm beneath us.

We collapsed. Both breathing hard. Both drenched. Both spent.

The night air cooled the sweat on our skin. My arms trembled. My core muscles had filed for permanent retirement. But I was there. Still there. Still conscious. Still aware of the two green-skinned women on either side of me and the moonlight painting the longhouse wall in silver.

Behind us, Thistle had recovered enough to watch. Eyes wide. She’d seen me gentle. She’d seen me rough. She’d never seen the tendons in my neck standing out from effort, sweat pouring off me from exertion, teeth grinding because the woman on top of me demanded everything I had and I was giving it. A contest between two bodies pushing each other to the limit.

Neither of us had broken.

The aftermath settled around us. Moonlight on the hay pile. The smell of sweat and sex and spring grass. Thistle limp against the longhouse wall, gripping my shirt with both fists. Her signature. The thing she did every time that she’d never acknowledge. Sedge beside us, one heavy arm draped across my ribs, her broad hand resting on the wall’s stonework. Tracing the joints she’d cut and Thistle had mortared, running her fingertips along the seam between two slabs.

“Good wall,” Sedge said.

Thistle, face against my shoulder, voice muffled: “I built it.”

“Foundation’s solid too.”

Thistle went still. Her pointed ears, which had been relaxed against her skull in the post-climax daze, perked slightly. Her skin darkened at the ear tips. She realized Sedge wasn’t talking about the wall.

Sedge laughed. Soft and warm. Not mocking. Approving. She recognized quality craftsmanship and wasn’t afraid to say so.

“Shut up,” Thistle whispered. Her ears burned. She didn’t let go of my shirt.

Sedge reached across my chest and placed her heavy hand on top of Thistle’s, where it gripped the fabric. Covered it completely, moss-green fingers over olive-green. Held it there.

Nobody said anything for a long time. The moon moved through the sky. The peepers sang in the creek. Two builders and one farmer, piled in hay beside the building they’d made and defended, breathing together in the dark.

Sable Renn arrived the next morning.

She rode up the south road alone. Same gray wool coat, same dark hair pinned back, same composed expression. Same leather document case strapped to her saddle, though this time she left it there. She wasn’t here to negotiate.

She stopped at the gate. Looked at the settlement with the measured assessment she brought to everything. At the longhouse with its finished walls, the hammer-and-hatchet carved into the cornerstone. At the well with its new stone cap and iron lock, the quarry-cut slab Sedge had fitted the day after the poisoning. At Sorrel on the perimeter, bow on her back, watchful and still. At Thistle standing on the longhouse roof with her hatchet visible, her expression promising that the next person who touched this settlement would leave missing something they’d arrived with.

Renn dismounted at the gate. Didn’t enter.

She looked at me.

“I heard about the attack,” she said. Her voice was tight. The composure was still there, the controlled modulation she’d been trained in, but underneath the control, something burned. Something that might have been anger. Not at me. At her own people. “The Resource Acquisition Division acted without my authorization. They poisoned your water source. They sent four armed men to your perimeter at night. That was not the Board’s sanctioned approach.”

“Your Board sent the scouts who mapped our well.”

“The Board authorized observation. Not poisoning. Not force.” She gripped her horse’s reins. Her knuckles were white. “I came in good faith, Mr. Ashvale. I offered you a deal that would have protected this settlement legally and economically. A deal you refused, which was your right. The people who poisoned your well did it because they don’t believe in negotiation. They believe in acquisition. And now my division has been…” She stopped. Drew a breath. Let it out slowly. “Compromised.”

The word sat between us. I understood what it meant. Her faction, the Settlement Relations Division, the people who believed in talking before taking, had lost. The fact that Thorn refused the deal had given the acquisition hawks exactly the ammunition they needed: see, diplomacy doesn’t work. Let us do it our way.

She looked at the farm. At the greenhouse where Nettle’s herbs were recovering from the poisoning. At the kitchen window where Bramble stood with Willow, the baby’s small face visible against her mother’s deep emerald chest.

“I tried to do this the right way,” Renn said. Her gray eyes held mine. They were steady, but the steadiness cost her something. “The next person they send won’t try.”

A beat. The morning birds sang.

“I’m sorry,” she said. She meant it. I could hear it in the way the words came out, stripped of polish, the raw sound of a woman apologizing for something she hadn’t done but felt responsible for anyway.

She turned her horse north. Rode until the dust swallowed her.

I watched the empty road for a long time after she disappeared.

Dunhill arrived that afternoon.

He rode alone. No farmhands flanking, no matching leather vests. Just the man himself on his bay gelding, the wide-brimmed hat pulled low against the spring sun, his oiled leather vest buttoned tight. He tied the horse at the gate and walked the property with his hands in his coat pockets. The walk was slow, measured. He evaluated property for a living, and he was seeing, for the first time, the full scope of what Ashvale Farm had become.

His pale blue-gray eyes took in the longhouse with its glass windows and carved cornerstone. The well with its new stone cap and iron lock. The triple-layered alarm wires catching sunlight along the perimeter. Sorrel on the north ridge, bow visible. Thistle on the longhouse roof, tracking him with undisguised hostility.

He stopped at the well.

“Maren told me what happened,” he said. His voice was cold. “Someone contaminated the aquifer. The aquifer that feeds my downstream water. My cattle drink from the creek that flows from your well, Ashvale. If they poison your source, my animals die.”

He looked at me. “I didn’t ride here for you. I rode here because someone contaminated the valley’s water supply and I want to know who.”

“The Iron Compact. Resource Acquisition Division.”

Dunhill’s pale eyes went flat. His jaw tightened. The man who’d called my goblins vermin, who’d sent riders with ultimatums, who’d poisoned the creek himself two years ago. The man who’d ridden to my defense against Ironhill because nobody burns crops in his valley. He’d been enemy and ally and business partner, and now he stood at my well with an expression I’d never seen on his ruddy face.

Fear. Not of me. Of what was bigger than both of us.

“The Iron Compact,” he repeated.

“The same people who employed the slavers who held my family. The same people who sent enforcers to raid this farm. The same people who just tried to kill the source of every crop in this valley, including yours.”

He stared at the well cap for a long time. Then he looked at me.

“What do you need?” he asked.

First time he’d ever asked me that.

“Trade access. Without Compact interference. And your eyes on the south road. They’re coming back. Next time it won’t be four men with clubs.”

He nodded. Didn’t argue. Didn’t negotiate terms. Just nodded.

He rode south with the dust on his shoulders and the understanding that his valley, the one his family had farmed for three generations, was under threat from something bigger than a settlement of goblins.

I watched him go.

For the first time in two years, Garret Dunhill and I wanted the same thing for the same reason.


Chapter 11: Willowbrook

The settlement changed after the defense. Not through a council vote or a formal declaration. Through the quiet, irreversible shift that happens when people stop being guests and start being residents.

I saw it in small things first.

Two Brackridge goblins, a man named Ferris and a woman named Rill, asked Sorrel to teach them patrol. Not Thorn. Not Thistle. Sorrel. The quiet one with the bow, who knew the north forest as intimately as Nettle knew her greenhouse.

Sorrel looked at them. Her amber-brown eyes held the flicker of surprise she still got when people treated her like someone worth following.

“Dawn. North trail. Bring a knife and don’t talk.”

