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Chapter 1: High Summer

Summer came to the valley like a slow exhale.

The light went long and gold in the evenings, pouring sideways across the fields, turning the bean rows into stripes of green fire and the creek into a ribbon of beaten copper. Mornings smelled of cut hay and woodsmoke and the warm-bread heat that rose off the south field by noon. This was my second summer on this land. It was the first one where the land was crowded.

I stood on the farmhouse porch with a cup of Bramble’s chicory in my hand and counted heads, the way I did most mornings, because counting heads was how I made sure they were all still here.

Nearly thirty goblins.

It had been eighteen at the spring thaw. Then small groups kept finding the south road, two or three at a time, ragged and footsore, following rumors of a place where green skin didn’t get you a beating. A family here. A pair of brothers there. An old woman who walked the last mile on a sprained ankle and refused to be carried. They came, and Bramble fed them before she asked them anything, and Agate found them work, and the settlement swallowed them the way good soil swallows rain.

Willowbrook. Fern had named it at the fire pit during the thaw and the name had stuck without a vote. It was a real place now. The kind of place with two kitchens and a name.

I drank my chicory and watched it wake up.

The longhouse was full to its rafters, which was why Thistle and Sedge were forty feet to the south of it, framing the annex. A second sleeping hall, half-skeleton at the moment, ash timber rising in clean joined lines against the morning. Thistle stood on the top plate with a mallet, sighting down a beam with one eye shut. Sedge was below her, a roof timber balanced on one moss-green shoulder like it weighed nothing, waiting for the word to hand it up.

“Left,” Thistle called. “Your left, rock-for-brains, the other one’s the cliff.”

“I know which way the cliff is,” Sedge said, and handed the timber up one-armed, the muscle in her arm bunching and the whole heavy length of it rising smooth as a drawn breath.

The annex would sleep ten more when it was framed and roofed, which we’d need by autumn at the rate the south road kept delivering people. It was going up beside everything else we’d built and rebuilt since last summer: the longhouse with its carved cornerstone, the greenhouse, the extended barn with its dairy flags, the smokehouse, the chicken run tripled in size, the goat pen, the root cellar dug into the slope and lined with creek stone. Three goats now, one of them due to kid. Five laying hens. One donkey who hated everyone except four specific people. A quarry cut a quarter mile north that fed a settlement’s worth of stone. From a caved-in barn and a dry well, a year and a winter gone. I never quite got used to the size of it, and I hoped I never would.

It was good work going up on the annex. It was fast work. And it was quiet work, and the quiet caught at me every time I watched Sedge these days.

Sedge had arrived loud. She ate loud, laughed loud, worked loud, fought loud, took her pleasure loud enough to rattle the barn rafters. That was the Sedge I knew. But ever since the porch step at the end of winter, since she’d told me the one thing she’d kept back, the girl at the quarry she’d loved and dug for and lost, she worked harder and laughed less. The laugh still came. It just came a half-beat late now, like she had to remember to. She was filling the silence with stone and timber the way Pip filled it with chatter, and for the same reason.

I’d promised her we’d go get the girl. I meant it. I just hadn’t found the road yet.

I watched her hand the next timber up, watched her say something to Thistle I couldn’t hear, and watched Thistle bark a laugh, and watched Sedge’s grin come a half-beat behind it, like an echo arriving late from a long way off. Then she bent for the next timber, and her copper eyes went somewhere past the wood, somewhere east, the way they did a dozen times a day now when she thought no one was looking.

I was looking. I was always looking. It was the only thing I knew to do about it until I could do the real thing.

I finished my cup and walked the settlement, because the walk was the job too.

Past the greenhouse first, where the glass caught the early sun and threw it back, and underneath the sun there was the other light, the faint green glow that breathed out of the place even in full daylight now. Fern’s doing, though she’d say it wasn’t doing, it was just being. Through the fogged panes I could see crowded shelves, hanging herbs, and the brass instruments Nettle had left in neat rows for whatever measurement had seized her before breakfast.

Past the capped well, where Nettle had set up a winch and was lowering a brass instrument down the shaft on a cord, paying it out hand over hand, her lips moving as she counted the marks she’d painted on the rope. The well had a stone cap and an iron lock now, both bought with what the Compact had taught us last winter about leaving the source unguarded. She glanced up when my shadow crossed her.

“Forty-one feet,” she said, by way of greeting. “The pulse is stronger at forty-one than it was at fifty in winter. It’s rising, Thorn. Whatever’s making it, it’s coming up to meet us.” She said it the way another person might say the bread had risen. Then she went back to her cord.

I let her be. Nettle frightened best when you didn’t crowd her.

Out to the field rows, where Fern walked the south planting with one hand trailing low, fingers grazing the tops of the bean plants, and the plants leaned. I’d stopped being surprised by it and I’d never stop seeing it. A whole row of green tilting a few degrees toward her palm as she passed, like a crowd turning to watch someone they loved walk by, then settling back upright behind her. Her silver-white hair was bound up off her neck for the heat and it glowed steady in the shade of her own sun hat, not flickering anymore, just lit, like a coal that wouldn’t go out.

“Morning,” she said without turning. The animals around her, two goats cropping the verge and a hen that had wandered out past the run, didn’t startle at my step the way they would for anyone else. Fern’s calm spread out from her into everything with four legs or two.

“How is it today?” I asked. I didn’t have to say what.

She was quiet a moment, her hand still moving along the green. “Patient,” she said finally. “Like something that knows it has time. It noticed Willow wake up this morning. I felt it notice.” She did turn then, and her gray-green eyes had a question in them she didn’t have words for yet. “It’s never noticed anything before. It just hummed. Now it notices.”

I didn’t have words for it either. I put my hand on her shoulder, which was a thing I could do, and she leaned her cheek to it for a second, which was a thing she could do, and then we both went back to the morning, because the morning needed doing.

Up the slope toward the tall pine at the settlement’s edge, I found Sorrel’s shape in the high branches, a smudge of tawny green against the bark, bow across her knees, still as the tree itself. She lifted two fingers off the bow when she saw me. All clear. I lifted two back. She’d taken to talking in full sentences this past year, but up the pine she still preferred her hands. Up there it was just her and the wind and the whole valley laid out small below, and she didn’t waste words on a quiet world.

And down in the bean rows, loudest of all, Pip.

She had a crew. I still couldn’t quite get used to it. Six refugee youngsters, none of them old enough for the heavy work and all of them old enough to pull weeds, and Pip ran them up and down the rows like a copper-haired sheepdog. Bossy and patient at the same time, which I would not have thought Pip had in her until I watched her do it.

“No, no, that’s a bean, you leave the bean, you pull the thing that ISN’T a bean,” she was saying, crouched beside a boy of maybe twelve, lime-green hands guiding his green hands. “See? Bean. Not-bean. Bean. You got it. You totally got it. Okay go do that for the whole row and I’ll race you, I’ll start at the other end, GO.”

The boy went, delighted. Pip popped up to her bare feet, saw me, and her whole face lit like someone had turned a lamp up behind it.

“Thorn! Look, I have a CREW.” She gestured at the stooped row of children with enormous pride. “They listen to me. Do you see them listening to me? Nobody listens to me. They listen to me.”

“They listen to you,” I agreed.

“It’s the best feeling in the world.” She tucked a stray weed behind her ear like a flower, realized it was a weed, and ate it. “We’re gonna have the cleanest beans in the whole valley. Dunhill’s gonna cry.”

That was when Dunhill rode up.

I heard the gelding before I saw it, the heavy unhurried clop of a man who’d never in his life had to sneak anywhere. He came up the south road and reined in at the gate, and the whole settlement did the small stiffening it always did when a human on a horse appeared at the edge of it. Old reflex. Hard to kill.

But nobody ran for the longhouse. That was new this year too.

Garret Dunhill sat his horse and looked at Willowbrook the way he looked at everything, like he was pricing it. Stocky, going soft in the middle, pale blue-grey eyes that didn’t warm when the rest of his face did. He’d poisoned my creek last summer. He’d ridden to my defense last autumn. We were not friends. We had stopped being enemies somewhere in the middle, in that grudging country where two men hate the same third thing more than they dislike each other.

“Ashvale,” he said.

“Dunhill.” I walked to the gate. “You’re a long way from your fences.”

“County seat’s longer.” He swung down, which surprised me. He didn’t usually dismount. He stood there a moment holding the reins, looking older than he had in spring, the lines around his mouth cut a little deeper. “Got a letter from the clerk three days ago. Took me two of them to decide whether to ride out here or burn it and pretend I hadn’t.”

“Which did you decide?”

“I’m here, aren’t I.” He pulled a folded paper out of his coat, but he didn’t hand it over yet. He looked past me at the settlement, at the greenhouse glowing faint, at Fern in the field with her leaning plants, at the well with its iron lock. “The Iron Compact filed a survey challenge. Land survey, county registry, all proper and stamped.” His jaw worked. “They’re claiming the aquifer under your dirt is one continuous feature. That it runs north under the ridge. And south.” He paused. “Under mine.”

I let that sit.

“You understand what I’m telling you,” he said, and his voice had gone flat and careful. “I always figured this was your problem. Green-skins and your well and whatever the hell makes your tomatoes the size of a fist. Your fight. Not mine.” He folded the paper back up. “It’s mine now. They’ve drawn a line on a map and my three generations of land are inside it. The Compact doesn’t want your farm anymore, Ashvale. It wants the valley.” He looked at me, and for once there was nothing cold in it, just a tired man who’d inherited a fight he didn’t pick. “Your problem is my problem now. I don’t like it. But there it is.”

Behind me, the settlement had gone still to listen.

“Come sit down,” I said.

He blinked. “What?”

“Fire pit. There’s tea. Bramble’s got bread coming out about now and she’ll feed you whether you want it or not, so you might as well sit.” I turned and walked, and after a moment, I heard his boots follow.

Garret Dunhill sat at the long fire-pit table, on a bench made of quarry stone Sedge had cut, in a place I’d never expected to see him choose with his own legs. He sat like a man bracing for the bench to do something. Bramble came out with bread and a cup before I’d even asked her, set both in front of him, and went back to her kitchen without a word, and Dunhill looked at the cup of goblin tea the way he always looked at anything we gave him, like he was checking it for a hook.

He drank it anyway. That was the new thing about Dunhill this year. He kept doing the suspicious look and then drinking it anyway.

I sat across from him. Agate came over and sat at the end of the bench without being invited, which was Agate’s way; she was Brackridge-born, the eldest refugee, gray at the temples and missing two fingers on her left hand, and she’d appointed herself to the council the same way she’d appointed Rill to the longhouse kitchen, by simply being too sensible to argue with. Dunhill glanced at her, then decided not to make it a thing.

“Tell me the rest of it,” I said. “The clerk’s letter. What does the challenge actually claim?”

Dunhill turned his cup a slow quarter-turn on the table. “You remember the counter-claim your uncle filed and you pushed through Maren. The aquifer business. Settlement-era survey, class-three water feature, all that.” He grimaced; legal words sat in his mouth like gravel. “That filing argued the aquifer was its own thing, separate from the surface water Dunhill water rights covered. It kept the Compact from claiming it through me. You follow.”

“I follow.”

“Well, the Compact read the same survey your side did. And they came back with their own surveyors, and their own stamps, and they’ve filed the exact opposite.” He looked up. “They’re claiming the aquifer is one single continuous body. Runs under your parcel, north under the ridge stone, and south. Under my pasture. Under the Brewer’s old place. Under half the valley.” His jaw set. “And here’s the clever part, Ashvale, the part that kept me up. They’re not claiming my land. They’re claiming the water under it. And there’s no clean law that says the man who owns the dirt owns the water a hundred feet beneath it. Especially not when the water’s been ruled a separate feature. Your people made that argument first. The Compact turned it on all of us.”

I sat with that. Agate made a low sound in her throat.

“So they file to own the aquifer,” I said. “And once they own the aquifer, every farm sitting on top of it is sitting on Compact property.”

“Trespassers,” Dunhill said. “On our own ground. That’s the writ they’re building toward. Not ‘get off your land.’ ‘Get off our water.’” He drank again, deeper. “Three generations my family’s farmed that pasture. My grandfather broke that ground. And some clerk in a gray coat is going to tell me I’m squatting over a company’s well.” For a moment the cold went out of his eyes entirely and there was just a farmer who’d been told his roots didn’t count. “I’ve spent too long telling myself your troubles weren’t mine. Green-skins and glowing wells and whatever the hell makes your fields do what they do. I figured you’d brought it on yourself.”

“And now?”

“Now they’ve drawn a line on a map,” he said, “and my whole life is inside it.” He looked at me across the bread and the tea and old bad blood gone half-good. “So I’m asking you, plain. What have you learned about them? What do they know about that well, and why would anyone muster surveyors and writs and a year of patience over a few crates of vegetables?”

Agate answered before I could. “They want what’s under the ground,” she said, in her flat mountain voice. “And they think the people standing on it come with it.” She held up her three-fingered hand, the old punishment, and turned it in the light. “I’ve met men like your Compact, farmer. They don’t hate us. Hating takes effort. They count us. That’s worse.”

Dunhill looked at the hand. He didn’t look away from it, which I gave him credit for. Then he looked back at me.

“What do you need,” he said. It landed like the only kind of apology Dunhill knew how to make.

“Time,” I said. “And those fast horses you keep bragging about.”

He didn’t ask what for. Not yet. He held the question back the way I was learning to hold hard questions back, and he stayed another half hour, and he ate a second piece of bread, and when he rode south he lifted two fingers off the reins in a thing that was almost a wave. Behind me the whole settlement let out the breath it had been holding since his horse first appeared at the gate.

That was the morning. The afternoon brought the clock.

I was up on the annex frame with Thistle, holding a beam steady while she pegged it, when the bell at the south gate started ringing. Not the alarm rhythm, the fast hard clatter that meant danger. The other one. Three rings, pause, three rings. A runner coming in.

Maren’s nephew came up the road at a dead sprint.

He was thirteen now, all legs and elbows, red-faced and gasping, and he’d run the whole two hours from Willowford by the look of him, because Maren had taught him that some messages you don’t slow down for. He nearly went down at the gate. Pip caught him, this boy a foot taller than her, and held him up while he wheezed.

“Letter,” he managed. “From my aunt. She said. Run.” He fumbled it out of his shirt, sweat-damp, and held it up to me. “She said run and don’t stop and put it in your hand and nobody else’s.”

I came down off the frame. Took it. Broke the plain wax.

Maren’s hand, the cramped careful letters of a woman who’d kept ledgers for forty years.

Thorn. My east route came through. I’ve sat on it two days making sure before I sent the boy, because you’ll want to do something stupid and I wanted to be certain it was worth being stupid over.

She’s alive. Sedge’s girl. My contact placed her three weeks back and confirmed her again this week, so it’s good. They have her at a holding station called Greywater, two days east of you, past where the forest gives out into the old quarry country. They’ve got her listed as a “studied asset,” which is their word, not mine, and I won’t write what I think of it.

Here’s why I made the boy run. There’s a transfer order logged against her. They’re moving her deeper east, to a place my contact calls a research facility, and the order says within the week. Once she’s east of Greywater I can’t reach her and neither can anyone. That window’s the only one you get.

I’m not telling you to go. I’m telling you what I’d tell you if I were brave enough to say it out loud. Burn this.

M.

I read it twice. The second time slower, fixing the words in place, because I knew I’d need them exactly.

Then I folded it and put it in my shirt and looked at the boy, who was still bent over with his hands on his knees.

“Get him water and food,” I told Pip. “Then he sleeps before he runs anywhere again.”

“Got it.” She was already steering him toward the kitchen, but she’d caught my face, and her chatter had gone careful and quiet the way it did when something was wrong. “Thorn? Is it bad? It’s the bad face. You’ve got the bad face.”

“It’s not bad.” I started toward the quarry cut, where Sedge’s hammer was still ringing in the late gold light, steady and hard and trying to fill a silence. “It might be the best thing all year.”

I went to find Sedge.



I found Sedge at the quarry and told her only that Maren had found the road east. Nothing more held still after that. By the time the family table filled, everyone was talking around the thing I hadn’t said.

The part that belonged to Bramble came later that same night, after the kitchen had emptied and the long table by the fire pit had gone dark and the settlement had folded itself down into sleep.

The family ate at the farmhouse, the way we always had. Eight chairs and a cradle, the one door that stayed closed against the crowd outside. Bramble had been firm about that from the first, back when there was no crowd to close it against, just the four of them and me and a barn full of fear. The rest of the settlement ate at the long table by the fire pit, Rill and her cook-fire and Agate at the head and the noise of a whole village finding its supper. But the family ate here. Smaller, older, the first roots. The door stayed closed.

Bramble fed eight of us and then made up a ninth plate out of habit for Sedge’s second helpings, and a tenth before Sedge could ask, and the kitchen filled with the warm racket of people who’d survived another day and meant to enjoy it. Pip narrated her bean crew’s triumphs in a single breathless sentence that lasted most of the soup course. Nettle read aloud, uninvited, a paragraph about aquifer concentration that nobody understood and everybody let her finish. Sorrel ate fast and quiet, the camp habit she’d never fully shed, but she ate at the table now, in a chair, with her bow leaned in the corner instead of across her knees, and that was its own kind of miracle. Thistle threw a heel of bread at Pip and hit her square in the forehead and called it aim. Fern slipped scraps to Stump’s nose where it had appeared, uninvited, at the window, and Bramble pretended with great dignity not to see.

Sedge ate four helpings and looked at the empty pot like it had wronged her personally, and laughed at Thistle’s bread-throwing, and the laugh came on time that round, because for a little while at the family table she forgot to look east. That was what the table was for.

And in the middle of it, Willow said the clearest real word she’d ever said in front of all of us.

She was eight months old. She’d been crawling for weeks, fast and low and terrifyingly purposeful, and lately she’d taken to hauling herself upright on the chair legs, planting her tiny green feet, letting go, and managing one or two lurching steps before she sat down hard on her backside and laughed like she’d invented walking. Her dark eyes flashed green when she was pleased, a quick bright pulse, there and gone. She babbled constantly, a river of sound, and some of the sounds weren’t babble. Some of them were the old words, the ones from the carved symbols down the well, the ones Agate’s grandmother had spoken and nobody living remembered. Bramble had mostly stopped flinching at those.

But tonight Willow pulled herself up on my chair leg, looked around the table at all of us with the great serious focus of the very small, took a breath, and said, with perfect clarity, a goblin word I knew exactly one source for.

It was a curse. A bad one. The worst one Thistle had.

The whole table stopped.

Pip’s spoon froze halfway to her mouth. Nettle’s head came up out of her journal. Sorrel’s eyebrows climbed. Fern put a hand over her own mouth. And Thistle, across the table, went very still and very innocent in the way that fools absolutely no one.

“I don’t know where she learned it,” Thistle said.

“You said it twice this morning when the chisel slipped,” Pip said.

“She wasn’t even in the room.”

“She’s ALWAYS in the room. She’s a baby. They’re everywhere. They’re like cats. You think they’re asleep and they’re just gathering material.” Pip pointed her spoon at Willow with deep respect. “She’s been gathering for weeks. She picked the BEST one.”

“Bramble.” Thistle turned to the one authority that mattered. “Tell them it could’ve been anyone.”

“It could not have been anyone, dear, it’s your word, you say it like a hammer,” Bramble said, not even looking up from cutting Willow’s bread into baby-sized pieces. She leaned down to her daughter and said, serene as a summer pond, “We do not say that.”

Willow looked her mother dead in the eye and said it again, delighted with herself, her little eyes pulsing green.

“And now she knows it gets a reaction,” Sorrel said, in the dry way she’d grown into. “You’ve taught her it’s funny. It’s over. We live with it now.”

“I think it’s a beautiful word,” Fern offered. “It has good roots. It’s very old.”

“It means something you cannot say to a child, Fern.”

“The old ones often do.”

Nettle wrote something in her journal. When Pip leaned to look, Nettle tilted it away, but I caught the first line: Subject acquired profanity through ambient exposure. Source: T. Acquisition rate alarming. Recommend everyone watch their mouths, which is unprecedented and will not happen.

I picked Willow up off the floor before she could say it a third time and set her in my lap, and she grabbed a fistful of my shirt and gnawed thoughtfully on her own knuckle, and the table went back to its noise, and for a little while I let myself just have it. The warm kitchen. The eight chairs. The small green weight in my lap. The thing I’d built out of dirt and luck and stubbornness, all of it breathing around me in the lamplight.

I needed to hold it before I told them I was leaving it.

The kitchen emptied slow. Pip carried the message-boy’s empty plate out and didn’t come back; she’d fallen asleep in the longhouse loft with her crew, I found out later, all seven of them in a pile like puppies. The others drifted off one by one. Thistle took the last watch up to the pine to spell Sorrel. Fern went to settle the animals. Nettle went back to her glass.

And then it was just me and Bramble and a sleeping baby, the way it often ended.

I put Willow down in the cradle. She’d dropped off mid-gnaw, her fist still curled, and she didn’t wake when I lowered her. Eight months old. Already too big for the cradle, her feet near the end of it. We’d need a proper bed for her by autumn. Another thing the farm would have to grow into.

When I straightened up, Bramble was at the window.

She had her back to me, looking out at the dark settlement, the few banked fires, the faint breathing glow of the greenhouse. And she had one hand flat against her own chest, against the heavy curve of her breast through her blouse, and her face, when she turned it a little toward the glass so I caught it in profile, was doing something complicated.

I came up behind her. Didn’t touch her yet. Bramble told you things in her own time.

“She’s barely taking it now,” she said to the window. “The breast. All these months she wanted nothing but, and now she’d rather have mashed roots and goat porridge and only wants me at sleep, and some nights not even then.” Her hand pressed against herself. “My body’s winding down, dear. I can feel it. The flood’s going out. Another month, maybe two, and there’ll be nothing left to give her, and she won’t ask, because she’ll be done.” She let out a slow breath that fogged a small circle on the glass. “Soon she won’t at all.”

I knew what the milk had meant to her. I’d known since that rainy night last summer when she told me what the camps had stolen, the contraceptive teas, the babies that weren’t useful, the years of mourning a thing that had been taken out of her by force. Willow had been the wound healing. The milk had been proof the wound could heal.

“Bramble,” I said.

She turned around. Her brown-gold eyes were wet and absolutely steady, which was a thing only Bramble could be at the same time. The lamplight caught the deep emerald of her skin and the dark green fall of her hair, loose now from its working bun, down past her shoulders the way it only came down at the end of the day. Her ears had gone a shade darker at the tips, the green flush she couldn’t hide and had stopped trying to.

“I’m not done,” she said. “I don’t want to be done.”

She didn’t explain it any further. She didn’t have to.

I crossed the small space between us and put my hand over hers, the one still pressed to her chest, my rough farmer’s fingers over her soft warm ones, brown over green, and she closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against my collarbone, and for a moment we just stood there in the lamp-warm dark with our sleeping daughter and the thing she’d just decided hanging unspoken in the air between us.

I could feel her heartbeat under both our hands. Strong and slow.

“There’s something I have to tell you,” I said into her hair. “About where I’m going. And when.”

She lifted her head. Read my face the way she read everything, fast and complete, and whatever she found there made her go still.

“Maren’s nephew ran here for a reason,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And it’s going to take you off this land.” She said it flatly, not a question, the Matriarch who saw the shape of a thing before you’d finished saying it. “You’re going to leave the valley.”

“Yes.”

Bramble looked at me a long moment. Then she looked at the cradle, at Willow, at the window with the glowing valley beyond it that the two of us had grown out of nothing. And she took my hand off her chest, and laced her green fingers through my brown ones, and held on.

“Tell me at the table with the others,” she said quietly. “Not yet. I don’t want to hear about you leaving while you’re still standing here.”

She didn’t let go of my hand the whole way to the bedroom door.


Chapter 2: What Sedge Carries

I found Sedge at the quarry cut after the sun went down, working stone she didn’t need.

I’d known where she’d be. She went to the cut when the day’s assigned work ran out, when the annex was framed as far as the light allowed and there was no good reason to swing a hammer, and she swung one anyway. She said it cleared her head. I’d come to understand it was the opposite. Stopping let the thoughts in. So she didn’t stop.

She’d lit a single lantern and hung it on a peg she’d driven into the rock face, and in its small light she was splitting a slab she’d already split, dressing the edges of stones that didn’t need dressing, her sledge ringing off the gray-blue rock in a slow patient rhythm. Sweat sheened her moss-green shoulders. Her jet-black braid had come half-loose and hung heavy down her back. She was one of the strongest people I knew, broad through the shoulder, thick through the arm, built like something the quarry had grown rather than something that worked it, and right now she looked smaller than her strength usually let her look, because she was alone in the dark hitting rocks so she wouldn’t have to think.

She heard me coming. She always heard everyone coming.

“Come to tell me to stop,” she said, not turning. “Bramble sent you. She thinks I’m wearing myself down. I’m not. I could do this all night.” The sledge came down. The stone rang. “I have been doing this all night, most nights. Ask the stack.”

“I didn’t come to tell you to stop.” I came into the lantern light and sat down on a finished slab, the cold of the stone coming up through my trousers. “I came to tell you Maren found her.”

The sledge stopped at the top of its arc.

Sedge held it there a moment, the whole weight of it suspended on the strength of one arm, and then she lowered it slow, like setting down something fragile, and turned around. Her copper eyes caught the lantern.

“Say it again,” she said.

“Maren’s east route came through. She sat on it two days to be sure, then she sent the boy at a dead run.” I kept my voice even, because Sedge didn’t need me loud right now, she needed me steady. “Your girl is alive. They’ve got her at a holding station called Greywater, two days east, past where the forest runs out into quarry country. Listed as a studied asset. And there’s a transfer order on her. They’re moving her deeper east inside the week. After that Maren can’t reach her and neither can we.”

Sedge went still.

I’d seen Sedge do a great many things. I’d seen her lift a gate bar that took two grown men, seen her take a sledgehammer to a stone the size of a cart and open it like fruit, seen her eat four helpings and ask for a fifth, seen her ride me into the hay and grin the whole time daring me to keep up. I had never seen stillness take her this completely. Stillness wasn’t her natural shape. She vibrated even when she sat.

She was still now. The sledge hung from her hand, its head resting on the ground. Her broad chest rose and fell. And then this woman who could lift me clean off my feet sat down hard on the slab beside the one she’d been working, and put her face in her calloused hands, and her shoulders started to shake.

I didn’t reach for her. Sedge didn’t break in front of people, and the kindest thing I could do was let her break without making it a spectacle. I just sat, and let the lantern burn, and waited.

“Her name’s Juniper,” Sedge said into her hands. Her voice came out rough and wet and strange, nothing like her usual bright roar. “I never told you her name. I told you there was a girl. I didn’t say her name because saying it made it real, and real meant she was dead, and I couldn’t.” She dragged her hands down her face. “Juniper. She was the high rigger. You understand what that is?”

“Tell me.”

“In a quarry you cut from the top down. The good stone’s up the wall, forty, fifty feet up, and somebody has to go up there on rope and cut it where one wrong swing sends a slab down on the whole crew, or sends you down.” She stared at the rock face in the lantern light, but she wasn’t seeing it. “That was Juniper. Tall and lean and not a bit of fear in her, hanging off a rope on the upper face cutting the dangerous stone, because she was the only one steady enough to do it and live. She used to say it. ‘Don’t look down. Look where your hands go.’ She’d be sixty feet up saying it like she was reading a recipe.” A wet sound that was almost a laugh. “Maddest, calmest person I ever met. I loved her like breathing.”

“What happened at the cave-in?”

Sedge’s jaw worked. This was the part she’d never said. I could see it costing her.

“The lower face went. The whole bottom of the cut came down, and it killed the overseers, which is the only reason any of us got free, the guards buried with the rock. I was at the bottom and I ran and I lived.” Her hands closed into fists on her knees. “Juniper was up on the wall. Up on the rope, on the high face, when it went. I screamed for her. I dug. The slope was loose and I dug into it with my hands until they bled, two days, screaming her name into the rubble, sure she was under it.” Her voice cracked all the way through. “I stopped because the air ran out and the others dragged me off and I let them. I told myself she was dead. I made myself believe it. Because believing it was the only way I could walk away and live.” She finally looked at me, and her eyes were streaming and furious all at once. “I stopped digging, Thorn. She was on the wall. She probably watched me give up and walk off, and I stopped digging.”

There was nothing to say to that. So I didn’t reach for a wise thing. I said the only true thing.

“She wasn’t under the rock,” I said. “You couldn’t have dug her out. She wasn’t there to dig. They recaptured her off the wall. You’d have died in that slope for nothing, and then there’d be no one coming for her now.”

“I don’t care about the logic of it.”

“I know.”

“I carried it for years. The giving up.” She wiped her face with the back of one massive hand, smearing stone dust and tears together. “And she was alive the whole time. Sitting in a cell while I told myself a story so I could sleep.”

“Then we go untell it,” I said. “We go get her, and you tell her to her face you’re sorry you stopped, and she tells you she watched you dig until your hands bled and forgave you years ago, because that’s what she’ll say, because anyone who loves you would.” I stood up. “I leave in three days. Long enough to set the defense and ready the horses and learn the road. We ride east, we get her out before the transfer, we come home. You know the depot’s stone. You know how she thinks. I need you with me.”

Sedge looked up at me from the slab. The tears were still coming but something underneath them had gone hard and bright and alive in a way I hadn’t seen since the porch step at winter’s end. She was not still anymore. She’d come back into her body.

“I was going whether you came or not,” she said. “I’d have walked east tonight with the sledge on my back and torn the place apart with my hands.”

“I know. That’s why I’m bringing the rest of us, so you don’t have to.”

She stood. She was a head shorter than me and twice as strong and she looked at me the way she had the first night, when she’d called me good stone, doesn’t crack under pressure. Then she did something Sedge never did. She stepped in and put her forehead against my chest, the goblin gesture, the one Bramble used, and stood there breathing, this whole heavy mountain of a woman leaning her brow on my sternum in the lantern dark.

“Good stone,” she said, muffled. “You’d dig for her. Someone you’ve never met. You’d dig.”

“I’d dig,” I said.

We left the lantern burning on its peg and walked back down to the fires together.



The plan came together that same night, at the fire-pit table, after the settlement had gone to its rest and the council stayed up.

It was a small table that night. Me, Sedge, Sorrel come down from the pine, Thistle, Nettle with a charcoal stick and a flat board, Bramble pouring tea nobody was drinking, Fern listening from the bench with her glowing hands folded. Agate sat in too, because Agate sat in on everything that mattered now and had earned it.

I laid it out plain. Greywater, two days east. A transfer order, a week to beat it. A small team, in and out quiet, because the depot was a holding station and not a fortress and quiet was the only way three people took anything from the Compact and lived.

“Three of us,” I said. “Me. Sedge, because she knows the depot’s stone from her own recapture and she knows how Juniper thinks. Sorrel, because she can scout it and move over a wall without waking a dog.” I looked down the table. “And Thistle stays. Runs Willowbrook’s defense while I’m gone.”

Thistle had been carving something off the edge of the table with her knife. She stopped.

“Say that again,” she said.

“You hold the settlement. The acquisition team’s weeks out, not infinitely. Somebody with a tactical brain has to set the wall and run the drills and hold this place if it comes early, and that’s you. It’s not the soft job. It’s the heavy one.”