They showed up at dawn. They brought knives. They didn’t talk.

Three others approached Thistle at the construction site and asked for assignments. Not temporary work. Permanent roles. One of them had masonry experience from the mines and wanted to learn Thistle’s joinery technique. Another knew drainage and wanted to help with the water management system Nettle was designing. The third was sixteen, one of the adolescents, and she just said: “I want to build things.”

Thistle looked at her. Her gaze measuring. The girl was thin and road-worn and her hands were scarred from work she hadn’t chosen. Thistle handed her a hammer.

“Start with the fence post on the northeast corner. Pull the old one, set the new one, pack it with stone. Come find me when it’s done.”

The girl took the hammer and left at a run.

Agate found me at the well that evening.

She’d been watching. She always watched, the elder’s gaze that took in everything and assigned it to categories I couldn’t see. She’d watched me descend a poisoned well shaft to remove the contaminant. She’d watched Fern channel the aquifer to flush the toxin. She’d watched the defense, the arrows and hatchets and smoke bombs and the gate where I’d stood with my axe.

She leaned on her staff. Sharp eyes in a weathered face. Three-fingered grip steady on the wood.

“You went down there,” she said quietly. “Into the dark. Into the poison. Alone.”

“Someone had to.”

“You didn’t have to.” She held my gaze. “You could have sent anyone down that shaft. You could have waited for the neutralizer to work from the surface. You went down yourself, into water you knew was toxic, because it was YOUR well and YOUR people and you don’t send others where you won’t go.”

I said nothing. She was right, but it hadn’t felt like a decision at the time. It had felt like the only option.

She extended her hand. The one with three fingers. I took it. Her grip was iron.

“I was skeptical,” she said. “A human running a goblin settlement. I’ve seen what humans do to goblins. I’ve seen what they build and what they burn.” She squeezed my hand. “You went into the dark for us. That’s not what humans do.”

“It’s what THIS human does.”

The ghost of a smile. She released my hand and walked back to the longhouse with her staff.

The longhouse was finished three days after the defense.

Thistle and Sedge and twelve goblins had pushed through the final construction in a burst of collective energy that felt like an answer to the attack. Stone walls, timber roof, glass windows from the last batch Hollis had traded before the Compact shut down commerce. The interior was divided into sleeping lofts, a communal kitchen area with a stone hearth Sedge had carved from a single block, and a gathering space large enough for twenty people to sit without touching elbows.

Thistle carved the door frame. Not functional carving. Decorative. Leaves and vines and the seven tally marks from the old fence post, repeated in the wood. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever made, and she did it in one afternoon, with her chisel and her hammer and her fierce eyes focused like lamps.

Sedge carved the cornerstone. A stylized hammer and hatchet, crossed, with the date underneath. She set it into the wall at the building’s southeast corner, where the morning light would hit it first.

They stood together at the entrance. Olive-green and moss-green. The fighter and the titan. They didn’t say anything. They didn’t need to.

The longhouse’s first meal was a landmark.

Agate’s kitchen was operational. The stone hearth Sedge had carved from a single block drew well, the chimney pulling smoke cleanly into the spring air. Bramble had donated a cooking pot, two ladles, a bag of salt, and a lecture about seasoning cast iron that lasted twenty minutes and covered preheating, oil selection, layering technique, maintenance schedules, and the specific crime against cookware that constituted using soap on a seasoned surface. Agate’s designated cook, a Brackridge woman named Rill who’d been a decent hand with camp rations, stood through the lecture with an expression that progressed from attentive through overwhelmed to what I could only describe as existential crisis. Bramble finished with: “Questions?” Rill said: “Is there a test?” Bramble said: “Every meal is a test.”

The first dinner was simple: porridge, bread, preserved vegetables from the root cellar, a handful of Sorrel’s smoked rabbit shredded over the top. But it was cooked in their own kitchen, in their own hearth, in a building they’d helped construct. The smoke rising from the longhouse chimney meant something. A second home. A second fire. The settlement’s skeleton growing flesh.

Twenty goblins sat at a long table made from planked ash that Thistle had joined and Sedge had sanded. They ate food cooked by their own cook, seasoned with their own hands, served in their own space. The lamplight through the glass windows, Hollis’s last trade before the Compact shut down commerce, turned the stone walls golden.

I watched from the farmhouse porch. A mug of Bramble’s tea in my hand, the evening cool against my face. Through the longhouse’s east windows, I could see faces I was learning to recognize: Ferris, the thin man with the scarred ears, eating slowly, savoring each bite with the careful attention of someone who’d spent years eating camp slop and was still amazed by flavor. Rill, who’d traded kitchen terror for patrol duty under Sorrel and was now eating with her back to the wall and one eye on the north window. The adolescent girl with the hammer, sitting beside Thistle, who’d adopted her as an apprentice without admitting it. Agate at the head, staff beside her chair, her weathered face sweeping the room with the satisfaction of an elder who’d delivered her people to safety and was watching them eat in a house with a roof.

They weren’t guests anymore. They were neighbors. The word felt right in a way that “residents” or “community” or “settlement” didn’t. Neighbors implied proximity. Shared space. The understanding that your smoke was visible from someone else’s window and theirs from yours.

That evening, the family ate at its own table. Eight chairs, one cradle. Bramble’s rosemary bread, Fern’s goat cheese, Sorrel’s smoked rabbit. Pip talked with her mouth full. Thistle threw bread crusts at Pip’s head with improving accuracy. Nettle read from her journal between bites, reporting greenhouse data to no one in particular. Sedge ate four portions and asked about the bread recipe. Bramble said “Trade secret.” Sedge said “I’ll arm-wrestle you for it.” Bramble said “I’ll feed you something with excessive garlic and see how you perform tomorrow.” Sedge reconsidered.

The two tables. The intimate core inside the communal whole. The door that closed and the door that opened and the fact that both existed, simultaneously, in the same settlement.

The naming happened at the fire pit.

Nobody planned it. Nobody proposed or debated or drafted anything on paper. Just a conversation that found its own gravity, pooling in the natural low point.

Agate’s people had built the fire pit between the longhouse and the farmhouse, a circle of creek stones with a flat cooking surface that Sedge had laid in an afternoon. The stones were smooth, pulled from the creek bed, fitted together without mortar because Sedge said creek stones locked naturally if you read their shapes. It was becoming the settlement’s gathering place, the neutral ground between the two roofs, the space where the family and the community overlapped.

The full settlement gathered around it that evening, twenty people and one baby, the first time everyone had been in one place since the defense. Bramble had made bread: three loaves, golden-crusted, rosemary-scented, the smell carrying across the commons and pulling people from their evening tasks. Bramble’s bread had that power. Agate had made the Brackridge spice stew that nobody except Agate’s miners could eat without tears and that Thistle finished in its entirety every time because she would sooner chew gravel than admit a stew had beaten her. Sorrel had brought a deer she’d tracked for two days through the north forest, cleaned and dressed and ready for the spit. Sedge had butchered it with quarry-camp efficiency, her broad hands separating joints with a sureness that made Fern nod in professional approval.

The fire crackled. The venison dripped fat onto the stones. The bread circulated. Pip had claimed a spot on the ground near the fire, cross-legged, her lime-green skin catching the firelight, her copper-red hair full of the dandelions she’d been weaving into crowns for the refugee adolescents. One of them wore a crown already, looking simultaneously embarrassed and delighted.