Thistle stared at me. Her gold eyes had gone flat and unreadable, and for a second I thought I’d misjudged it, thought she’d take it as being left behind from the real work.

“You’re leaving me the whole settlement,” she said slowly, “and taking the easy job for yourself.”

“Breaking into a Compact depot is the easy job?”

“Compared to keeping Pip from naming the new goats? Yes.” She pointed the knife at me. “You go play hero on the open road where the worst thing that happens is you die clean. I get a whole settlement of goblins, a baby that says my curse, a donkey with opinions, and a corporate army on a schedule. You’re getting the holiday.”

A laugh went around the table, the tight kind people laugh when the thing is too big to look at straight. But underneath it I caught what she was really saying, the way I’d learned to with Thistle, where the insult was the wrapping and the gift was inside. She was saying you trust me with everything you love. She was saying I won’t drop it. She’d never have said it in those words. She’d have crawled into the creek first.

“You’ll hold it,” I said quietly.

“I’ll hold it,” she said, and went back to carving, and the matter was closed.

Nettle had the route mapped from Maren’s contraband knowledge, the east road and its forks, where the forest thinned, where the law ran out. “Two days’ ride at a steady pace,” she said, tapping the board. “If you push the horses you’ll arrive blown and useless, so don’t. The first day’s all forest, easy cover. The second day you come out into quarry country and there’s no cover at all, so you make the depot approach at dusk and lie up overnight on the ridge. I’ve marked a stand of rock here with a sightline down. Recon from there. Go in at the dawn changeover.” She’d thought it through more than I had. She always did. “Three days to prepare. Two to ride. The break. Two to come home. That puts you back with a week’s margin before the team’s expected, if nothing goes wrong.”

“Things go wrong,” Sorrel said. It was the most she’d said all evening.

“Then you adjust,” Nettle said. “But you plan for clean and you carry for messy. I’ll pack the salve and the smoke and a wound kit. Don’t argue, you’ll want them.”

“Carry for messy,” Sedge repeated, like a woman memorizing a recipe she didn’t like the look of. “I can carry messy. Messy’s where I shine.”

“You’re the messy,” Thistle said, not looking up from her carving. “You’re what Nettle’s packing the kit for. Try to come home with the same number of holes in you that you left with.”

“No promises,” Sedge said cheerfully.

Sedge reached across the table and put her huge hand over Nettle’s small ink-stained one. “Thank you,” she said, rough, and the cheer went out of her voice and something truer came into it. “For the kit. For mapping it. For caring whether we come back with the right number of holes.” Nettle went still under the huge warm weight of her hand, then carefully turned her own hand over and squeezed back, once, fierce and brief, before retrieving it to write, her ears gone dark green.

“Don’t make me sentimental,” Nettle said to her journal. “I’m working.” But her pen didn’t move for a moment, and the line she finally wrote, when she wrote it, she angled away from everyone, and I didn’t ask.

Fern spoke from the bench, quiet, not looking up. “The land won’t like you leaving,” she said to me. “It’s gotten used to you. I’ll keep it calm.” Then, softer, the closest Fern came to fear: “Come back before it gets restless.”

That was the plan. Around the dying fire, in the dark, it felt thin as paper against the size of the thing. But it was real, and it was ours, and Sedge sat through all of it with her spine straight and her eyes dry and her girl’s name finally said out loud, and that was worth the thinness.



Dunhill’s contribution came the next morning, delivered by a sour-faced farmhand leading three horses.

They were good horses. Better than good. Long-legged, deep-chested, the kind of animal that ate ground and didn’t blow. The farmhand handed me a lead rope and a folded sketch and a verbal message he clearly resented carrying.

“Mister Dunhill says these are the three fast ones. Says don’t founder them. Says the paper’s the east road, and he’s marked the stretches where Compact writs don’t reach and three armed riders won’t draw questions.” The man’s mouth twisted. “Says it’s not for you. Says it’s for the valley. Says if they’re studying green-skins for what’s under our dirt, he wants to know what they know.” He thrust the lot at me and left without waiting for thanks, which suited us both.

I unfolded the sketch. Dunhill’s hand, blunt and certain, the east road drawn careful, the law-poor stretches hatched, two springs marked for water. Self-interest, openly. The most honest kind of help there was. I took the horses.

The household took the news of me leaving harder than the household let on.

Bramble had known since the night before and said nothing in front of the others, just moved through the kitchen with her jaw set and her hands busy. Nettle threw herself into the wound kit. Fern walked the perimeter twice. Sorrel said nothing because Sorrel was coming. And Pip went quiet, which from Pip was the loudest alarm there was. She didn’t bounce. She didn’t narrate. She sat on the porch step with her chin on her knees and her copper hair hanging in her face, watching me check the horses’ feet, saying nothing at all, and the silence of her was worse than any words.

I’d deal with Pip. There were three days. But that night belonged to Bramble, and she claimed it with both hands.



After Willow was down, Bramble closed the bedroom door behind her and didn’t perform a single second of it, because Bramble never performed. She decided.

She’d let her hair down. It fell dark green and heavy past her shoulders, freed from the working bun, and in the lamplight her deep emerald skin had a glow to it, warm and lived-in. She closed the door with a soft click, and she crossed to me where I sat on the edge of the bed, and she stood between my knees so I had to look up at her, the Matriarch, a foot shorter than me standing and still somehow over me.

“Take my blouse off,” she said. “I want your hands to do it, not mine.”

I did. The buttons gave one at a time under my rough fingers, and her chest spilled free as the cotton parted, her breasts heavy and full and warm, the deep emerald curves of them and the dark green of her nipples, but softer now than they’d been in the flood of the past year. The flood was going out. I could feel it in the give of her, the weight a shade less, the fullness winding down. She watched me notice.

“There,” she said softly. She took my hands and laid them flat over her breasts, my brown spanning the green, and pressed them there. “Softer than they were. She’s barely taking it now, and what’s left, my body’s only making out of habit, and soon it’ll stop.” Her brown-gold eyes held mine, fierce and wet at once. “I want it to mean something. Not just dry up and stop like a closed account. I want one more reason for it.” She leaned down and kissed me, hard, a decision with a mouth on it. “Give me another, Thorn. Before you ride off and scare the life out of me. Give me a reason to make you come home.”

I pulled her down into my lap. She came easy, her wide soft hips settling over my thighs, her weight warm and heavy and good. “You sure,” I said against her throat, because I always asked, even with her, especially with her.

“I have never been more sure of anything in my life,” she said. “I decided this at the window last night. You only get to agree.”

So I agreed.

I put my mouth to her first, the way I had a hundred nights, the way that had grounded the whole of us from the start. I cupped one heavy breast in my rough hand, brown fingers sinking deep into the emerald give of her until they nearly vanished, and lifted that warm weight to my mouth, and I drew her thick dark nipple between my lips slow and sucked. Her hand came up into my hair, hard enough to make my scalp sting, holding me there, not guiding, just keeping me. The milk came thin now, a trickle where there’d been a flood, beading warm and faintly sweet across my tongue, almost gone, and that made both of us feel it harder, the ending of a thing pulled right out of her into my mouth. She made a low broken sound, the first crack in her control, and pressed my face hard into the soft heavy weight of her, and I drank what little there was and groaned against her skin.

I moved to the other breast and she sighed, a long shuddering thing, and her thighs clamped together over my lap, the wet heat of her grinding down against the hard ridge of my cock through my trousers. I was already aching, already straining the leather, and she knew it, rolled herself against it on purpose. Her ears had gone dark green at the tips. I worked the second nipple with my tongue, suckled it stiff, lapped the last sweetness from her while my free hand dragged up the inside of her thigh and found her soaked through her skirt, the heat of her pussy pulsing against my palm. She rocked into my hand in small involuntary circles, the Matriarch’s composure unspooling thread by thread the longer my mouth stayed latched and my fingers stayed pressed to the slick of her.

“You always,” she breathed, and lost the sentence, and tried again. “After all this time and your mouth on me still undoes me first. Every time. Like the first time.” Her grip tightened in my hair. “Don’t stop yet. A little longer. I want to feel the want build before I take it.”

So I gave her a little longer. I lavished both breasts in turn, slow and thorough, my hands roaming the wide soft curves of her, the gentle belly with its faint stretch marks, the heavy hips, until she was rocking against me in earnest and her breath had gone ragged and her composure had cracked clean down the seams.

“Lie back,” she said, breathless, pushing at my shoulder. “I want it my way first.”

I lay back, and she rose up over me and freed me from my trousers with her own hands, working them down my hips until my cock sprang up hard and flushed against my belly, and the lamplight gilded the whole soft heavy shape of her, breasts and belly and wide swaying hips, a foot shorter than me and somehow filling the whole of my vision. She wrapped one warm hand around my shaft, her green fingers not quite closing on the thickness of it, and stroked me once root to tip, slow, smearing the bead of precum at the head down over the length of me until I hissed. Then she lifted herself, lined the wet heat of her pussy up over the crown, and sank down onto me slow, inch by inch, the tight clench of her swallowing me as she went, her head tipping back, her dark hair falling loose down her back, a long shuddering sigh dragging out of her as she took me all the way to the root. She paused there, fully seated, stuffed full, her thighs trembling around my hips, her brown-gold eyes squeezing shut, her pussy fluttering tight around me as she just breathed me in.

“There,” she whispered. “There it is. Gods, I needed that. I needed you tonight.”

Then she started to ride. This was Bramble reclaiming control after fear, hands flat on my chest, hips rolling deep and unhurried, working her wet pussy up and down the length of my cock, finding her rhythm and settling into it like she settled into the kitchen at dawn, a thing she knew in her bones. Every slow drop sheathed me to the root and dragged a slick sound up between us. Her heavy breasts swayed above me in the lamplight with every roll, the last beads of milk catching the light at her dark nipples and trickling down the deep emerald curve of her. Her soft belly pressed warm against mine. The flush had deepened at her ears. Her eyes found mine and held, and she didn’t look away once, because Bramble never looked away, the Matriarch watching me even as her pussy clenched and gripped and milked at me, even as she came apart on my cock.

“Put it in me,” she said, and her voice had dropped to the low register that ran straight down my spine. “All of it. Pump it as deep as you can reach. I want your cum sitting in me when you walk back through that gate. I want to be carrying.” She ground down hard, took my cock to the hilt, and her hips stuttered as the head of me kissed somewhere deep. “I want to scare the whole valley with it. I want them to look at me and know you left me full of you.” The cradle creaked once as Willow shifted in her sleep, and Bramble didn’t even slow, just dropped her voice softer, rolling her hips, dragging her clit against me on every grind. “Give me a second one, love. Breed me. I’m not done. I told you I’m not done.”

I gripped her wide hips, my fingers spanning toward the small of her back, and I let her ride for as long as she wanted to be in charge. And then, because she loved this part more than any other, because the surrender of the woman who ran everything was the whole of her secret heart, I sat up under her, wrapped one arm around her broad soft back, and turned us.

She went over with a gasp that was half laugh, the Matriarch tipped onto her back, her hair spilling dark across the blanket, her thighs falling open around me, her breasts settling heavy on her chest. The flip. She loved the flip. I’d learned it last summer and she’d told me, after, in the dark, that it was one of the best things I could give her, the moment her control passed to my hands and she got to stop holding everything for a while. She’d run camps and kitchens and a settlement of thirty. The flip was the one place she got to be carried.

“There he is,” she breathed, looking up at me with her eyes gone soft and dark. “There’s my reason to come home.”

I drove my cock into her deep, my hands gripping her wide soft hips, fingers spanning toward the small of her back, the size of me against the small soft of her, brown over green, every thrust burying me to the root in the tight wet clutch of her pussy. She wrapped her short thick legs around me and pulled me in with her heels and met every stroke with a rolling lift of her hips, so my length dragged thick and slow through her on the way out and slammed home on the way in. The bed creaked under us. The slap of my hips against her soft thighs filled the room, wet and rhythmic. Her breasts rocked with the rhythm, a last few drops of milk beading and spilling at the dark nipples, sliding down the deep emerald curve of her, and the sight of it undid something in me, the ending and the wanting and the whole of her offered up at once. I bent and caught one nipple in my mouth again as I fucked into her, drank the last of it, and she cried out low and clutched the back of my head.

“That,” she gasped. “Both at once. Your mouth and you inside me, give me both, I’m so close, dear, I’m so close.” She was loud the way Bramble was loud, which was quiet and intense, no performance in it, her breath ragged, low words spilling out of her broken composure like water over a stone.

“Don’t you dare be careful,” she gasped. “Give it to me. Give me what they took. A child made because I wanted it, on my terms, in my own bed, with the man I chose.” Her nails dug into my back. “Then come home and we do it again until it takes. That’s the deal. You don’t get to die out there. You owe me a child.”

“Then I’m coming back,” I said against her mouth, and I meant it like an oath. “You don’t get to carry my child alone, Bramble. I’ll be at that gate.”

She came around me with my name half-formed in her throat and her teeth finding my shoulder, sinking into the old mark she’d put there last summer, and her pussy clamped down and convulsed along the whole length of my cock in hard rippling waves, milking me, her whole soft body going taut then loose beneath me. That was all it took. I held her hips and slammed deep and let go, my cock pulsing thick inside her, every spurt of cum emptying into her as far as I could reach, jet after jet flooding her while she clenched and wrung me dry. She locked her legs and kept me there and wouldn’t let me pull back an inch, taking all of it, taking every drop of my seed, her hand pressing flat against my low back to keep me seated and spilling in her.

We stayed like that a long while, joined, breathing, the lamp burning low. Then I eased down beside her and she turned into me, and she took my hand and laid it low on her own soft belly, her green hand over my brown one over the place where a thing might or might not be starting.

“Maybe nothing takes,” she said quietly, looking at the ceiling. “Maybe it does. I’m older than the others. My body’s been through worse than it should have. There’s no promise in it.” Then her gaze found mine, fierce and tender at once. “Either way, you come home, and we try again. That’s the deal. Not a request, Thorn. A contract. You signed it just now.”

“I signed it,” I said.

She closed her eyes, satisfied, her hand keeping mine pressed to her belly, and the fear Maren’s letter had planted in my chest sat quiet at last, because a man with a contract like that has a reason to live through anything.



Pip appointed herself quartermaster of the rescue the next morning, which was how I knew she’d be all right.

By morning she’d come out of the silence and channeled the fear into furious usefulness. She presented me with a packed bag at the kitchen table with the solemnity of a general handing over a battle plan, and made me open it in front of everyone so the work would be witnessed.

“Three days of food,” she said, pointing. “Hard cheese and dried meat and Bramble’s travel bread, that’s the good dense kind, it doesn’t go stale. A spare knife, because Sorrel said one is none. And.” She paused for effect. “Every flower I could find. For luck. I went all the way down the creek for the blue ones.”

I lifted out a fistful of wilting wildflowers.

“And this.” She produced a folded paper, suddenly shy, and pressed it into my hand. “It’s everybody. I drew everybody. So you remember who you’re coming back to. I put Willow in the middle because she’s the smallest. I’m next to you because.” She didn’t finish. She just tapped it. “Don’t lose it.”

It was a child’s drawing done by a grown woman, seven green figures and a baby and me, all of us holding hands in a wobbly line, the farmhouse behind us with smoke coming out of the chimney in a curl. She’d labeled each of us in careful letters Nettle had clearly taught her. It hit me harder than anything a folded piece of paper had a right to.

Sedge leaned over my shoulder and looked in the bag. “Where’s the rope?”

Pip blinked. “…I packed FLOWERS.”

“You’re breaking into a depot. You climb walls. You need rope.”

“Flowers are for MORALE.”

Sorrel, who had been standing by the door the whole time saying nothing, lifted one hand. In it was a coil of rope, perfect, hand-laid, exactly the right length, the kind of thing she’d made in the dark without anyone seeing. She didn’t say a word. She just held it up, then set it on the table beside Pip’s flowers, and went back to leaning on the doorframe.

Pip looked at the rope. Looked at her flowers. Set her jaw.

“The rope can go in the bag too,” she allowed, with enormous dignity, as if this had been her plan all along. “There’s room. I packed efficiently. But the flowers are staying in the bag.”

“The flowers are staying in the bag,” I agreed.

“And you have to actually look at them. When you’re scared. You take out a flower and you look at it and you remember the creek and you come home.” She crossed her arms. “Those are the instructions. Sorrel, tell him those are the instructions.”

Sorrel, from the doorframe, considered this. “Look at the flowers,” she said, flat. “Come home.” A beat. “It’s a good plan. Better than mine, and mine was rope.”

Pip pointed at her, vindicated. “SHE said it’s a good plan.”

“I said it was better than rope. Rope was the whole of my plan.” Sorrel pushed off the frame and went out to ready the horses, and Pip beamed after her like she’d won a court ruling, and Bramble pinched the bridge of her nose over the porridge and said nothing at all, which from Bramble at that hour of the morning was its own kind of blessing.

I folded the drawing very carefully and put it inside my shirt, against my chest, where it would ride the whole way east. Seven green figures and a baby and me, holding hands in a wobbly line. I could feel the corner of it against my skin all through breakfast, and I thought a man could do worse than carry that into the dark.


Chapter 3: Before You Go

The two days before I rode east, Willowbrook learned how to be a fortress, and it did it the way the farm did everything: badly at first, then a little better, then like it had always known how.

Thistle ran it. I made sure everyone saw that she was running it and I was just another pair of hands taking orders from her like the rest. She’d spent a year and a winter building the place. Now she walked it like a general walks a wall, and she’d drawn up a defense in her head that she chalked onto the back of an old board and propped against the longhouse so everyone could see the shape of it.

“Two strongpoints,” she said, jabbing the chalk at the board. A ring of refugees stood around her, the ones who could fight or wanted to learn, and behind them the ones who’d carry water and mind the children. “The well-cap and the longhouse. Everything falls back to those two. The well because it’s what they want, and the longhouse because it’s stone and it’s got one door and you could hold it with a broom.” She pointed at Ferris, the thin Brackridge man with the scarred ear-tips, who stood steadier than anyone there. “You’ve held a line before. You take the well approach with me. The rest of you learn the fallback whistles today and you learn them until you hear them in your sleep.”

She drilled them. Over and over, three short whistles for fall back to the well, two long for the longhouse, the able ones running the routes with hoe handles and fence staves until the clumsy stopped tripping over each other and the willing started looking like they might actually hold. It wasn’t an army. It was farmers and former slaves with farm tools. But Thistle had a way of making people believe the wall would hold because she so plainly intended to die on it before it didn’t, and belief, I’d learned, did half the work of a fight.

It didn’t always go smooth. Ferris dropped his fence stave on the third drill and a refugee woman behind him tripped over it and took down two more in a heap, and for a moment the whole “fighting force” of Willowbrook was a pile of green limbs and dropped hoe handles in the dust, and Thistle stood over them with her arms crossed and her jaw working.

“That,” she said, flat, “is exactly what they want. A pile. Get up. Do it again. And this time, dust-for-brains,” to Ferris, almost gentle, the insult worn soft, “hold the stick like it owes you money.”

They got up. They did it again. And the second time the pile was smaller, and the third time there was no pile, and by the end of the morning a woman who’d flinched at her own shadow when she walked down the south road was holding a fence stave like she meant it, and that was Thistle’s whole gift: she made frightened people into something that didn’t drown. Pip’s bean crew watched the drills from the edge of the field with enormous eyes, and when Thistle wasn’t looking they picked up their weeding-sticks and ran the fallback routes themselves in a giggling clumsy line, three short whistles blown on cupped hands, and nobody had the heart to tell them to stop, because a child who turns a war drill into a game is a child who isn’t afraid, and we wanted them not afraid as long as we could keep them that way.

Nettle worked her own front. The greenhouse benches filled with fist-sized smoke bombs, packed tight with the capsaicin concentrate she’d cooked twice as hot as last winter’s, and rows of stoppered jars of the paralytic salve that turned any cut blade into something worse. She labeled everything in her precise hand, the dosages and the radii and the burn-times noted on each like the medicines they almost were, and stacked it all in the root cellar where the cool would keep it, and she walked Thistle through the deployment until they both had it cold. She made Pip’s bean crew memorize the safe lanes too, the buried trigger-boards and which paths not to run down, turning it into a game of hopscotch so the children would remember it without being frightened by why they had to. “Step there, not there,” she told them, patient as she only ever was about her work. “There is the bad square. We do not step on the bad square. Repeat it back.” And six green children chanted not the bad square up and down the rows until it was in their feet, and that was Nettle defending the settlement in her own precise language: making sure no one she loved stepped where the danger was.

“Pressure-plate triggers on the north approach,” Nettle said, pushing her goggles up. “Step on the board, the bomb goes. Three-meter radius, sixty seconds blind. Don’t let our own people walk the north line after dark or we’ll be carrying them in retching.” She caught me watching and her mouth went flat. “I’d rather be doing this than packing your wound kit. I’m doing both. I want that noted.”

“Noted,” I said.

Fern walked the perimeter, listening. That was the only word for it. She moved along the fence line with her glowing hand trailing the posts and the soil, her head tilted, her gray-green eyes half-shut, reading something the rest of us couldn’t hear. “It’s restless when you talk about leaving,” she told me, the second day. “It settles when you’re near the well. I’ll keep my hands in the ground while you’re gone. If anything comes at the source, I’ll feel it before the wire sings.” She said it like a gardener reporting on the weather, and it should have been impossible, and it wasn’t, because nothing about Fern had been merely possible for a long time.

And Sorrel, before she rode out with me, spent her last day teaching her own job away. She took three of the steadier refugees out to her snare lines and walked them through it, the placement, the tension, the way to read which runs the rabbits used, her voice low and patient. She’d been the silent one when she came to us, the feral girl in the tree who couldn’t say her own name. Now she taught. She handed her perimeter to three people who’d never have managed it without her, because she’d be on the east road keeping me alive instead, and the settlement had to hold its own eyes open while her best ones were gone.

That was what I carried away from those two days, more than the fear. The settlement was learning to stand without me at the center of it. I’d been the hub so long I’d half-forgotten it could be otherwise. Watching Thistle command and Nettle arm them and Fern listen to the ground and Sorrel teach her hunting to strangers, I understood that I could leave, that the leaving was survivable, that I hadn’t built a place that fell down the moment I stepped off it. I’d built a place that held itself up.

That was Thistle’s gift to me, really, the one she’d never name. By taking the wall, she let me take the road.



Sedge taught me Greywater in the evenings, over the map board, after the drills.

She remembered it the way you remember a place that hurt you. She’d come through it herself, after the slavers took her, before the cave-in freed her, and the layout was burned into her behind her eyes.

“Walled yard,” she said, drawing it square with a blunt finger in the dust on the table. “Not a fort wall. A stockyard wall, head-high, meant to keep stock in, not armies out. One gate, barred from the inside. Here.” She marked it. “Inside, against the back wall, the holding block. Long stone building, low, cells down both sides of a center passage. That’s where they keep the assets.” Her jaw tightened on the word. “Records office here, by the gate, where the handler works. Warden barracks here. Horse line. Wagon yard for the transfers, which means there’ll be wagons standing ready, which means the move’s close, which we knew.”

“How many men?”

“Few. It’s a holding station, not a garrison fort. They don’t need many because nobody comes.” She frowned, counting back through a memory she didn’t like visiting. “When I came through there were five on a watch, and a handler, and an old clerk too creaky to lift a bar. I’d bet it’s the same shape now. Places like that don’t change. They have no reason to.”

“And the garrison?”

“Bored,” Sedge said, and it was the most important word she said all night. “Nobody attacks Greywater, Thorn. There’s nothing there to steal. No gold, no goods. Just us. Green-skins in cells waiting to be shipped. Who rides two days east to break out a green-skin? Nobody ever has.” She looked up, and there was something almost like grim satisfaction in it. “So they’ve gone soft. A skeleton watch. Men who’ve stood that wall a year and never seen a thing come at it. Their own boredom is the door we walk through. We hit the dawn changeover, when the night watch is dead on its feet and the day watch isn’t up yet, and we’re a ghost they tell stories about after.”

“You’re sure she’s still there. Not moved already.”

“Maren confirmed her this week.” Sedge’s finger stopped on the holding block. “She’s in one of these. And I’ll know which. Juniper always took the high corner of any room they put her in, where she could see the door and the only window, the rigger’s habit, eyes on the exits and the load. Top right, if I know her. I’ll know her cell before you find the number.”

I looked at the square in the dust, the head-high wall and the bored watch and the one barred gate, and at last the thing stopped being a wall of fear in my chest and started being a problem with a shape. A problem you could solve. A door you could walk through.

“Two days,” I said. “Then we walk through it.”

Sedge wiped the map away with her palm and looked at me, and her copper eyes were steady and bright and finally, after all those quiet weeks, alive all the way through.

“Two days,” she said.



The farm answered the plan by becoming very specific.

That was Bramble’s doing. Fear wanted to become fog, and Bramble hated fog on principle, so she put it into jars, sacks, baskets, and marked shelves until even dread had a place to stand. She had Rill and Agate move the children’s bedding into the longhouse and lay it out by household, smallest bodies nearest the back wall and elders along the benches where they could sit without being tripped over. She counted lamp oil, flour, salt pork, dried beans, clean rags, water buckets, spare boots, slings, candles, and the three precious bottles of Nettle’s strongest wound-wash, and she did it with Willow on her hip while Willow chewed the corner of the tally board and solemnly added a streak of baby spit to the emergency inventory.

Thistle turned the noon drill into muscle memory. One whistle meant children down. Two meant north fence. Three meant south gate. Two long meant everyone inside and nobody arguing. By dusk, even the newest refugees could move from field to shelter without bumping each other, and Pip’s bean crew could do it while carrying baskets, which Pip declared “advanced tactical agriculture” and insisted should go on a banner. Fern walked the livestock paths afterward, touching fence posts and calming the animals with one hand while the other rested on the new green growth around the well, because fear got into goats too and a panicked goat could ruin a gate faster than a man with an axe.

Nettle checked the capped well and checked it again, then made a chalk mark on the stones where the green light seeped strongest through the seams. “If anything changes while you’re gone,” she told Bramble, “write the time, color, brightness, sound, smell, ground vibration, and Willow’s response.”

“So everything,” Bramble said.

“Everything important,” Nettle corrected, offended.

And Sedge watched it all with her big hands opening and closing at her sides, because every basket packed and whistle drilled was proof that the farm would keep breathing while we rode away, and every proof of that made leaving both easier and worse.

Pip had been too quiet for two days, and from Pip, that was a scream.

She’d done her quartermaster’s act with the bag and the flowers and the drawing, bright as ever, but it was an act and I knew it, the way you know a fire’s banked and not out. In the quiet between her performances she went somewhere I couldn’t follow. She’d sit on the porch with her chin on her knees. She’d run her bean crew on a kind of grim autopilot. She’d watch me check the horses with her huge amber eyes gone careful and dark, saying nothing, and the not-saying was the loudest thing in the settlement.

That evening, with two days still between me and the road, I went looking for her, and I found her where I should have looked first.

The creek. The deep pool downstream where it widened under the thickest willows, the private place, her place, where she’d bathed and sunned and shamelessly arranged to be seen since the first summer. She was sitting on the bank with her bare feet in the water, lime-green skin gleaming in the long gold light coming sideways through the willow leaves. Not bathing. Not bouncing. Not chattering. Just sitting, copper hair loose and tangled with a single blue creek-flower she’d tucked behind one ear, watching the water move over her toes.

She heard me on the bank and didn’t turn.

“I keep doing the math,” she said. The words came out small, none of the usual run-on rush in them. “Two days there. The break, which is the part where you could die. Two days back. And every part of it I’m not there. I can’t see you. I won’t know if you’re alive until you walk back through the gate or you don’t.” She drew her feet out of the water and hugged her knees. “In the camp, when somebody got taken off somewhere, you never knew. They just didn’t come back, and you waited, and waiting was the worst thing, the not knowing, it ate you. I thought I was done with waiting. I thought we won. And now you’re going to go away and make me wait again.” She finally faced me, and her eyes were wet and furious and scared all at once. “I hate it. I hate that I have to let you go.”

I came and crouched beside her on the bank. “I’m coming back, Pip.”

“Everybody who didn’t come back said that too.” She wiped her nose with the back of her wrist. “I don’t have Bramble’s words for this. I don’t have Thistle’s anger, I can’t go hit a wall about it. I don’t have Sorrel’s quiet. I’ve only got the one thing I’ve ever been good at.” She stood up.

She stood up in the shallows, and she reached behind her back and pulled the knot of the cloth band, and let it fall, her small perky breasts bare in the gold light, dark little nipples already tight, lime-green skin gleaming wet to the knee. She wasn’t coy about it. She was shaking a little. But she didn’t stop.

“You’re leaving,” she said. “You might not come back. I’m not letting you go without this. And I want you to remember it the whole way there. I want it to be the thing you see when you’re scared out there in the dark.” She pushed the wrap-skirt off her hips and stepped out of it, naked and small and bright and trembling, and walked up out of the water to me, water running off her thighs. “Look at me. Don’t you dare close your eyes. Look at me the whole time, and then carry it east, and then bring it back.”

I loved her fiercely right then, the smallest of all of them, the one who’d been born in a cage and survived by making herself impossible to throw away, standing naked and frightened in the creek and turning the only language she had into a rope to tie me home.

“I’m looking,” I said, and I pulled my shirt over my head.



Pip moved fast and then made me go slow, which was the whole of her in one motion.

She pressed her wet little body against me, lime-green skin warm and slick against my chest, her hands fisting in my hair to drag my mouth down to hers, and she kissed me like she was trying to memorize it, and then she pulled back and dropped to her knees in the moss with her huge amber eyes locked up at me.

“Watch,” she said. “Every second. Don’t look at the trees, don’t look at the water, look at me.”

She wrapped both hands around my cock, because one was never enough on her tiny frame, her small lime-green fingers stacked along the shaft and still not meeting, and she took the swollen head between her lips and looked up the whole length of my body at my face, and she made it slow. That was the thing that undid me, because Pip was never slow, Pip was enthusiasm and sloppiness and noise, a girl who did everything at a sprint. But tonight she went deliberate, working my cock with her mouth and both hands and never once breaking the line of her eyes from mine, making me watch her do it, branding it in.

Her tongue dragged flat along the underside of my shaft, root to tip, slow, and her lips stretched wide and obscene around the thick of the head, and she sank down as far as she could take me and held there, her throat working, her cheeks hollowing, her amber eyes huge and wet and fixed on my face, watching what it did to me. Then up again, just as slow, a long wet suck, her hands twisting around the base in opposite turns. Spit ran down over her knuckles and roped off her chin and pooled in the moss and she didn’t care, she wanted it messy, she wanted it real. She pulled off just to lick my cock from balls to tip like something sweet, her tongue working the vein, then swallowed me back into the wet heat of her mouth and moaned around me, the vibration of it climbing my spine. She wanted me to carry the exact sight of her, on her knees in the moss with her copper hair stuck to her wet cheeks and a blue creek-flower still tangled in it and her amber eyes shining up at me, the smallest of all of them with her lips stretched around my cock, drooling and worshipping and refusing to be forgotten.

“You feel that?” she said, pulling off just long enough to say it, her hand still working. “That’s so you remember. Say you’ll remember.”

“I’ll remember.”

“Say you’re coming back to do it again.”

“I’m coming back to do it again.”