The fire was good and the evening was mild and the conversation drifted, loose and unhurried, because people have eaten well and fought together and survived something.

“This place needs a name,” Pip said. She was sitting on the ground with two of the refugee adolescents, showing them how to weave flower crowns from spring wildflowers. Her hair was full of dandelions. “We can’t keep calling it ‘the farm.’ It’s not just a farm anymore.”

“It IS a farm,” Thistle said, from her seat on a log. “With extras.”

“It’s a settlement,” Nettle corrected. “By any demographic classification, the population threshold…”

“Nobody asked for a demographic classification.”

“The classification exists whether you ask for it or not.”

Bramble, nursing Willow by the fire, looked at me with the warm amusement she always wore when her family was being itself.

Fern spoke.

“Willowbrook,” she said.

The conversation stopped. Twenty faces turned toward the forest-green woman sitting cross-legged by the fire, silver-white hair glowing faintly in the dusk light, Stump lying beside her with his head on her knee.

“The willows along the creek,” Fern said. Her voice was soft but it carried. “The brook that feeds the well.” She looked at Bramble. At Willow, small and green and perfect against her mother’s chest. “And Willow. Who was born here.”

Bramble’s eyes filled. She pressed her lips to her daughter’s dark hair. Didn’t speak.

The name hung in the firelit air. Twenty faces held it. Tasted it. Let it become real.

Nobody voted. Nobody debated. Pip said “Willowbrook” to herself, testing the shape of it, and smiled. Thistle carved the word into the cornerstone beside the hammer-and-hatchet the next morning, without being asked. Nettle started a new section in her journal: “Willowbrook Settlement, Day 1.”

The name stuck because it was right.

I descended the well shaft again three days later. Not for rescue this time. For exploration.

Sedge worked the pulley. She was the only person on the farm who could lower and raise me reliably without straining, her broad hands wrapping the rope in loops that she fed out with careful control. “Slow or fast?” she asked. “Slow.” “Good. I hate pulling up dead weight.” She grinned. I went down.

Past the twenty-foot mark, where Aldric’s masonry ended and the natural bedrock began. The stone walls were cooler here, slick with mineral deposits, the mortar giving way to smooth gray-blue rock that Sedge would have appreciated. Past the carved symbols at forty feet, the spirals and leaf patterns that Nettle had sketched and Agate had recognized. I held the lantern close to them as I descended. In the lamplight, the carvings were deeper than they’d appeared before, cut with small precise tools by hands that knew stone as intimately as Sedge did. Goblin hands.

Past the phosphorescent pool at fifty feet. Its glow was restored and stronger than before the poisoning, the water pulsing with a green luminescence that made the cavern walls shimmer. The pool’s surface moved slowly, breathing. Not from a current. From something beneath.

Below the pool, the shaft narrowed. Natural rock, no masonry. The walls pressed in. I squeezed through a gap that scraped both shoulders, the lantern held ahead of me in one hand, the rope trailing behind me from Sedge’s patient grip above.

I found myself in a passage.

It went deeper. Much deeper. The floor was smooth, worn not by water but by something else. By passage. By feet. Small feet, over a very long time. The walls were rough but bore faint markings: more spirals, more leaf patterns, simpler than the ones above. Older. The carvings of an older hand, or a less practiced one.

Warm air moved from the darkness ahead, carrying a scent I couldn’t place. Mineral and organic at once. The smell of deep earth and something alive. Something green and growing in a place where no sunlight had ever reached.

I went twenty feet. Thirty. The passage widened into something I couldn’t see the edges of. My lantern light disappeared into space on all sides, swallowed by a darkness too large for one small flame to measure. The air was warm and humid and alive with a sound I felt more than heard. Low. Rhythmic. Like a heartbeat made of stone. Like the earth breathing in its sleep.

Something was down here. Something beyond the water and the rock. Something that had been here before Aldric, before the valley settlements, before the human name Greenvale was ever spoken. Something that responded to goblin women the way soil responded to rain.

The heartbeat pulsed. My lantern flickered.

I didn’t go further. Too deep for one man, one lamp. But the mystery was planted like a seed in dark soil, waiting for light.

I climbed back up. Sedge hauled me with steady pulls, her broad arms working the rope hand over hand. When I reached the surface, blinking in the daylight, she examined my face. “You look like you saw a ghost.”

“Not a ghost. Something alive.”

She raised her copper eyebrows but didn’t press. Sedge had the rare quality of knowing when not to ask.

I told Nettle. Her goggles fogged. She sat on the well lip and filled four pages of journal before asking a single question. Her pen moved in tiny, cramped lines, the ink barely dry before the next word appeared. When she finally looked up, her sage-green eyes were burning behind the lenses.

“I’m going down there,” she said.

“Not yet.”

“Thorn.”

“When it’s safe. When we know what we’re dealing with.”

She looked at me. At the well. At her journal. Back at me. The desire to descend into that darkness and catalog everything was so visible on her dark emerald face it was almost physical. But she nodded. She trusted me. That was still new enough that it landed every time.

Willow’s moment came on a quiet afternoon.

Fern was carrying the baby in the garden. Willow at over five months, more active since the well was purified, reaching for everything with those tiny green hands that left life in their wake. Agate sat nearby on the garden bench, watching. Her three-fingered hand rested on her knee, the phantom pain she’d carried for thirty years throbbing in fingers that weren’t there.

Willow reached for her.

Not for the bench. Not for a plant. For Agate’s hand. The one missing two fingers.

Fern brought the baby closer. Willow’s small hand closed around Agate’s middle finger. Her dark eyes glowed green. Steady. Bright. Not a flash. A sustained luminescence that lasted five seconds, ten, fifteen.

The phantom pain stopped.

Agate’s face went blank. Not shock, exactly. The absence of something so constant that its removal was its own sensation. Her jaw worked. She looked at her hand, where the baby held her finger. At the stumps where two fingers had been for thirty years. The pain that had lived there since the mining accident, the ache that woke her at night, the throb in cold weather and wet weather and every weather. Gone.

“What IS she?” Agate whispered.

Bramble, who’d been watching from the kitchen window, came outside. She took Willow from Fern. Held her daughter against her chest, the baby’s small face pressed to her neck.

“My daughter,” Bramble said.

“She’s more than that.”

“Yes.” Bramble’s brown-gold eyes were hard. “And nobody outside Willowbrook will ever know.”

Agate looked at the baby. At the faint green glow still fading from Willow’s eyes. At the garden around them, where every plant within five feet had put out new growth during those fifteen seconds.

“Then we protect her,” the elder said. “All of us.”

The days eased into something that felt, for the first time, like permanence.

The anxious stability of the early months was gone, the siege-mentality of winter with it. What replaced them was a rhythm that breathed. That allowed for quiet mornings and unhurried meals and evenings where nobody was on watch because enough people were on watch that no single person had to carry it.

The daily loop had expanded without losing its heartbeat. Morning: two kitchens smoking, two sets of porridge, Bramble’s table and Agate’s table. The smell of bread carried across the commons on the cool spring air, and I could tell by the scent which kitchen had baked it. Bramble’s rosemary. Agate’s plain, with the Brackridge spice stirred into the crust.

Midday: labor. The longhouse needed finishing touches. Nettle’s greenhouse needed shelf expansion. The south field needed another row turned for the late spring planting. Sedge at the quarry, her hammer ringing. Thistle at the construction site, her voice carrying instructions that were half direction and half insult. The adolescent apprentice following her with a hammer, learning by doing, getting it wrong, getting it less wrong, getting the nod from Thistle that meant acceptable.

Evening: the fire pit. Both tables together or both apart, depending on the day. Food shared. Stories told. Stump stealing bread from anyone foolish enough to leave it within reach of his long neck. Willow passed from arms to arms, babbling, reaching, the baby who belonged to twenty people.

Night: patrol. The perimeter walked. The alarm wires checked. The well cap locked. And then the quiet, the dark, the sound of the creek and the peepers and the settlement breathing in its sleep.

Twenty people. A settlement. The word still felt strange in my mouth, but the shape of it was becoming real in ways that had nothing to do with language.

Each of my girls found their place in the new rhythm. Not the frantic, survival-driven rhythm of the first year. Something steadier. Deeper. The rhythm of people who had somewhere to be tomorrow and wanted to get there rested.

Bramble nursed Willow at the family table with Agate beside her, the two matriarchs discussing next season’s planting over porridge. Their conversation had evolved from the careful diplomacy of the portion war into something genuine: two women who ran kitchens and organized communities and held their people together through sheer force of competence and love, comparing notes.

“The north field could take early beans if we get the cover crop turned under by next week,” Agate said, her three-fingered hand wrapped around a tea mug.

“Nettle’s growth compounds will push the germination forward,” Bramble replied, “but I want a second planting rotation in case the first takes frost damage. We can’t afford to lose the yield.”

“My grandmother planted in threes. Three varieties, three rows, three weeks apart. If one failed, the others held.”

“Smart woman.”

“She survived the Brackridge winter of sixty-three. Nothing grows in stone, she used to say, except goblin stubbornness.”

Bramble laughed. The sound was rich and full and Willow stirred at it, her small green face pressing deeper into her mother’s chest. Bramble’s breasts leaked through her blouse, dark wet circles spreading on the fabric. She didn’t bother to cover the spots. Twenty people ate because of her. One baby grew because of her. Eight years of servitude, feeding others to survive. Now she was being fed in return. The fullness in her face was more than milk. She’d built what she’d dreamed about in a labor camp, and she was living in it, and she was still building.

Pip taught the refugee adolescents to forage. I watched from the porch one morning as she led them through the south field edge, pointing at plants, pulling samples, explaining which mushrooms would feed you and which would kill you with the patient attention she usually reserved for things that moved fast and made noise.

“She’s actually good with young ones,” Bramble observed beside me, surprised.

Pip looked up from the lesson. Caught us watching. Grinned and waved and turned back to the adolescents. “See this one? Smells like licorice. That’s fennel. You can eat the root AND the fronds.” She pulled the plant and split it between them. “My first week here, I ate something I thought was fennel and threw up for six hours. Learn from my mistakes.”

“I know what it’s like to be the small one nobody listens to,” she’d said when Bramble asked her about it later. Amber eyes quieter than usual. “Somebody listened to me. Made all the difference.”

That same afternoon, I was carrying Willow through the garden while Bramble restocked the root cellar. The path took me past the greenhouse, and through the fogged glass I saw Nettle with her two Brackridge students. Forty pages of journal filled since the purification. She’d given them control of basic salves while she focused on deeper aquifer research, and now they hunched over a test batch together, the Brackridge goblin holding up a jar for inspection.

“Your extraction technique is improving,” Nettle said. “The consistency is adequate.” The student looked at her blankly. “That was a compliment,” Nettle added. “It didn’t sound like one.” “I’m working on it.”

Willow squirmed in my arms, reaching toward the greenhouse glass. I stopped. Nettle pushed her goggles up and caught us watching through the panel. Sage-green eyes behind the lenses. Ink on her dark emerald fingers, a smear of purple on her cheek from lavender extract. The greenhouse glowed behind her, herbs growing in ways that defied every record she’d kept.

“Further observation required,” she said. Soft. Certain. “Permanently.”

She meant the aquifer. She meant the research. She meant me. With Nettle, the categories were never quite separate.

Thistle and Fern I found together, unexpectedly, in the same hour of dusk. Thistle was at the longhouse cornerstone, carving. Eighteen marks. One for every goblin in the settlement. Each one cut deep and clean and deliberate, replacing the seven tally marks on the old north fence post. She’d been at it for an hour. The marks were precise and beautiful and she’d deny caring about either quality. She stood up, brushed stone dust from her knees, her gaze steady. She ran her thumb along the last mark and nodded once. Then walked toward the barn, where Fern was teaching one of the adolescent refugees to milk Clover with the quiet patience she brought to everything.

Fern’s hair glowed faintly in the dusk light. Permanently now, since the purification. A soft luminescence that turned her silver-white strands into something from a story. When Thistle paused at the barn door to watch the lesson, Fern glanced up. The two of them exchanged a look that needed no words: Thistle with her chisel and her tally marks, and Fern with her glowing hair and her infinite patience.

Sorrel spoke in full sentences at the breakfast table the next morning. “The north patrol needs to extend past the quarry cut. There’s a gap in coverage along the east drainage.” She looked at me. Direct. Confident. She’d arrived with a bow and zero words. Earned her place with rabbits on the kitchen step. Commanded a defense. Tracked scouts. Delivered intelligence that saved us.

“I’m home,” she said.

Three words. She said them looking at everyone.

Sedge worked the quarry at dusk. She didn’t need company, but she liked it. The sound of her hammer carried across the settlement in the evenings, a steady ring that had become as much a part of Willowbrook’s soundscape as Bramble’s lullaby and the creek’s murmur and Stump’s occasional disgruntled snort.

When Thistle walked up to inspect a cut one evening, Sedge held out a chisel before Thistle could reach for one. Thistle took it. Examined the stone face. Made a mark. They worked in silence until dark, side by side, their tools ringing in alternating rhythm. Moss-green and olive-green in the fading light, two women who argued all day about beam placement and chimney angles and the proper way to seat a cornerstone, standing shoulder to shoulder in the stillness without a word between them.

They didn’t talk. They didn’t need to. Builders speak a language that doesn’t require words. It’s in the rhythm of the work, the way one hand passes a tool to another, the shared understanding of what a building needs and how to give it. Sedge swung. Thistle evaluated. Sedge adjusted. Thistle nodded. The quarry rang with their alternating rhythm, hammer and chisel, hammer and chisel, the sound carrying across the settlement like a second heartbeat.

I watched them from the farmhouse porch. Sedge’s broad shoulders, moss-green in the last light. Thistle’s small frame beside her, olive-green and scarred and utterly at home. They’d found each other through stone and timber, through the particular bond of people who make things that last. They were already planning the next build, I knew. Sedge wanted a bathhouse. Thistle wanted a proper workshop. They’d argue about it for weeks and probably end up building both.

Pip came out onto the porch, wrapped in a blanket despite the mild evening, her red hair loose for once and hanging in damp tangles from an evening swim in the creek. She leaned against the railing and followed my gaze to the quarry.

“They’re going to build a city,” she said. “Those two. They’ll just keep building until there’s nothing left to build, and then they’ll tear something down so they can build it better.”