She took me deep one more time, hummed around me in a way that buckled my knees, and then I’d had as much of being branded as I could take and stay standing, and it was my turn to give her something to carry too.

I bent and got one arm under her and lifted her clean off the ground, one-armed, the way I could because she weighed almost nothing, the size contrast she loved more than anything, the proof in her body that I could hold all of her in the crook of one arm. She gasped and wrapped around me on reflex, and I laid her down in the soft moss at the water’s edge and knelt over her, tiny and bright against the green.

“Loud,” she said. “I want to be loud. I want the whole valley to hear what you’re leaving behind. Don’t you shush me.”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

I went down on her. Her thighs fell open, lean and toned and spread wide, and I put my mouth to her, to the slick lime-green heat of her, and she arched clean off the moss with a cry that scattered birds out of the willows. I dragged my tongue up the length of her, found her clit, circled it, and she bucked against my mouth, and I got an arm across her hips to hold her down because she couldn’t stay still, she never could. I worked her slow then fast, lapping at the wet of her, sucking her clit between my lips, her small body writhing and squirming under my mouth, her whole frame so small I could pin her with one forearm and feel every tremor run through her at once.

She kept her promise and got loud, uninhibited, her cries climbing and breaking and carrying across the water, bouncing off the willows, the whole valley free to hear it. Her hands fisted in my hair, holding me to her, grinding herself up against my mouth, her heels drumming the moss. “Right there, right there, don’t stop, oh, the whole valley can hear me, good, let them hear, this is what you’re leaving, don’t you forget it.” No quiet. No shame. She wanted to be heard the way she wanted to be seen, the proof in the noise that she was real and wanted and impossible to throw away. I felt her thighs start to shake against my ears, felt her climbing, and I stayed with her, relentless, until she was right at the edge.

“Now,” she gasped, hauling at my shoulders. “Now, I want you, come up here, I want to look at you while you do it.”

I came up over her, my body covering hers entirely, the size contrast stark in the gold light, six feet of me over four and a half feet of her, and she reached down between us with both hands and fit the head of my cock to her slick little pussy and I sank into her slow, her tiny tight heat stretching around the thickness of me inch by inch, careful, her body so small it had to learn the size of me all over again every time. She let out a long broken sound that was half pleasure and half something rawer at the stretch, her breath stuttering as I filled her past what looked possible, and she wrapped herself around me. Her legs hooked at my hips because they couldn’t reach all the way around me, never could, her ankles crossing at the small of my back, her arms locking around my neck, her whole small frame stuffed full and pinned under mine, lime-green against my sun-brown. I held still a moment, seated deep, let her breathe around the stretch of me, and her amber eyes stayed open and locked on my face exactly like she’d demanded, brimming, fierce.

Then I moved, slow and deep, and she gasped with every stroke, her small breasts pressed to my chest, her hard nipples dragging against my skin, her whole body rocking up the moss bank with the force of it. I gripped one of her thighs and hitched it higher, opening her, sinking deeper, and she keened.

“Come back,” she said, breathless, as I moved in her, the fear leaking up through the heat. “Come back and do this again. Promise me. Promise me right now while you’re inside me so you can’t take it back.”

“I promise,” I said against her mouth, and I drove deeper, and she sobbed out a sound that was joy and terror tangled together.

“Don’t die out there,” she gasped, eyes wet and shining and never leaving mine. “Don’t you dare. I’ll never forgive you. I’ll be so mad. I’ll wait at the gate every single day and if you don’t come I’ll, I’ll, just come back, Thorn, please, please come back to me, I’m the favorite, you have to come back for the favorite.”

“I’m coming back for the favorite,” I said, and I drove deep and held there, grinding into the spot that undid her, and she broke.

She came crying my name to the trees, loud as the first day, no quiet in her, the whole valley free to hear what I was riding off and leaving behind, her tiny pussy clenching around my cock in hard fast pulses that gripped and fluttered and milked, her back arching clean off the moss, her small breasts heaving, every limb she had wrapping me at once, arms and legs both, ankles crossed at my spine and fingers locked in my hair, clinging like a vine, like if she held tight enough the holding would be a knot the road couldn’t undo. The wet clutch of her was the end of me. I buried my cock to the root and came inside her with her name in my mouth, my shaft jerking and spilling, pulse after pulse of cum pumping deep into her, her small body taking all of it, more than seemed possible for something so small to hold, flooding her until it had nowhere left to go. She held me through every throb with her arms locked around my neck and her legs locked at my back and her wet face pressed into my throat, and she would not let go, would not unwind a single limb, for a long, long while. I didn’t ask her to.

I didn’t make her. I just held her, in the moss, in the gold light going gray, the creek running on beside us, her heartbeat going fast against my chest.

“I packed you a drawing,” she said finally, into my neck, very small. “So you’d remember the whole family.” She pulled back just enough to look at me, and she touched my face with one wet hand, traced my jaw. “This was so you’d remember me. Just me.” She tried to grin and it wobbled and broke and reformed. “I’m the favorite. Don’t tell the others I said that. They’d be jealous and they’d be right to be.”

I didn’t tell her she wasn’t the only one who’d packed a piece of herself into my bag for the road. I didn’t tell her about Bramble’s contract or the drawing against my chest or the way each of them was finding her own way to tie a rope to me before I rode. She didn’t need to hear it. She needed to be the favorite for one more night.

So I held her until the light went out of the willows, and I told her she was, and for that hour it was even true.

When the air cooled enough to raise bumps on her lime-green skin, I carried her to the creek and washed the moss from her back with both hands, slow, while she pretended not to need the tenderness and then leaned into it so hard she nearly pushed me over. She washed me too, fierce and fussy, muttering that I was useless at getting mud off my own shoulder and that if I came back with my shirt ruined she would take it as a personal insult. The water ran cold around our calves. Fireflies had started up in the reeds, little sparks above the darkening creek, and Pip watched them with her wet cheek against my chest as if she were memorizing the exact number of lights.

“You’ll look at these when you’re out there,” she said. “Not the actual ones, because you’ll be far away and that’s how distance works, which I hate. But you’ll remember ours. You’ll remember the creek and me and the stupid flowers and the way I sound when I’m not being quiet.”

“You have never made that difficult.”

She pinched my ribs, but gently. “Good. I’m making myself portable. Bramble gets contracts. Nettle gets journals. I get noise.” Then she bent, plucked a blue creek-flower from the bank, and tucked it into the strap of my road bag with a care that hurt worse than any sob would have. “There. Now I’m in the bag too. If it wilts, you still keep it. No throwing me away just because I’m less decorative after two days on a horse.”

“I keep everything,” I said.

“I know.” Her grin came back small and real. “That’s why I gave it to you.”



The new goats nearly started a war at breakfast.

They’d come with a refugee family two days back, two scruffy nannies, and Pip had named them against standing orders, which was its own kind of return-to-form, the bright cruelty of normal life reasserting itself the morning after.

“What did you name them,” Bramble said, in the voice that had ended a hundred arguments.

Pip buttered her bread with great focus. “…Salt and Pepper.”

Fern looked up from the porridge. “We have a rabbit named Pepper.”

“This is a different Pepper.”

“You cannot have two Peppers,” Thistle said. “It’s chaos. Somebody yells Pepper, what comes, the rabbit or the goat? You’ve built a disaster.”

“The rabbit comes if you click your tongue and the goat comes if you rattle the grain bucket, they have completely different summons, it’s fine, I’ve thought about this more than any of you.” Pip pointed her butter knife around the table. “Salt and Pepper the goats. Pepper the rabbit. Everyone keep up.”

“Name one of them Brine,” Nettle said reasonably, not looking up from her journal. “It preserves the seasoning theme and resolves the naming collision. It is, in fact, the elegant solution.”

“Brine is an ugly name for a goat.”

“Pepper is an ugly name for a rabbit and we let you.”

“That’s DIFFERENT, the rabbit came with the personality, you can’t rename a thing that already knows its name, it’s cruel.”

“They’re goats, Pip,” Thistle said. “They know two things. Grain, and not-grain. Their inner lives are a flat field of grain.”

“You don’t know that. You don’t know what’s in a goat.” Pip pointed her butter knife at the window, where, as if summoned, Stump the donkey had appeared to glower at the breakfast with his ancient resentful eyes. “Stump knows EXACTLY what he is. He’s a menace. He has a whole philosophy. Goats could be the same. You just have to ask.”

“Do not ask the goats their philosophy,” Bramble said.

“Too late, I already named them, naming IS asking.”

Bramble pinched the bridge of her nose, the gesture I’d watched her make a thousand times, the sigh of a woman who ran a settlement of nearly thirty people and could not get them to agree on the name of a goat. “Eat your breakfast,” she said to all of us at once. “We have a man riding east in two days and a settlement to ready and you are arguing about livestock.”

And Willow, from her place in the high chair we’d finally built her, looked around the table with her great serious focus, and into the silence after Bramble’s sigh, she said Thistle’s curse word, clear as a bell, with perfect timing.

Eight grown people froze.

“She’s got the timing of it now,” Sorrel said into the quiet. “That’s worse than the word.”

“We do not say that,” Bramble told Willow, without hope.

Willow’s eyes flashed green, delighted, and she banged her spoon.

The whole table broke at once, arguing about a goat named Pepper while a baby cursed and the morning came up gold through the kitchen window.


Chapter 4: Protocol Nine

The day before I rode east, Nettle told me what we were really fighting for, and it was worse than anything I’d let myself imagine.

She’d asked me to come to the greenhouse in the morning, before the heat built, and she’d cleared the long workbench of everything but a stack of her journals and a sheet of paper covered edge to edge in her tiny precise hand. The plants leaned green and thick around us, fed by water that should not have done what it did. She had her goggles down over her eyes, which I’d learned meant she was nervous, hiding behind the glass, and she didn’t push them up the whole first while she talked.

“I’ve been working this for three journals’ worth of my own life,” she said, which was how Nettle measured time now, in journals. “Since the first season Orin’s notes stopped making sense and the garden started doing things gardens don’t. I had it as folklore and bad data and my own wanting-it-to-be-true. I don’t anymore. I have it as a thesis, and I’m fairly certain of it, and I need you to carry it east in your head, because if anything happens to me you have to know what they’re after.”

“Tell me.”

She took a breath. “The aquifer is not magical because of minerals.” She tapped the paper. “I’ve tested for minerals since last summer. They’re there, the water’s rich, but rich water grows good crops, it doesn’t grow a dead rosemary bush back to life from a baby’s touch. Minerals don’t explain Fern. They don’t explain Willow. They don’t explain the symbols carved in the well shaft in a language no living goblin speaks.” She turned the page, and there were the symbols, copied out in her hand, spirals and leaf-shapes. “Agate’s grandmother’s stories had the shape of it and I didn’t want to believe a story. The land isn’t magical because of the water. The water is magical because of who lived on it.”

I waited.

“Goblin women,” Nettle said. “Generations of them. Living and birthing and dying on this ground, on remembering ground, for longer than anyone counts. The land soaked it up. The water remembers them.” She finally pushed the goggles up, and her sage-green eyes were bright and frightened and certain. “The symbols are markers. Agate’s grandmother said it: goblin women tended sacred wells and springs, and the more of us lived there, the stronger the place got. We always had it backwards, thinking the magic made special women. The women make the magic. Fern, Willow, maybe every one of us if we stay long enough and put down roots deep enough. We’re not blessed by the land, Thorn. We’re how the land remembers it’s alive. We’re the conduit. The water’s just the wire.”

She let that sit a moment, and the greenhouse held its warm green air around us.

“And the Compact has a piece of this,” she went on, and her voice dropped. “Not all of it. They don’t have Agate’s grandmother. But they’ve got men who measure things, and they measured our compounds, the salves, the growth tonics, and they found numbers that don’t make sense, healing that closes a wound in days, a seed that sprouts in a minute, and they did what the Compact does. They asked how to make more of it. How to make it reliably. How to own the supply.” She put both ink-stained hands flat on the bench. “And they worked out the answer. A growth-and-healing compound beyond any documented yield, renewable, reproducible, and the way to control it is to own the land and the water and the women and the child all together, because the women are the renewable part. We’re the press the oil comes out of.”

The greenhouse was very quiet.

“They’re not coming to evict us,” Nettle said. “I keep hearing everyone say it like that. Get off our land. It isn’t that. They don’t want us gone.” Her gaze lifted to mine, and she said a sentence cold enough to make the greenhouse feel smaller. “They’re coming to harvest us.”

I stood with it. It went down into me slow and changed the shape of everything. Every fear I’d carried about the Compact had been a fear of losing the place. This was a different fear with a worse floor under it. Fern in a measuring frame. Willow as a line in a ledger. Bramble’s body, all of theirs, turned into a yield.

“That’s why Juniper matters more than we said,” I managed. “Beyond Sedge.”

“Yes.” Nettle nodded fast. “If the Compact studied her for years as a suspected conduit, then she has been inside the machine. She’s sat in their cells and been measured by their men, and people talk over a green-skin they’ve decided is furniture. She’ll know things. She’ll know what they actually know, how far along they are, what they want next. Freeing her isn’t only mercy, Thorn. It’s the only intelligence we’ll ever get from inside.” She squared the paper on the bench. “Bring her home and I get to ask her everything. Don’t tell Bramble I said that. Bramble will say the woman needs to thaw before I interrogate her, and Bramble will be right, and I’ll do it anyway, gently, with tea.”

I almost laughed, which I think was the point. Nettle frightened you and then she handed you a small warm thing to hold so you didn’t fall over.

“There’s more,” she said. “Below. I want to show you, because you should see it once before you go, in case I have to convince you of it later and you don’t believe me.” She picked up a coil of rope, her rope, careful and practical. “Come to the well. I’m going down.”



The capped well had a winch now, mounted over the shaft, and Nettle had rigged a sling-seat off it that she could ride down on while someone manned the crank. That someone, this morning, was me.

She unlocked the iron-locked stone cap and folded it back, and the breath of the shaft came up at us, warm and wet and faintly green-smelling, not the cold mineral breath a well should have. She buckled herself into the sling with the efficiency of someone who’d done it a dozen times and was still afraid every time, and checked my hands on the crank.

“Slow,” she said. “A turn at a time. I’ll call the depth off the marks. If I call ‘up,’ you bring me up and don’t ask why, you just do it, because if I call ‘up’ it’s because something changed and I want out.” She tested the rope with both hands. “It’s not built for me, this. I’m competent on a rope and I’m shaped wrong for it, too much of me in the wrong places.” A flicker of dark humor. “We need someone who’s actually a rigger. Tall, light, built to hang. We don’t have one.” She didn’t know yet that we were two days from getting one. “Lower away.”

I lowered her into the dark, a turn at a time, the crank cold and smooth under my palms, the rope creaking as it paid out over the iron. Her voice floated up off the marks, hollow with the shaft. “Twenty. Twenty-five. The walls are wet here, the symbols start, I’m passing the first spiral.” A pause, and I heard the scrape of her boot finding the stone, steadying herself. “Somebody carved these by lamplight a long time ago. The cuts are worn soft. You can put your finger in the grooves and feel how many other fingers did it first.” Her voice went thinner with depth and damp, the green-smelling breath of the shaft rising past her words. “Thirty-five. It’s warmer down here than it should be. A well should get colder. This one gets warmer. That’s wrong, Thorn. That’s not how a hole in the ground works.” A breath. “Forty. The water glows from here down, you can see it, it’s like, oh, it’s brighter than last time, it’s brighter every time I come. Fifty. Touching the pool.” A pause, and the rope went slack as she found a footing on the ledge above the phosphorescent water I’d seen once myself, the pool that glowed cold green at the bottom of my own well. “I’m at the pool. Hold me here. Come down to the cap rail and look, you’ll see the passage mouth from there, I want you to see it with your own eyes.”