“Probably.”

“I’m going to need a bigger creek.” She yawned. Her amber eyes were sleepy, the bright energy dimmed to a soft glow. She tucked her bare feet under the blanket. “Thorn?”

“Yeah?”

“This is nice.” She gestured at everything: the longhouse, the quarry, the fire pit, the garden, the seven women and one baby and eleven refugees and a donkey who bit people. “This thing we have. This is really nice.”

“It is.”

She leaned against my arm. Lime-green skin warm through the blanket. “Don’t let them take it.”

“I won’t.”

She yawned again. Within two minutes she was asleep against my shoulder, as Pip fell asleep everywhere: suddenly, completely, like someone had turned off a lamp.

Bramble came out with tea. Looked at the quarry. At the two builders. At how Thistle tracked each swing of Sedge’s hammer and Sedge tracked each strike of Thistle’s chisel.

“They’re good together,” she said.

“They are.”

“Different from how you and Thistle are good together. Or how Sedge and you are.” She sipped her tea. Bramble’s analytical eye, turned on the architecture of relationships with the same thoroughness she turned on pantry inventories. “They push each other. Not how Thistle pushes you. Differently.” She paused. “Like two walls holding each other up.”

I drank my tea. She was right. She was usually right about people. It came from years in the camps, reading the dynamics of survival, of knowing who would break and who would hold, of building a family from broken pieces.

The settlement wasn’t safe. The Compact was still out there, and Renn’s warning echoed: “The next person they send won’t try.”

But it had a name now.

I went inside. Locked the door. Looked in on Willow, closed the shutters.

Bramble was in bed, Willow beside her, both breathing slow. I lay down next to them. Bramble’s hand found mine in the dark. Warm, strong, steady. The hand that ran the kitchen and held the family and never, ever stopped working.

“Willowbrook,” she whispered.

“Willowbrook,” I said.

She squeezed my hand. Fell asleep.


Chapter 12: Seven Roots

Spring in full bloom.

The valley was green and gold and alive. Willowbrook sat in the middle of it like a heart in a chest, pumping life outward through fields and gardens and the creek that ran along the eastern boundary catching sunlight in its shallows.

I stood at the farmhouse porch and counted what we had.

Stone farmhouse with smoke from Bramble’s chimney. Longhouse for eighteen, stone and timber, glass windows, the hammer-and-hatchet carved into the cornerstone. Greenhouse operational year-round, Nettle’s domain, producing herbs and compounds that defied explanation. Quarry cut a quarter mile north, Sedge’s territory. Perimeter defense: snares, alarm wires, smoke-bomb stations, patrol routes covering three approaches. South and north fields green with spring planting, yields already ahead of schedule. Root cellar restocked. Smokehouse full. Chicken run thriving. Three goats, one donkey, one baby.

Twenty people. Seven women who’d chosen me. One child who glowed.

From a ruin and four starving fugitives. A year and a half.

The morning before the feast, I walked the settlement.

It was something I did now, most mornings. Sorrel ran the perimeter. Thistle ran inspections. This was just a walk. Through the farmhouse kitchen, where Bramble was already baking, Willow babbling in the sling. Past the greenhouse, where Nettle’s silhouette moved behind fogged glass, her instruments recording data she’d analyze at midnight. Through the barn, where Fern was milking Clover while the kid headbutted her knee and Stump watched from his stall with an expression of studied contempt. Past the longhouse, where Agate’s people were waking, the morning sounds of a communal household: voices, footsteps, the clatter of a cooking pot being set on a hearthstone. Around the quarry cut, where Sedge was already working, her hammer ringing in the cool air, her moss-green shoulders gleaming. Past Sorrel’s tree on the perimeter, where three rabbits hung from a branch, still warm.

Twenty people. One settlement. Alive in ways I hadn’t imagined when I walked this land alone with a deed and a bag of tools.

The spring feast came together through the combined force of Bramble and Agate, the portion war’s final evolution: a culinary alliance. They cooked together at the outdoor fire pit, two matriarchs in adjacent workspaces, passing ingredients and instructions without friction. Bramble’s bread and herb-roasted root vegetables. Agate’s Brackridge spice stew, toned down half a degree for the wider audience. Fern’s goat cheese. Pip’s foraged spring greens with wild garlic. Sorrel’s venison, slow-roasted since dawn.

The long table was set outdoors for the full settlement. Twenty seats, a few fashioned from quarry stone, most from lumber. Adolescents at one end, Agate’s miners at the other, Sedge filling a seat and a half in the middle.

But before the communal feast, the family ate together.

The farmhouse table. Eight chairs, one cradle. Bramble’s stew, rosemary bread, goat milk. My girls. Our table. The intimate core that Bramble had insisted on from the beginning, the door that stayed closed.

Pip talked through three helpings. Thistle threw bread at her. Nettle read from her journal between bites. Fern fed scraps to Stump under the table while Bramble pretended not to see. Sorrel ate quietly, her gaze moving between faces with an attention that was no longer scanning for threats but cataloguing something she wanted to remember. Sedge ate four helpings, looked at the bread basket, and Bramble slid two more slices onto her plate without comment.

Willow sat in her cradle, grabbing at the air, her dark eyes flashing green whenever someone laughed.

After the communal feast, Maren arrived.

She walked up the south road carrying a basket. No cart, no nephew, no pretense of a supply run. Just a sixty-year-old woman with sharp blue eyes and a lifetime of valley knowledge, walking openly to a settlement she’d supported in secret for two years.

She held Willow. The baby gripped her finger with tiny green hands and Maren’s weathered face softened into something I’d never seen from her. Tenderness, without reservation.

“Your uncle built one farm,” she said, looking around. At the longhouse. At the greenhouse. At twenty goblins scattered across the commons. “You’ve built a village.” She glanced toward the valley. “Willowford might have competition.”

Dunhill arrived an hour later. Rode alone. Tied his gelding at the gate and walked the settlement with an assessing eye, measuring property value even in the middle of a social visit.

He walked the longhouse. Ran his hand along the door frame Thistle had carved. Checked the cornerstone. Looked at the windows, the roof pitch, the drainage channels.

“Better construction than half of Willowford,” he said.

He sat at the outdoor table. Ate Agate’s stew without comment. Drank a cup of Bramble’s herbal tea. When Bramble served him, he looked at the cup for a long moment before drinking.

After the meal, he found me at the well.

“I want to renegotiate,” he said. “Broader trade. Not exclusive.” He listed terms: salves at market rate, diluted growth compounds for his fields at negotiated prices, Nettle setting the quantities. Nothing exclusive. Nothing that gave him leverage. Business, clean and fair.

He extended his hand.

I looked at it. The same hand that had signed ultimatums and poisoned my creek. The same hand that had ridden to my defense against Ironhill and asked me what I needed for the first time.

I took it. We shook.

His grip was firm. Brief. Businesslike.

Dunhill left with his horse’s hooves marking the road south. Behind him, the settlement buzzed with the after-feast energy of well-fed people who had nowhere to be and no reason to run.

Each of my girls found me during the evening.

Bramble at the family table, Willow at her breast, Agate beside her. The two matriarchs discussing seed procurement for the north field expansion. Bramble’s blouse leaked and she didn’t care. The wet circles were as much a part of her as the apron and the low contralto and the warm gaze that held mine across the kitchen.

“We need a bigger table, dear,” she said.

Pip in the spring rain. The first warm rain of the season, falling soft through the afternoon light. She was barefoot, lime-green skin gleaming, copper-red hair plastered to her face, dragging two refugee adolescents behind her across the commons. All three laughing. Running for the pure joy of it.

The girl who was born in a cage. Running through open rain.

Nettle in the greenhouse. Surrounded by aquifer samples and forty pages of data and the quiet hum of plants that grew too fast and bore fruit too early and defied every framework she had.

She pushed her goggles up. Looked at me through the glass. Sage-green eyes. Ink on her fingers. The smallest smile.

Her journal lay open on the bench. The last entry: “Willowbrook Settlement, Day 1. Population 20. Agricultural capacity: 400% above baseline. Aquifer: active. Researcher: insufficient data. Will require lifetime of further observation.”

Thistle at the longhouse cornerstone. Eighteen tally marks, cut fresh. Her gaze level, scanning the settlement she’d built from foundation to ridge beam. She’d arrived at this farm wielding a fence post and snarling. Now she was standing in front of a building that would house twenty people through any storm the valley could produce.

She ran her scarred fingers across the marks. One for each goblin. Eighteen lives carved into stone she’d quarried and Sedge had cut and twelve pairs of hands had lifted into place.

“Not bad,” she said. The corner of her mouth twitched. For Thistle, that was a standing ovation.

It was magnificent.

Fern with the herd at sunset. Silver-white hair glowing faintly as the light faded. Stump beside her, Clover at her hip, the animals settling for the night under her calm authority. She hummed Bramble’s lullaby. The bright version. The one about welcoming what the light brings.

Sorrel in a tree at the perimeter. Bow in her lap. Watching the settlement from above. All of it. The lights in the kitchen window, the smoke from the chimney, the twenty lives scattered across the commons.

She dropped down. Walked to the farmhouse. Opened the door.

Sat at the table.

Sedge at the outdoor bench, planning the next build with Thistle over the remains of dinner. Drawing foundation lines in gravy on the table surface with one blunt finger. Thistle leaned close, pointing, correcting angles. They argued in low voices, the productive kind of argument that built things instead of breaking them.

Bramble walked past. Looked at the gravy architecture on her clean table. Sighed.

Thistle smiled.

Pip, walking through, caught the smile and lit up like a bonfire. “She’s doing it again!” She pointed, bouncing on her toes. “Bramble! Fern! Thistle’s SMILING!”

Thistle’s eyes locked onto her with murderous precision.

“If you announce it one more time, I will put you through the wall.”

“Worth it,” Pip said, grinning so wide her fangs showed.

That night, Bramble handed Willow to Agate.

The elder looked at the baby in her arms. At Bramble. The trust in that gesture was larger than any handshake or treaty or carved cornerstone. Bramble was placing her daughter in someone else’s care.

“She’ll sleep through,” Bramble said. “There’s milk in the clay jug if she wakes.”

“I raised four children in a mining camp,” Agate said. “One night with a baby who makes plants grow won’t trouble me.”

Bramble kissed Willow’s forehead. The baby’s eyes flashed green. Agate carried her to the longhouse, walking steadily, the small green life in her scarred arms.

Bramble turned to the barn. The others were already there.

She walked in and the lamplight caught her. Deep emerald skin, dark green hair loose from its bun, brown-gold eyes bright with authority and want. Her massive breasts strained her blouse, dark nipples visible through thin cotton, the wet circles that never fully dried. She looked around the barn. At seven bodies waiting for her.

“We survived winter,” she said. “We survived poison. We defended our well and built a longhouse and named our settlement.” Her voice carried the kitchen-general’s authority, the Matriarch’s warmth, and a heat below the surface that was pure, unrestrained desire. “Tonight we celebrate what’s ours.”

She began with me. Ritual opening. Her blouse unbuttoned, breasts freed, massive and heavy and leaking warm milk. She pulled my mouth to her nipple and I drank. Sweet, rich, warm. The taste of home. Her hand in my hair, holding me against her chest.

Then she turned. “Pip.”

Pip dropped to her knees on the hay. Exhibition oral, her signature. Amber eyes looking up, both hands on the shaft, enthusiastic and vocal with an audience of six green-skinned women watching. She moaned around me, performed for everyone, and loved every second.

“Nettle.”

Nettle stepped forward. Removed her goggles. Placed them on a hay bale. Surrender signal, now ceremony. “Protocol Eight,” she whispered, and bent over a hay bale, her round dark emerald ass presented. I retrieved the ceramic plug from the pouch she’d brought. She nodded. “Both variables.”

“Thistle.”

Thistle’s wrists came up. Bramble tied them with hemp rope, the familiar knots, Bramble deploying Thistle’s own kink for her. Thistle’s eyes closed. Her shoulders dropped.

Fern approached on her own. Serene. Calm. Canvas laid beneath her, practical as always. She knew what was coming and she’d prepared the ground.

Sorrel hung back near the barn door. Watching. Her amber-brown eyes wide, her body trembling. She’d been in the group celebration before, last autumn. But tonight she wasn’t being guided by Bramble’s hand. Tonight she had to choose.

Bramble saw her. Bramble’s expression softened. “Come here, quiet one. You’re family.”

Sorrel walked forward. Took Bramble’s offered hand. Sat on the hay beside Fern.

And Sedge. Standing at the back of the barn, her gaze bright, her broad body throwing shadows on the wall. She waited. She knew exactly what she wanted and exactly when it would come.

Bramble looked at her. “You too, strong one. You’re family.”

Sedge grinned. “I was waiting for him to catch his breath.”

I took them in sequence. Each one different. Each one specifically, unmistakably herself.

Pip first. She dropped to her knees with a grin that said she’d been waiting for this part all evening. Enthusiastic oral, her signature, both hands wrapped around my cock because one wasn’t enough, her eyes looking up, lime-green skin bright in the lamplight. She took me deep, sloppy, loud, saliva running down the shaft and over her knuckles, moaning around me for the audience of six because performing was how Pip loved. Her tongue swirled the head, her lips stretched wide, and she made eye contact with every woman in the room while she sucked.

I pulled her up, turned her, put her elbows on a hay bale. Her copper-red hair wild, her cloth band already gone, perky tits swaying as she braced. She looked back at me over her shoulder, her bright gaze meeting mine over her shoulder, lime-green skin flushed darker at her cheeks. “Don’t you dare go easy.” I entered her from behind in one stroke, her tiny pussy stretching around my slick cock, and she screamed. Not a muffled sound. A full-voiced, barn-rattling scream of pleasure that was also a declaration: I was here first. I’m the loudest. Deal with it. Her lime-green body was bright against the golden hay, her small frame dwarfed by mine, my hands on her narrow hips holding her in place while I pounded into her. She came fast and hard, her signature detonation, her pussy clenching in tight rhythmic pulses, screaming through the orgasm. I pulled out of her slick and still hard. She collapsed forward with a satisfied sigh that the whole barn heard, my cum not yet inside her but her arousal painting a wet streak down her lime-green thighs. She rolled onto the hay, grinning, and propped herself on one elbow to watch the rest.