I locked the crank and leaned out over the open shaft, and fifty feet down, in the cold green light off the water, I saw it. The mouth of the deep passage, low and round, the floor of it worn smooth, smoother than water wears stone, smooth like the passage of small feet over a very long time. Warm air moved out of it. I could see it move, the green vapor stirring, the way breath fogs on a cold morning, except it came out and out and didn’t stop, a slow steady exhalation from somewhere far below.

“It’s breathing,” I said.

“It’s not lungs,” Nettle’s voice came up, careful, scholarly, scared. “It’s airflow from a deep heat source, convection, it’s a natural, it could be a natural thing.” A pause. “I’m telling myself that. I don’t fully believe it. Hold still and don’t talk for a moment. Listen.”

I held still. The well breath rose. The water glowed. And then I felt it, the way she’d written it, not heard, felt, a low rhythm coming up through the stone of the rail under my hands and the bones of my chest. Slow. Steady. Patient. Too deep for the ear, a vibration you felt in your teeth and your sternum. Like a heartbeat, if a heart were made of stone and the size of a hill.

The hair stood up on my arms.

“You feel it,” Nettle said. It wasn’t a question.

“I feel it.”

“It’s stronger than it was in winter. In winter I had to be down at the pool, leaning toward the passage mouth, to feel anything this clearly, and I wrote one word about it and came up shaking. Now I feel it before I even touch the water. It’s risen. Forty-one feet at the instrument this week, I told you.” Her voice came up steady but I could hear what steadiness cost her. “Something down there is waking up, Thorn. I don’t know if it’s because of Willow, or the Compact’s pressure, or just because the more of us live here the louder it gets and it can finally hear us. I don’t know if it’s friendly. I don’t know if friendly is even a word that means anything to something that old.” A breath. “I know it’s noticing us. Fern says it noticed Willow this morning. I’ve never felt it notice anything before. And I cannot go further to find out, because I’m shaped wrong for the rope, and the passage drops past where I can balance, and I will not die down there to satisfy my own curiosity. So it waits. It and I both wait.” A pause. “Bring me up. Slow.”

I cranked her up out of the dark, a turn at a time, until her near-black hair appeared in the shaft mouth and then her face, pale under the dark emerald, and she unbuckled herself onto the cap rail and sat there a moment with her boots dangling over the breathing dark, gathering herself, before she let me lock the stone cap back down over it.

“We need a rigger,” she said again, to the locked cap. “I mean it. Someone who lives on a rope. There are answers down there and I can’t reach them and it’s going to drive me out of my mind.” She pushed her goggles up and rubbed her eyes with ink-stained knuckles. “Go east. Get Sedge’s girl. And then, when everyone’s healed and safe and the Compact’s been seen off, somebody is going to take me down that passage, because I have to know what it is before it decides what we are.”

I locked the cap. The pulse went quiet under the iron-locked stone, or maybe just went where I couldn’t feel it. I didn’t tell her we were riding toward one. I didn’t know whether Juniper would be healthy enough, willing enough, or ready to go down any shaft for us. But the need went east with me, Nettle’s frightened certain face, the cold word she’d said in the greenhouse, harvest, and the slow stone heartbeat under my hands.

I carried all of it east. She’d wanted me to. That was why she’d shown me.



That evening, the greenhouse was waiting for me, and Nettle stood inside it without hiding behind a single word.

I’d half expected the full performance. For more than a year, Nettle had wrapped everything she wanted in the language of research, the protocols and the hypotheses and the clinical framing, because she couldn’t reconcile the woman who measured the world with the woman who wanted to be bent over her own workbench. The armor had worn paper-thin over all those nights. I’d watched it thin. I hadn’t expected her to set it down on purpose.

The greenhouse was warm and close and green-lit, the late sun gone amber through the glass, the plants thick and breathing around us. She had things arranged on the bench with Nettle’s exact little order: her journal, open. Her goggles. And a ceramic toy I hadn’t seen before, larger than the ones she had, ribbed along its length, the clay glazed smooth, sitting there in the green light bold as a statement. She’d made it herself. I knew her hands well enough to know her work. I did not ask how she’d settled on the dimensions, and the dark flush climbing her ears said she knew I wasn’t asking and was grateful.

But when I came in and she turned to face me, she didn’t reach for the journal. She didn’t open with a hypothesis. She just looked at me, sage-green eyes steady, and said it plain.

“I want you before you go.” Her voice didn’t shake. “I’m tired of pretending it’s research. I’ve wanted you since the fourth week I knew you and I wrote it down in code so I wouldn’t have to say it, and I’m done with the code. I want you. Tonight. Because you might not come back and I refuse to have spent the time I had with you hiding behind a clipboard.”

I crossed to her and cupped her face in my hand, my thumb against the dark emerald of her cheek, and she leaned into it, eyes fluttering.

“That was honest enough to stop me cold,” I told her.

“I know.” Then the corner of her mouth twitched, the dry humor surfacing, because she was still Nettle and always would be. “Although. I did prepare a protocol. Protocol Nine. We can use it or not, it’s entirely optional, I just, it felt strange not to, after all this time.” She handed me the journal, open to a fresh page, and on it, in her precise hand, was a single line where there should have been a methodology.

Protocol Nine: The researcher requests everything. No further hypotheses.

She laughed at herself, a real laugh, ears burning dark green, a freer sound than her old armor ever allowed.

“It’s a joke now,” she said. “The protocol. You understand that? For more than a year it was a wall. Tonight it’s a joke we both know is a joke. That’s the difference. That’s what I wanted you to see before you left.”

Then she reached up, and with her own hands, she took the goggles off her forehead and set them on the bench beside the journal.

The surrender signal. The thing that for more than a year had meant a wall coming down because desire had worn the defenses thin. Tonight she did it herself, deliberate, a chosen ritual instead of a defense overrun, and she set the glass down and turned and put both hands flat on the workbench and bent over it, and the leggings were already gone, I realized, she’d come prepared, and her spectacular dark emerald ass was presented to me in the amber-green light, round and full and gleaming, her thick thighs spread, the whole of her signature offered up on purpose.

“No notes,” she said, looking back over her shoulder, her near-black braid falling loose. “I want to be loud and stupid and wordless. I want you to make me lose the language I hide in. Make me say what I want in small words. Then ride east and come home and let me say it again.”



I put my hands on her first, the way the first touch always deserved, slow.

My calloused palms ran up the backs of her thick thighs, slow, feeling the strong dense muscle of a woman who spent her days squatting in garden rows, up over the full round of her ass, and she shivered, a fine vibration running through her, the trembling that was hers, not shaking, a hum, like a plucked string. I filled my hands with her, the dark emerald flesh giving warm and generous under my fingers, kneaded and spread her, ran my thumbs down the seam of her, and she dropped her forehead to the bench and breathed out a sound that had no clinical edge to it at all.

I bent and put my mouth to the small of her back, to the deep curve where it ran down into the spectacular round of her, and kissed my way down, slow, worshipping the thing that had been her signature since that first summer, the ass that strained every pair of leggings she owned, the view that had ambushed me in the garden a hundred times when she bent to her work. I bit her, gently, one cheek, and she yelped and pressed back into it.

“That,” she got out. “More of that. The, the manual, your hands, your mouth, I, oh.”

“Lost it already,” I said, against her skin.

“Shut up,” she said, which from Nettle was practically a swoon. “I had a, there was a whole, I prepared remarks, and you, this is, that’s not fair, you can’t just, oh, do that again.”

I did it again. The remarks did not recover.

I oiled the ribbed toy with the herbal oil she kept stoppered on the bench, the chamomile-and-almond one she’d made, warm and slick, working it slow in my fist until it gleamed in the green light. Then I oiled her too, my slick fingers circling the tight clench of her, working her loose and ready the way all those nights had taught me she liked, one finger and then a slow second, until her hips were pushing back into my hand and her breath had gone short and ragged.

“You made this one bigger,” I said, against her shoulder, pressing the blunt ribbed head of the clay against her.

“I, yes, the dimensional, I wanted, the increase felt warranted given the, the accumulated tolerance, the data suggested,” she babbled, and then I pressed, and the data abandoned her.

I worked it into her slow, a fraction at a time, watching her thick thighs tremble and her spectacular ass clench and give as the ribbed clay stretched her open ridge by ridge, and she made a high thin sound, broken in the middle. Her ink-stained fingers spread flat on the bench, gripping at the grain of the wood, her near-black braid sliding loose over her shoulder.

“The dimensional increase is,” she started, the clinical voice trying to surface, an old reflex reaching for an old wall, “the increase is, oh, that’s, that is not, that’s not a sentence, I can’t, it’s bigger, it’s, oh fuck.”

“There it is,” I said, and seated it the rest of the way, slow, until the ribbed length was buried and her ass clenched tight around the base of it and she was panting open-mouthed against the workbench, language gone.

Then I took her pussy. I lined the head of my cock up behind her and sank into her slick tight heat with the toy seated full in her ass, and the two of them together, the clay and my cock through the thin wall between, made her whole body lock and shudder, made her cry out into the bench in a voice with nothing measured left in it. She was tight as a fist around me, the toy crowding the space, her pussy clenched so hard on every inch I fed her that I had to grit my teeth. She’d held out longer than this before, when the protocol was a wall and the holding-out was the game. Tonight she had nothing to defend. She broke open faster than she ever had, because she wasn’t fighting it, she’d come here to fall.

I drove my cock into her, gripping her wide hips, the toy shifting and grinding against me through the wall with every stroke, and the greenhouse filled with the wet slap of my body against her generous ass and her broken wordless sounds and the green air thickening around us, the plants leaning in, the glass starting to fog with our heat.

“Say it plain,” I told her, leaning over her back, fisting a handful of her loose braid and pulling her head up off the bench. “What you wrote in code for all this time. Say it in small words. Now.”

“I want you,” she gasped, and there was nothing left in it but the truth. “Just you. No notes. No protocol. I want you, I want this, I, I lied about all of it being research, it was always just you, oh, harder, please, just you, just, Thorn.”

I gave her harder. I planted my feet and drove into her with the toy buried and my fist wound in her loose braid, holding her head up off the bench so the sounds came out unmuffled, and her own plain wanting filled the greenhouse, no code left in it, no protocol, just just you, just you, and the plants leaned in around us in the green light like they were listening, and the glass began to fog with the heat of the two of us.

“I’m close,” she gasped, and there was wonder in it even now, the scholar amazed at her own data. “I’m, the sensation is, it’s, both at once, I can’t, oh, I’m going to, Thorn, I’m”

“Then come,” I said in her ear. “No notes. Just come.”

And she came with a scream that fogged the glass solid white, her pussy clenching hard around my cock and her ass clenching hard around the clay, the thin wall between them squeezing me until I saw stars, her whole thick body convulsing over the bench, the fine trembling become a full quake that ran from her gripping fingers to her curling toes. I held her through it, kept her there, kept her stuffed full of cock and clay both, drew it out, until the scream broke into gasps and the gasps into a long shuddering helpless laugh, and then I let go of everything I’d been holding and came inside her with my forehead pressed to the back of her neck, my cock pulsing deep, flooding her with cum, her clenching pussy milking every spurt out of me in the wet aftershocks, both of us breathing like we’d run from the gate.

I eased the toy free and she made a small wrecked noise, and I gathered her up off the bench, her legs unsteady, and held her against my chest in the green light while she came back into herself.



She reached for the journal before she’d even fully stood up straight, which I should have expected.

But she didn’t write a hypothesis. She wrote three words, slow, her hand still trembling, and she turned the page to show me.

I’ll miss you.

Then she looked at it, and her scholar’s pride rose up out of the afterglow, and she clicked her tongue.

“Strike that,” she said. “Insufficiently rigorous. Sentiment without parameters. Useless to a future reader.” She drew a neat line through it and wrote beneath it, dry as bone, her composure reassembling around the warmth like a shell around something soft. “Acute separation distress. Severity: high. Onset: anticipatory. Treatment: subject’s safe return. No substitute identified.” She underlined return once, then, after a moment, twice. Then she set down the pen, and she picked up the goggles, and she put them back on her forehead where they lived.

It wasn’t a wall going back up. I understood that now, watching her do it. The goggles were a costume she’d chosen to keep, the way you keep a coat you love after the cold’s gone, because it’s yours and it suits you. The armor had become an outfit. There was no one hiding behind it anymore. There was just Nettle, who measured the world and wanted me and had finally stopped pretending those were two different women.

“Come back alive,” she said, “so I can mark the treatment effective.”

“I’ll come back alive.”

“Good.” She closed the journal. “It’s the only acceptable result.”



The teasing waited until breakfast, which was how I knew the settlement still had mercy in it.

Nettle arrived at the long table with her goggles on her forehead, her journal tucked under one arm, and the stiff dignity of a woman who had decided no one knew anything and therefore no one could say anything. She made it three bites into her porridge before Pip slid onto the bench beside her, leaned over with all the subtlety of a kicked bucket, and saw the page Nettle had left open by mistake.

“She wrote you a love note,” Pip announced, delighted, “disguised as a medical chart.”

Nettle closed the journal with both hands. “It is a medical chart.”

“It says you’ll MISS him.” Pip’s eyes went huge. “It said it and then you crossed it out and wrote it AGAIN but with longer words.”

“Acute separation distress is a recognized clinical condition with documented physiological markers.”

“It’s a love note.” Pip turned to me, vibrating with the joy of it. “She’s going to cry the entire time you’re gone and write it all down and call every tear a symptom. She’s going to fill a whole journal. ‘Day three, wept at breakfast, fluid loss moderate, cause: missing his stupid face.’”

Nettle threw a crust at her. Pip ducked it with professional skill, and the crust hit Sedge, who caught it out of the air and ate it without opening her eyes. Sedge had slept badly, if at all, and was sitting with one hand wrapped around a mug of tea as though she could squeeze an answer out of it. The laugh that went around the table eased something in her shoulders, just a fraction.

“It’s a good love note,” Pip said, suddenly softer under the teasing, dropping into earnestness without warning. “It’s the best one. He’ll keep it. He keeps all of them, that’s the thing about him. He keeps everything.”

That quieted the table for a different reason. Bramble, who had been dividing travel bread into three cloth bundles and one larger Sedge-sized bundle, tied the last knot and set it with the others. Thistle checked my road knife without asking and laid it by my plate. Fern slid a packet of pressed herbs into Sorrel’s hand for the horses. Sorrel took it, nodded once, and tucked it away where she kept things she couldn’t afford to lose. Even Willow, in her high chair, stopped banging her spoon long enough to look from face to face with that solemn old focus that made the hair rise on my arms.

“I will document all of it,” Nettle said at last, her ears dark, chin high. “Longitudinal distress response under controlled separation conditions is scientifically valuable.”

“Love note,” Pip whispered.

“Scientifically valuable love note,” Nettle snapped, and the whole table broke, even Sedge, even Thistle, the laughter rough and brief and necessary.

Bramble used the laughter to pass out work, because Bramble could turn any emotion into logistics. Rill would keep the longhouse stocked if the south road sent trouble early. Agate would sleep by the children. Ferris would take the dusk inspection with Thistle. Nettle would watch the well readings morning and night. Fern would keep the animals calm. Pip would not, under any circumstances, rename anything while I was gone.

“That’s unrelated oppression,” Pip said.

“It’s related to my peace of mind,” Bramble said, and kissed Willow’s head.

Then she put the three travel bundles in front of me and made me open them where she could see. Bread, hard cheese, dried apples, smoked goat, two little packets of salt, and a twist of sweetroot for Sedge, because Sedge ate sadness and travel rations at the same speed and both left her hungry. Sorrel’s bundle had extra thread and a small whetstone wrapped in cloth. Mine had a clean shirt, a strip of bandage folded around a pressed creek-flower, and no note, because Bramble didn’t need notes when she could pack a whole sentence into a bag.