Thistle next. Bramble guided her forward, wrists already bound, the hemp rope that had become as much a part of Thistle’s sexual identity as her hatchet was part of her daily one. Bramble tied the knots herself, firm, practiced. Bramble deploying Thistle’s kink for her, because she understood what each girl needed and provided it with the same precision she brought to running a kitchen.

Thistle tested the rope. Pulled once, hard. The knots held. Her eyes closed and her shoulders dropped, the tension draining from her small olive-green body the way water drains from tipped stone. Her bound wrists went up over the beam, her feet barely touching the hay, every scar on her forearms visible in the lamplight. The parallel punishment lines from the camps. Worn like badges. I grabbed a fistful of her choppy auburn hair and pulled her head back. Her fangs flashed. A snarl rumbled in her chest.

I slammed into her, angling her hips with one hand while the other kept its grip in her hair. Her tight pussy gripped me, hot and slick, clenching with each thrust. The snarl became a moan, the moan became ragged breathing, and I pounded into her against the beam, her wiry body jolting. She came with a strangled cry, her body clamping around my cock, her fangs finding my collarbone through my shirt. Then silence. Total, absolute silence. Her body went limp against the ropes, her eyes closed, her small frame hanging boneless. Thistle, who held fences and built longhouses, surrendered completely. I pulled out of her, slick with her arousal, and she whimpered at the loss.

I lowered her to the hay and she gripped my shirt with her bound hands. Pulled tight. Didn’t let go.

Nettle. She’d positioned herself beside a hay bale, goggles already removed, the surrender signal that was now ritual. She bent over the bale without being told, her spectacular dark emerald ass presented, round and full and gleaming in the lamplight, thick thighs spread wide. Her pussy was already glistening, the dark folds swollen with arousal from watching. The ceramic plug was already in her hand, offered over her shoulder with ink-stained fingers. “Protocol Eight,” she whispered. “Both variables.” I slicked the plug with the herbal oil she’d brought and worked it into her ass slowly, watching her legs tremble as the ceramic stretched her open and seated. Then I entered her pussy from behind, sinking into slick tight heat, feeling the plug through the thin wall as I pushed deep. She lasted four clinical observations before dissolving. “Posterior-anterior dual stimulation is… the compound interaction generates a multi-factorial response that… the data clearly indicates… oh FUCK.” Second time. The data was consistent. She screamed into the hay, her full round ass driving back against my hips, both holes full, her pussy spasming around my cock while the plug shifted with each thrust. Pip cheered from the sidelines. “That’s TWO!” she crowed. “Protocol Seven vocabulary degradation confirmed!”

Fern. She’d laid her canvas on the barn floor, practical as always. Silver-white hair loose and glowing, forest-green skin luminous in the lamplight. She lay back and drew me down, her willowy body opening beneath me as I entered her slowly, her tight wet heat welcoming me with gentle rhythmic clenches. She didn’t need rough. She didn’t need praise or bondage or performance. She needed presence. Connection. The thing that happened between her body and the world when she opened up to both.

I moved in her at her pace, long deep strokes, her long legs wrapped around me, her silver-white hair fanning across the canvas. Her hands rested on my chest, palms flat, feeling my heartbeat, and I felt the warmth build between us like heat rising from the earth. The herbs in the barn’s window box leaned toward her. The air itself grew thicker, sweeter, charged with the green scent of growth. Her gray-green eyes held mine and she smiled, calm and knowing, the cultivator at work even now.

She came twice, her back arching, her pussy clenching hard around my cock, and each time she gushed, hot fluid soaking the canvas beneath us and seeping into the gaps between the floorboards. Around the edge of the canvas, tiny green shoots pushed through the cracks, unfurling small pale leaves. The barn floor sprouting. Again. A vine crept along the nearest floorboard and wrapped gently around her ankle, and she laughed, breathless and delighted.

Pip, recovering nearby, stared. “She STILL does that.” Fern laughed again, still twitching, me still inside her. “Every time.”

Sorrel. She came forward when Bramble called her. Thin body trembling, but moving forward. She came. She chose to come. No one guided her. No one called her twice. Sorrel, who’d arrived with zero words, walked across the barn on her own feet and knelt in the hay beside me.

I pulled her close, cupped her freckled face. “You’re good, Sorrel.” She shuddered, her whole body reacting to the words. Her fingers closed on my wrists, holding my hands against her cheeks. She turned her face into my palm and pressed her lips to the calluses there. Not a kiss. An anchor.

I lay her on the hay. Gentle. Her spare tawny-green body stretched beneath me, freckles catching the lamplight like scattered embers. I entered her slowly, her tight soaked pussy opening around me. “Sorrel.” A deep thrust. “My good girl.” Another, deeper, her body tightening around me. Her legs wrapped tight around my hips, pulling me closer, her heels pressing into my back. She didn’t need the long climb anymore. She didn’t need me to coax her past the wall. She rose to the edge on her own, hips driving up to meet mine, her fingers digging into my shoulders. Demanding.

“More,” she said. Clear. Certain. “I’m ready.”

She broke on the next stroke. Crying and gripping my shoulders, her back arching off the hay, freckled skin flushed gold, her pussy clenching in hard rhythmic pulses that milked my cock. I felt her tears hot on my neck where she’d buried her face, felt her whisper “yours” against my throat so quietly only I could hear it.

And from two feet away, Pip’s voice, soft for once: “You’re beautiful.” Sorrel came again. Harder. Tears and smile and the raw sound of being told she mattered by two people who meant it. The dual-source praise that had unlocked her at the creek, unlocking her again, deeper this time, because now she believed it before they said it.

Bramble. Last of the originals. She’d been watching from above, orchestrating, directing. Now the director stepped into her own scene. She pulled me down onto the hay with the authority she brought to everything, one hand in my hair, the other unbuttoning her blouse. Her massive breasts spilled free, heavy, warm, dark nipples already beading milk that ran in white threads down the deep emerald curves. She positioned me above her, my weight carefully balanced on my arms, her wide hips cradling me. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her heels pulling me in. I entered her and she drew my mouth to her nipple, her fingers guiding my head down. I nursed while I moved inside her, warm sweet milk flooding my mouth with each suck, the flow increasing with each thrust, her tits leaking and spraying with the rhythm of our bodies. Her eyes locked on mine, bright and tender and wet. Her deep emerald skin flushed dark, her massive breasts pressed against my chest, milk soaking both of us. Her pussy gripped me with a gentle, relentless squeeze, soft and thorough. She came quietly, the way she always did, a held breath and a whispered “Thorn” and a clenching that was soft and thorough, milking me in slow deep pulses while her nipple pulsed milk against my tongue. I came inside her, buried deep, my face between her breasts, and she held me there while I emptied in her, her arms around my head, her legs locked around my hips. Milk on both of us. Milk on the hay. Cum inside her. Bramble. Receiving.

And then Sedge.

She stood up from where she’d been watching. Eyes blazing. She pulled off her vest. Unwound her binding. Stripped her leggings. Stood in the lamplight, broad-shouldered, thick-armed, muscular in a way none of the others were. The newest member of the family. The Titan.

“My turn.”

She tackled me into the hay. The impact drove me down. Her weight settled on my hips, thick legs straddling me, broad hands on my chest. Six women. An evening’s worth of effort. My body was reaching limits I’d tested before and found wanting.

But I was not the same man Sedge had pinned in this barn weeks ago.

Seven women, each one demanding something different. Each one building a different kind of strength in me without either of us planning it. The farm had been built from dirt one labor at a time. So had I.

Sedge rode me. Hard. She sank down on my cock and set a punishing pace, her legs flexing, her muscular body catching the lamplight, her eyes burning. Each downstroke bottomed out with a wet slap that echoed through the barn, her firm breasts bouncing, her muscular stomach flexing. She came with a short cry, her body clenching hard, her pussy gripping me in tight rolling spasms. She didn’t stop. Kept riding. Her hips rolling, grinding, demanding more.

I grabbed her hips. Drove up from below. Matching her stroke for stroke, my abs screaming, my thighs burning. She came again, shuddering, and her eyes went wide.

I rolled her. Pinned her wrists. She fought, really fought, her thick arms straining against my grip. I held. Every pound of farmer’s muscle, every night of building, every morning of soreness that had turned into strength. I buried myself deep and hard and she wrapped her thick legs around me and pulled harder, heels digging into my back.

She came a third time. Her whole body going rigid under me, every muscle in her powerful frame locking, her pussy gripping me with a force that would have finished me two months ago.

I was still there. Still going. Grinding my teeth with effort, every muscle burning, sweat dripping from my face onto her skin. But present. Hard. Matching her.

She looked up at me. Eyes wide. Not the competitive challenge of our first time. Amazement. Clear, open amazement. She’d spent her life being stronger than everyone she met. Never found a partner who could keep up. And now: someone above her, inside her, still going, still hard, still meeting her demand with everything he had.

“You’ve been training,” she breathed.

I had. Every night with a different girl. Building toward this moment, when the titan asked for everything and the farmer who’d started alone could give it.

I finished inside her with everything I had left. Pushed deep. Held there. My cock pulsed hard, emptying in long wrenching spurts while her pussy clamped around me and milked every drop with muscular force. She clenched around me, arching off the hay, her thick thighs locked on my hips, her heels digging into my ass. The sound she made was something between a growl and a laugh and a sob of sheer physical satisfaction. A sound that shook the barn rafters. My cum overflowed from where we were joined, thick and slick, running down between her thick thighs into the hay. Pip, across the room, whispered “holy shit” in a tone of genuine reverence.

Seven bodies in the hay.

Pip talking. “Best. Night. EVER.”

Thistle face-down in my shoulder, bound wrists resting on my chest. She hadn’t asked to be untied. Nettle writing in her journal on Fern’s back, hand trembling, ink smearing. Bramble surveying from above, satisfied, the Matriarch who’d orchestrated everything. Fern still twitching, the canvas beneath her damp, tiny sprouts growing from the barn floor cracks. Sorrel tucked into Fern’s arm, the two forest girls holding each other. Sedge beside me, one heavy arm across my ribs, proprietary and warm.

“Same time next month,” Bramble said.

Pip: “Why not next WEEK?”

Bramble: “Because I’d like the barn to survive.”

Pip: “She didn’t break him this time!”

I looked at Sedge. Her copper eyes held mine. “I was never broken.”

Sedge, quiet, proud: “No. You weren’t.”

She meant it as the highest praise she knew.

The hooks arrived over the next two days, one by one, like stones dropping into still water.

Maren’s nephew, the twelve-year-old who’d been running supplies under feed bags, arrived red-faced and breathless at dawn. Sealed letter. Compact seal: two crossed pickaxes over a mountain silhouette.

I read it on the porch. Bramble beside me, Willow in her arms.

“To the occupant of the Ashvale parcel: The Board has reviewed the incidents in Greenvale. The Settlement Relations Division has been dissolved. All Greenvale operations now fall under the Resource Acquisition Division. A full acquisition team will arrive by midsummer. This is not a negotiation.”

Renn’s faction had lost. The diplomats were gone. The hard men were coming.

That afternoon, Sorrel’s patrol reported movement on the south road. Two groups. Larger than Agate’s people. More refugees. Word spreading faster. By midsummer, Willowbrook could have forty goblins. Stronger magic. Bigger target.

Willow, six months old now, was walking unsteadily. Hands out for balance, tiny green feet on the kitchen floor, dark eyes glowing green for stretches that lasted longer each day. She babbled words Bramble hadn’t taught her. Old words. Goblin words, from the language of the carved symbols in the well shaft. The language Agate’s grandmother had spoken. Words that nobody alive remembered.

Plants in her nursery grew in patterns following her moods. When she cried, vines retracted. When she laughed, flowers opened. When she slept, the herbs around her cradle put out new growth in concentric circles, rippling outward from her body like rings in water.

Nettle descended to the underground pool. Alone. Past the phosphorescent water, through the narrow gap. The passage went deeper. She followed it fifty feet. A hundred. The warm air grew warmer. The stone hummed.

She heard something. Low. Rhythmic. A vibration in the rock itself, too deep for the ear, felt in the chest and in the bones. Like a heartbeat made of stone.

She didn’t go further. She came up, ashen-faced, and wrote one word in her journal.

“Ancient.”

Maren’s second message arrived at dusk. Not sealed. Scrawled on paper, the handwriting urgent.

“The Compact filed a land survey challenge at the county seat. They claim the aquifer extends beneath Dunhill’s property too. They’re not coming for your farm, Thorn. They’re coming for the VALLEY.”

I read it. Folded it. Went to find Dunhill’s trade address and drafted a message that said what needed to be said: their interests and ours were now completely aligned.

Late that night. The porch step. Sedge, uncharacteristically quiet. Her broad shoulders hunched, her gaze fixed on the ground between her bare feet.

She’d been sitting there when I came out. Hadn’t spoken. Just sitting. Quiet wasn’t natural on Sedge. Quiet on Sedge meant something was wrong.

“Talk to me,” I said.

She was silent for a long time. Then:

“At the quarry. Before the cave-in. There was a girl.” Her voice was low. Rough at the edges. “Like me. Strong. We were…” She trailed off. Swallowed. “We were together. In the way that people are together in camps. When the world is small and someone’s warmth is the only good thing left.”

I waited.

“I thought she died. In the collapse. I dug for two days. Didn’t find her.” She looked at her hands. The calloused, strong hands that could split stone with three strikes. “I stopped digging because the air ran out.”

“Sedge.”

“Maren’s nephew heard a rumor.” Her copper eyes met mine. Bright. Burning. “A quarry goblin. Female. Large build. Working in the Compact’s eastern operations.” Her jaw set like granite. “Alive. Under guard.”

The words hung between us in the night air.

“I need to go get her,” Sedge said.

A rescue mission. A reason for me to leave the settlement. Another powerful goblin, alive, in the hands of the people who were coming for our valley.

I looked at Sedge. At the strength in her and the pain underneath it, the one thing she hadn’t been straightforward about, the one wound she’d carried from the quarry that wasn’t on her skin.

“We’ll get her,” I said.

Sedge’s eyes closed. Her jaw unclenched. Her heavy hand covered mine on the porch rail and squeezed.

We sat there until the stars came out.

Inside, Willow murmured in her sleep. Bramble’s lullaby carried through the wall. The well glowed faintly through its locked cap.

Sedge’s hand was still on mine. Somewhere in the tree line, Sorrel’s shadow moved between the trunks, keeping watch.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Leo Thornvale. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Leo Thornvale are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Leo Thornvale
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