“You eat before you’re hungry,” she said. “You sleep before you’re falling off the horse. You change the bandage if the old cut pulls. You do not let Sedge pretend she isn’t bleeding if she bleeds. You do not let Sorrel take every watch because she’s quiet enough to get away with it.”

“That’s a lot of instructions for a man riding with two women who outrank him in common sense.”

“Yes,” Bramble said. “I’m telling you so you’ll remember they outrank you.”

Sedge huffed into her tea. Sorrel’s mouth did the smallest thing at the corner. Nettle made a note, which meant the instruction had become official, and therefore impossible to argue with.

The morning held there a moment, crowded and warm and ridiculous, every woman at the table doing what she did best to keep the fear from swallowing the room. Nettle’s fingers found the edge of her journal. She slid it across to me under the table, not looking at me when I took it.

“For the road,” she said. “Temporarily. I expect it returned for continued notation.”

“He keeps everything,” Pip said again, quieter.

“I know,” Nettle said, and this time there was no disguise in it at all.


Chapter 5: The East Road

Before first light, on the morning I rode east, Fern waited for me in the greenhouse with the most frightening and beautiful thing she had.

It was the dark hour, the one before the dark goes gray. I’d woken because a man doesn’t sleep the morning he leaves everything, and I’d come out to make my last checks, and the greenhouse held her among her own green growing things, lit from within.

That was the change in her, the one that had gone furthest of all of them. Fern had come to us last summer as the quiet one with the animals, the conduit who squirted by accident and frightened herself with it. Then she’d learned to aim it, and then to control it, and then last spring she’d climbed on top and made the whole greenhouse bloom in sequence with her hips. And now she stood in the pre-dawn dark and she glowed. Steady, not flickering. Her silver-white hair held a soft light like moonlit frost, and under her forest-green skin there was a deeper light, banked, breathing, never going out. She didn’t carry a lamp anymore. She didn’t need one. She was one.

“I couldn’t sleep either,” she said. Her gray-green eyes found me in the dark, and they were afraid. “I have to show you something before you go. In case.” She never finished those sentences, the in case ones. None of them did. “It’s gotten bigger, Thorn. Since the spring. I can’t keep it in the glass anymore. And I’m scared, and you’re the one I’m not scared with, and you’re leaving, so it has to be now.”

I came to her. “Show me.”

She drew me down onto the greenhouse bench, the long one she’d claimed as hers, and she climbed onto my lap, light and warm and luminous, settling into the position she’d claimed last spring: on top, in control, the cultivator at her own work. She framed my face in her glowing hands.

“In the spring I made the glasshouse bloom,” she said softly. “It stopped at the walls. It doesn’t stop at the walls anymore. When I let go now, it goes out. Across the dooryard. Into the field. I don’t know how far. I’ve held it back since it started reaching beyond the glasshouse, because I’m afraid of how far it goes.” Her thumbs moved over my cheekbones. “I need you to see what I am before you ride off. So that if you’re somewhere far and someone tells you I’m a weapon, you’ll already know, because you saw it, and you weren’t afraid. Will you let me show you?”

“Yes,” I said.



She undressed without hurry, the soft cloth falling away from her shoulders and pooling at the bench, and her whole body glowed in the dark, forest-green lit from inside like a lamp behind frosted glass, her silver-white hair a cool fire spilling loose down her back, and she was strange and lovely enough to make my hands go still around her. There was a light under her skin that moved, faint currents of it, pooling brighter at her breasts and her belly and the soft inside of her thighs. I put my rough hands on her glowing waist and she was warm, warmer than a body should be, the heat of the aquifer running in her now like blood.

She freed my cock from my trousers, already hard and aching from the sight of her glowing in the dark, and rose over me and fit the head of me to her slick entrance and sank down slow, the tight wet clutch of her pussy swallowing my shaft by warm inches, her head tipping back, a long breath leaving her, her glow pulsing once, brighter, the light under her skin flaring where my cock filled her as she seated me fully. And as she took me to the root the greenhouse woke.

The herbs in the window boxes turned toward her, every leaf, the way the field had turned toward her hand. The seedlings on the bench leaned. A vine on the south wall stirred and unwound and began, slowly, deliberately, to climb, putting out new leaf as it went, reaching up the glass toward the dark.

“Feel it?” she whispered, rolling her hips once, and a ripple of green answered it, a wave of small movement passing through every plant in the glasshouse at once. “It does what I do now. It feels what I feel. When you’re inside me it’s like, like there’s more of me, like I spill out into all of it.” Her glowing eyes found mine. “Watch what happens when I stop being careful.”

“There,” she breathed, and started to move, rolling her hips, riding my cock with that unhurried rhythm that was hers, the cultivator at her own slow work, her wet pussy gliding up and down my length and gripping tighter every time she sank, and with every roll the green around us swelled in time. Buds opened on the exhale. Stems lengthened on the rise. A tomato vine on the bench put out a flower, then a second, then a small green fruit that swelled visibly in the dark as she rode, green to gold to red in the space of a dozen of her breaths, the whole season of a fruit run forward by the rhythm of her hips. Her hands found my chest and braced there, her glowing breasts swaying above me, the light under her skin brightening with her pleasure, pooling hot and bright where we were joined, and I gripped her hips and let her set the pace and watched a garden bloom around me to the rhythm of a woman riding herself open on my cock.

But it didn’t stop at the glass.

I felt it before I saw it, a faint push against my chest like weather turning under glass, and then through the open greenhouse door I watched the dooryard wake in the dark. The grass stood up taller. The flowers Bramble kept by the porch unfolded. A wave of green woke and rolled outward from where we sat joined, following the rhythm of her body, spreading from the glasshouse into the yard.

“Fern,” I said.

“I know.” Her voice had gone tight and breathless. “I’m trying to hold it close. I don’t want to wake the whole valley. I’m trying.” She was gasping now, riding me harder, and I could feel her fighting it, fighting the size of her own pleasure, trying to keep the wave from rolling past the yard. Her hands gripped my shoulders. Her luminous skin had gone brighter, the light under it pulsing now in time with her hips. “It wants out. When I, when it gets close, it wants to go out and I’m holding it, I’m holding.”

I put my hands on her glowing hips and I made a decision, because this was the truth she’d come to show me, and you don’t ask someone to show you a truth and then flinch from it.

“Don’t hold it,” I said. “Stop holding back. I came out here to see all of it. Let me see all of it, Fern. Let go.”

She made a sound like relief and terror tangled together, and she let the first one come.

She gushed, hot and slick around my cock, her release spraying down over us both and soaking my thighs, her pussy clenching hard and rippling along my length, and out across the dooryard a ring of new growth pulsed outward all at once, a visible wave of green leaping up an acre wide in the dark, grass and flower and weed surging knee-high in a perfect expanding circle with the greenhouse at its center. I felt the ground shiver under the bench. She cried out, and kept riding, didn’t stop, grinding her soaked pussy down on me, chasing the next one already.

“More,” she gasped. “It’s not all of it, that wasn’t all of it, hold me, don’t let me fall.” She rode me harder, her glow brightening toward white, the light under her forest-green skin pulsing faster, her silver hair lifting around her shoulders as if the air itself had charged. Her breasts swayed glowing above me, her head fell back, and I gripped her hips and drove up into her from below, meeting every roll of her, feeling the power building in her like a held breath, the whole greenhouse trembling around us, every plant straining toward her.

She came again, and this time the near field rippled. Even in starlight I could see it through the open door, the dark mass of the south planting moving, rolling, a swell passing through it like wind through water except there was no wind, the air dead still, just Fern, just the second crest breaking out of her body and rolling out across the crops, and the beans stood up taller in the dark and the squash leaves unfurled and sap-sweetness hit the back of my tongue, green and raw, while damp heat slicked the glass around us. I felt it pass under us through the ground, a wave moving out, and Fern shuddered on top of me and did not stop, chasing the third, the big one, the one she’d been afraid to let loose across the fields.

“That’s the field,” I said, awed. “Fern, that’s the whole field.”

“There’s one more.” Her voice broke. Her eyes found mine, huge and luminous and frightened and trusting all at once. “The big one. I’ve never aimed the big one for a fight before. I always pull it back. Will you, will you tell me to. I can’t do it unless someone I trust tells me it’s all right. Tell me to let it go across the field.”

“Let it all the way out,” I said, and I held her glowing hips and drove up hard and deep. “All of it. I’ve got you. Let go, Fern. Now.”

She threw her head back and screamed, and she squirted, and this time she let go on purpose.

I felt the field surge. The whole near acre of it, the beans and the squash and the chard, every plant shooting upward at once, a season’s growth in seconds, the crops leaping up green and full in the starlight, green sap-sweetness coating my tongue and pollen dusting the sweating glass, a wave of pure living green rolling outward from the greenhouse, across the dooryard, across the field, all the way to the dark line of the trees, and there, at the tree line, it crested and rolled and stopped. The whole field exhaled. And then it was still.

I came inside her as the wave crested, drove my cock deep and held it there, my shaft pulsing and spilling thick into her while her pussy clenched and milked every spurt of cum out of me in the long shaking aftermath, and she collapsed forward against my chest, glowing and gasping and soaked, and I wrapped my arms around her and held her while the field went quiet and the green smell hung in the air and the first gray of dawn touched the glass.



She sat on me a long moment in the sudden stillness, both of us breathing hard, and through the greenhouse door the field was visibly taller than it had been an hour before, a thing that would take a normal farm a month to grow, done in the dark while we shook.

“That’s what I am now,” she said. Quiet. Afraid. Her glow had banked back to its steady breathing light. “That’s what’s underneath. I held it in the glass as long as I could and the glass got too small. I’m bigger than the room now. I keep getting bigger.” Her glowing face tipped toward mine, searching for the flinch, the fear, the recoil that would tell her she was a monster. “Are you afraid of me?”

I cupped her glowing face in both hands, the way she’d cupped mine.

“No,” I said. “I’m grateful. Fern, that’s not a thing to be afraid of.” I made myself say the next part, because it was true and because she needed to hear it before I rode away. “That’s what’s going to help us win.”

She went still against me. “What?”

“The Compact’s coming for the well. For the source. They’ll send men to seize it.” I held her glowing eyes. “And the ground they’ll be standing on answers to you. You just grew a field to the tree line with your body, in the dark, in an hour. If you can grow it, you can do other things with it. You can make it soft when they want it hard. You can make it grab when they want to run. You can make the well rise up and foul their feet. You’re not just the cultivator anymore, Fern. The land loves you, and a man who comes to take this place is a man standing on ground that loves you and not him.” I brushed her silver hair back from her glowing face. “You might be the edge of this whole valley. The Compact will bring iron. We’ll bring you, and the dirt they’re standing on.”

She hadn’t thought of it that way. I watched her think of it now, watched the idea land, and it didn’t comfort her, it frightened her worse, because being a garden was one thing and being a weapon was another, and she’d spent her whole gentle life keeping animals calm. But she didn’t pull away from it. She let it in with that open, dangerous gentleness of hers, and she pressed her face into my neck and held me tighter, glowing in the gray dawn.

“Come back,” she said into my throat. “If I have to be that, I want you here when I am. Come back and help me hold it.”

“I’m coming back,” I said, into her silver hair, and outside the field stood tall in the rising light, and somewhere under all of us the slow stone heartbeat went on, patient, awake.



The whole settlement came out to see us off at the gate in the gold of first light.

The whole settlement and a baby gathered at the south gate while three of us swung up onto Dunhill’s long-legged horses, the packs lashed and the rope coiled and Pip’s flowers riding in my bag against all good sense. Sedge sat her horse like a woman who’d decided not to feel anything until she had her girl back. Sorrel sat hers like the saddle was just one more high place she happened to be perched on, easy and watchful. I sat mine and looked at all their faces and tried to take a picture of it behind my eyes.

The whole family stood in a loose knot by the gate, and I made myself look at each of them, one at a time, the way you fix a thing in your mind before you might not see it again. Nettle with her journal clutched to her chest and her goggles down so I couldn’t see whether she’d wept. Pip too quiet, jaw set, holding it together by her fingernails. Fern still faintly glowing from the greenhouse, her hand on Stump’s neck. Sedge already mounted and pointed east, the only one not grieving the leaving because she was the leaving. Sorrel checking her bow one last time. And Bramble with Willow on her hip, watching me with the steady fierce calm of a woman who had decided I was coming back and would not be argued out of it.

Thistle came to my stirrup. She didn’t say much. Thistle never said much when it counted. She reached up and gripped my forearm, hard, the warrior’s clasp, her scarred hand around my wrist, her grip strong enough to feel through the leather, her fierce gold eyes level and dry.

“It’s yours till I’m back,” I told her. The settlement. The girls. The baby. The whole of it.

“I know.” She held my arm a beat longer. “Go. Get her. Don’t make Sedge’s face do that for nothing.” Then, quieter, just for me: “Come home, dirt-brain.” The old insult, worn soft as river stone now, the most tender word she had. She let go of my arm and stepped back into the crowd before I could answer, which was how Thistle did her loving, in the letting go.

Bramble stood with Willow on her hip. She didn’t say anything either. She just held my eyes across the gathering and laid her free hand flat low on her own belly, where my hand had been three nights gone, the contract, the reason, and she held it there until I nodded, and then she nodded back, and that was the whole conversation, and it said everything.

And Willow, in her mother’s arms, looked at me leaving, and her small face crumpled and smoothed and crumpled again, a baby working out something too big for eight months, and she reached out one small green hand toward me, and said a word.

Not babble. A clear word, round and old, one of the carved-symbol words from the bottom of the well, said directly to me the way she said them to the people the land was interested in, and as she said it her dark eyes filled with a steady green glow, not the quick flash, a held light, and she kept her hand stretched out toward me as the horse turned, her small fingers grasping at the air where I’d been, and the word came again, softer, and I will not pretend it didn’t go into me like a hook and stay there the whole two days east.

And every plant in the dooryard turned its leaves toward the gate.

The whole yard of green that Fern had grown in the dark, the flowers and the grass and the climbing vines, all of it leaned, slowly, after me, the way Fern’s crops leaned after her hand, a yard full of green faces turning to watch me ride out. The settlement went quiet. Nettle, near the gate, went very still and reached for the journal she kept in her belt. Fern, beside her, pressed a hand to her own chest as though she’d felt something move through it.

Willow held the glow and the reach until we passed the gate, and then she put her hand down and laughed, and her eyes went dark and ordinary, and the plants settled upright, and a baby was just a baby again, and we rode east into the morning with that picture burning behind my eyes, the whole green world turning to watch me go and waiting for me to come back.



The settlement didn’t stand at the gate long after we vanished down the south road. Thistle wouldn’t have let it.

I wasn’t there to see it. I learned the shape of that first day in pieces after I came home: from Bramble at the kitchen table, from Pip’s breathless corrections, from Ferris rubbing his shoulder where Thistle had shoved him into position. They all told it the same way. The moment the dust of us settled, before the fear could pool and go stagnant in every frightened chest, Thistle turned around and put every frightened body in the settlement to work.

“Right,” she said, loud, the way she only ever got loud when it mattered. “He’s gone. The wall doesn’t care that we’re sad. Ferris, your section. Rill, you’ve got the water detail and the children if it comes to a fall-back. You three, snare lines, Sorrel showed you, go walk them. Everybody else, we drill the whistles at noon and we drill them again at dusk, and if you think that’s too much, remember a corporate army is coming and it will not wait for you to feel ready.” She clapped her scarred hands once. “Move. Grief is a thing you do with your hands busy.”

And they moved, because Thistle made the wall feel holdable, and because work was a mercy, and because a frightened person handed a task is a person who has stopped drowning. By noon the fear had been beaten into a rotation. By dusk it had been beaten into a rhythm. The settlement learned, on the first day of my absence, that it could hold its own weight, and the learning of it changed something in the place, straightened its spine.

Bramble ran the kitchen and the council both, the warm command center and the cold one, feeding the settlement and planning the defense of them in the same breath. She carved a new mark by the door for the day, the old habit, tracking time the way she’d once tracked rations in the camps, one notch for every day I was due back. The marks would march along the door frame whether I was there to see them or not, and I carried the image of Willow watching that first cut, serious-eyed in Bramble’s arms, then crawling to the frame the next morning and slapping her small hand against it, looking for the man who wasn’t there.

There was more to holding than whistles. Bramble had Rill set covered buckets in the longhouse and the barn both, because fires loved panic and arrows loved thatch. Agate packed the children’s corner with blankets, dried apples, two rag dolls, and the cracked wooden horse Pip swore was lucky because it had survived being chewed by Stump. Ferris checked every hinge on the south gate with Thistle looking over his shoulder and saying nothing, which was how Thistle praised work she trusted. Nettle marked the smoke pots with colored twine so even a frightened hand could grab the right one. Fern walked the fence line with a basket of mash, feeding goats and chickens and Stump in the same calm circuit until the animals stopped catching the fear off the people and settled back into their own simpler world of grain, shade, and insult.

Pip made herself useful in the loudest way possible. She ran messages from kitchen to wall to longhouse and back again, bare feet flashing, copper hair coming loose, announcing each delivery as if she were a royal herald entrusted with the fate of nations. “Nettle says the green vial is NOT for drinking.” “Thistle says if anyone touches the south latch without orders she will bite them.” “Bramble says eat.” That last one went everywhere, because Bramble said it every hour, and because nobody disobeyed Bramble when she had bread in one hand and terror in the other.

Sedge’s absence sat in the settlement too, heavy as a missing beam. Her unfinished roof braces waited by the annex. Her hammer leaned where she’d left it. Thistle glanced at it every time she passed, then looked away. Nettle wrote down the angle of the hammer against the wall and then crossed the note out, because not everything that mattered was useful. Fern put a hand on the handle once and left a smear of soil there like a blessing.

And the settlement, in its fear, did the thing settlements do, which was eat. Rill’s cook fire burned later every night. Bramble’s kitchen never went cold. A frightened people is a hungry people, Bramble said, and she fed the fear the way she’d always fed everything, until the long table by the fire pit filled shoulder to shoulder over bread and told each other I’d be home soon, the way you say a thing to make it true. Even Stump got extra, because Fern was sad, and a sad Fern meant a spoiled donkey, and a spoiled donkey ate the gatepost in gratitude, and Thistle swore at it in the language Willow had learned, and Willow, three rooms away, said the word back, perfect, and the whole kitchen laughed harder than it had since I’d gone, which Bramble said was worth a chewed gatepost and then some.

And at night she sang Willow the slow lullaby, the one for danger, the one about staying close and staying quiet until morning comes, and the baby fell asleep with her small hand fisted in her mother’s collar and the well glowing faint and locked under its iron-locked stone cap in the dark outside.

The home front held. It had never been a waiting room. While I was on the road doing the loud dangerous thing, they were doing the quiet hard one, and the quiet hard one was holding a wall against the dark with farm tools and whistles and a fighter who’d promised a man she’d give it back to him whole.



We rode east all that first day through good forest, the road a green tunnel, the light coming down through the leaves in coins, and it was the strangest thing in the world to be moving away from home instead of standing on it. For a year I’d measured my whole life in the few hundred yards between the farmhouse and the fence line. Now the farm fell away behind me mile by mile and didn’t stop falling, and I kept catching myself turning in the saddle to look west, the way you tongue a sore tooth, and every time there was just more forest. Sedge rode point, silent, set on the thing ahead. Sorrel ranged. And I rode in the middle and learned, hour by hour, what it was to be a man with his back to his own door, and I didn’t like it, and I understood that the not-liking it was the whole of why I had to be the one to go.

We made our first camp that night where the forest was still thick, off the road, a cold fire in a hollow, the horses picketed and quiet.

Sorrel vanished into the trees the moment we stopped and came back before I’d got the fire properly lit, carrying two rabbits already cleaned, snared in the time it took me to strike a spark. She handed them over without a word and crouched to feed sticks to the flame, and we cooked them on green spits, and the smell of it in the dark forest deserved serious respect.

Sedge ate four portions.

This was a problem, because there had been two rabbits, and three of us, and Sedge ate as though the rabbits had personally offended her and only thorough consumption would settle the matter. When the last of it was gone she looked at the empty spits, and then at the small bones, and then into the middle distance with an expression of profound and ancient sorrow.

“We packed for three days,” I said.

“I am three days,” Sedge said, mournful. “I have always been three days. You knew this when you brought me.”

“You did not pack for three days,” I pointed out. “You packed nothing. Pip packed flowers. Sorrel packed the food and the rope. You packed your appetite and a sledgehammer.”

“The sledgehammer is essential.”

“You can’t eat a sledgehammer.”

“Not with that attitude,” Sedge said, and looked so genuinely wounded by the empty pot that I nearly gave her my own portion out of guilt, which I suspect was the long game all along.

Sorrel, without a word, reached over and broke her own remaining portion in half and laid the larger piece on Sedge’s knee.

Sedge looked down at it. Looked at Sorrel. Her face did something complicated and warm. “You’re my favorite,” she told her, and ate it.

And Sorrel, the girl who’d come to us with no words at all, the feral thing in the tree who couldn’t say her own name, who’d spent months learning one sentence at a time how to be a person out loud, looked back at the fire and said, dry as the deadest stick in the pile:

“I know.”

It was a joke. She’d made a joke. The silent hunter, on the eve of a thing that could kill all of us, had picked the exact right beat and landed it flat and dry as Bramble at her best, and I was so surprised I nearly went backward off the log I was sitting on.

Sedge roared. The fullest laugh I’d heard out of her in weeks, arriving on time, big and bright, scattering night-birds out of the trees. Sorrel allowed herself the smallest curl at the corner of her mouth and went on feeding the fire, pleased with herself in the quiet way she was pleased with a good clean snare.

I sat there in the firelight with the two of them, one mountain and one shadow, one day east of everything I loved and one day from the dangerous thing waiting at Greywater, and I thought: we might actually pull this off. Not because the plan was good, though it was. Because of this. Because Sorrel could make a joke and Sedge could laugh at it and the fire was warm and the rabbits had been good, and people who could still do that, the night before a thing like this, were people who could do the thing.

“Get some sleep,” I told them. “Tomorrow we ride out of the green. After that there’s no cover and no jokes.”

“There’s always jokes,” Sorrel said, settling back against her saddle, pulling her hat down over her freckled face. “You just have to be quiet enough to find them.”

Sedge was already asleep. Sleep had caught her mid-sit, snoring like the quarry, one massive arm flung out toward the fire.

I banked the flames low and took the first watch.

The forest around us settled into its night noises, small feet in leaf litter, an owl far off, the occasional shift of a horse pulling at its tether. Home had night noises too, but I knew every one of them: the barn hinge, Stump’s resentful blow through his nose, Willow turning in her cradle, Bramble’s step on the stair. Out here every sound belonged to something I hadn’t named, and I sat with my back to a tree and learned how large the dark could be when none of it was yours.

After a while I took Pip’s blue creek-flower from the strap of my road bag. It had already begun to wilt, the stem soft, the petals curling at the edges, less decorative exactly as she’d warned me it would be. I tucked it into the inside pocket of my coat anyway, beside Bramble’s folded cloth and Nettle’s journal page, and the absurd little collection of tokens made my chest ache more than the distance did. They’d all found ways to make themselves portable. My job was to bring the carrying body home.


Chapter 6: Two Days East

The second day’s ride took us out of the green and into the gray, and it took something out of Sedge with every mile.

The forest thinned through the morning, the big trees giving way to scrub and then to bare stony ground, the green leaching out of the world by degrees until we rode through a country the color of a knife. It was a hard land, the low quarry country east of the valley, exposed rock and shallow scars in the earth where men had cut stone for generations, old pits filling with rain, slag heaps gone gray with age, the bones of the ground showing through its thin skin. Nothing grew here that didn’t have to. It was the opposite of everything we’d built since last summer, a place men came to take and never to make, and the longer we rode through it the more I understood in my body why Sedge had been the way she’d been since Greywater first entered the conversation. You could be raised in a place like this and never once be soft, because the place would not allow it.

It was the country Sedge had been born to, and I watched her recognize it. The smell did it, I think. There’s a smell to cut stone, a cold mineral grit on the air that gets into the back of your throat, and the first time the wind brought it to us Sedge’s whole body changed in the saddle. Her shoulders came up. Her jaw set. Her bright copper eyes went flat and far away.

“I know this air,” she said, the only thing she said for an hour. “I’d know it dead.”

She didn’t talk much after that. She got quieter and harder the closer we came, the loud bright mountain of her compressing into something dense and silent, fighting a fear she’d never name, riding back toward the machine that had taken her once and might take her again. I watched it cost her. Her knuckles went white on the reins. Her jaw set so hard a muscle jumped in it. Once, when a pair of crows went up off a stone with a clatter, she flinched the whole of her great body, and then went rigid with shame at having flinched, and I pretended I hadn’t seen, because that was the kindness.

“They processed me through here,” she said once, unprompted, staring at nothing, at the gray scarred land. “When they took me. Before the quarry. Two days in a yard like the one ahead, in a cell, while a man wrote down what I was worth. I was so angry I couldn’t see. I thought if I just got my hands on one of them. I never did. They learned fast not to open my door alone.” A long breath. “And now I’m riding back to a yard like that one on purpose, with my hands free, to open a door. That’s a thing. That’s a strange thing to do with a life.”

“It’s a thing worth doing with it,” I said.

She thought about that a long while. “Yeah,” she said finally, rough. “It is.” And she rode on, harder, toward the place that had broken her, to break it back. I didn’t crowd her. There’s a kind of fear you can only carry alone, and the kindest thing is to ride beside it and let the person know you’re there. So I rode beside it.

Sorrel ranged. This was her country too, in the way all wild edges were hers, and she came into her own as the cover ran out. She’d drop back to scout our trail, then ghost ahead to read the ground, appearing and vanishing along the rocks like a tawny shadow, freckled and silent, her short dark hair catching the gray light, her amber-brown eyes never still. The open country that frightened Sedge and worried me was nothing to Sorrel. It was just a great wide hunting ground with one thing in it worth hunting.

We came in sight of Greywater an hour before dusk, and we got off the road and up onto a ridge of broken rock that gave us a sightline down, and we went cold and quiet and made our camp without a fire, and we watched.



The depot sat in a shallow bowl of stony ground below us, and it was exactly the small mean thing Sedge had drawn in the dust.

“Walled yard,” she murmured, lying flat beside me on the cold rock, her voice barely a breath. “Told you. Head-high. Stockyard wall, not a fort.” It ran a rough square, the wall, and inside it the buildings sat just where she’d said. “Holding block, back wall, the long low one. Records office by the gate, that’s the lit window. Warden barracks beside it. Horse line there. And there.” Her finger moved a fraction. “Wagon yard.”

There were two transfer wagons standing in the yard, and even from the ridge I could see they were half-prepared, canvas lashed over the beds, a team’s worth of harness laid out ready by the horse line. The move was close. Maren’s week was not a guess. They were getting ready to ship.

I lay on the cold rock and looked at it a long time, the small mean square of it in the failing light, and tried to feel the size of what we were about to do. Three of us. A wall, a barred gate, a garrison, a handler, a bell. Two days from any help, in a country where no law would care if we died in that yard. Every reasonable part of me said it was madness. And then I looked at Sedge beside me, the way her copper eyes had fixed on the long low holding block and would not move, the way her whole bled-dry body was pointed at it like a drawn bow, and I understood that reasonable had stopped being the question somewhere back in the valley. Somewhere in that stone box was a woman who’d been a column in a ledger for years. We’d come to make her a person again. You don’t do the arithmetic on a thing like that. You just find the door.

“We’re really doing this,” Sedge breathed, like she’d heard me thinking.

“We’re really doing this.”

“Good,” she said. “Good. I was afraid you’d get sensible at the end. People get sensible at the end.”

“Not tonight,” I said.

“Sorrel,” I said. “Your eyes. Count me the watch.”

Sorrel had been still as the rock for ten minutes, only her eyes moving. She spoke without shifting.

“One man on the gate.” Her voice was a thread. “Walking the wall slow. Bored. He’s done that same circuit four times since we lay down, same pace, same stop at the corner to look at nothing. He’s not watching. He’s waiting for his relief.” A pause while she read more. “Barracks. I count beds for a few. Two men outside it just now, off-watch, eating. They went in. Lamp’s lit low in there.” Another pause. “The office window, one man. Hasn’t moved from the desk in an hour. Working late over papers. Lamp trimmed high. He’s the careful one. The rest of them are killing time. He’s doing something.”

“That’s the handler,” Sedge breathed. “Wick. They had a handler when I came through, a thin one, lived in his ledgers. If it’s the same kind of man, he’s the only one in that whole yard who’ll fight smart, and he won’t fight with his hands. He’ll fight with that.” She nodded at the dark shape near the office. A post, and a rope, and at the top of the post a bell. “Alarm bell. He rings that, the whole country wakes and we’re three people in the open with no cover for two days. The bell is the battle. Not the men. The bell.”

We lay on the cold rock and we counted it out clean, three times over, until we all had the same number and the same picture, because Nettle had drummed it into me before I left: you plan for clean and you carry for messy, and you do not start a thing like this until every one of you can say the count in your sleep.

“Five wardens,” I said, low. “Sorrel makes five beds and we’ve seen, what, the gate man, two at the barracks, that’s three on our eyes, and the careful arithmetic says five to a watch in a place this size with two wagons to move. Wick the handler, in the office, makes six souls who can give us trouble. And there’ll be a clerk or a keeper somewhere too old to lift a bar, who doesn’t count toward the fight.” I looked at both of them. “Five wardens. One handler. That’s the whole strength of Greywater. Say it back.”

“Five wardens, one handler,” Sorrel said.

“Five and Wick,” Sedge said. “And the bell.”

“And the bell.” I marked it in my head like a tally cut in a fence post. Five. One. The bell. “We don’t leave a man unaccounted. We don’t start until we can name where every one of them is. That’s how we all come home.”

So we named them until the names became shapes. Gate man, slow circuit, left shoulder dipped from old fatigue. Two in the barracks with boots still on, off-watch but not asleep yet, likely to come fast if sound reached them. Two more unseen but accounted for by beds and routine, night-watch men who’d be dead-heavy in the hour before dawn and slow to get their hands around weapons. Wick in the office, lamp high, the dangerous one because a clever man with a bell could do more harm than a sleepy man with a blade. The old clerk did not go in the fighting count, but he got a place in the plan anyway: office corner, hands visible, alive if he stayed seated, stunned if he reached for a horn. Nettle’s arithmetic had taught me that mercy still needed a column. You didn’t ignore a harmless man because he was harmless. You placed him where harmless could remain true.

Sorrel made us say the exits next. Gate. Wall. Horse line. Ridge fold. The dry wash north if the road closed. Sedge made us say Juniper’s cell twice, top right, high corner, sightline to door and window, because speaking it was the only way she could touch the woman inside it before morning. By the time we were done, Greywater had stopped being a black square below us and become a board with pieces on it, every piece counted, every line named, every loss of control at least imagined before it could happen.

We built the plan on the count, lying flat on the cold rock with the depot small and yellow below us, talking in breaths, turning it over and over until it had no loose ends we could find. Nettle’s voice was in my head the whole time. You plan for clean and you carry for messy. I made us walk it three ways: clean, where the sentry went down quiet and we were ghosts; half-bad, where one man woke and we had to move fast and hard before he reached the bell; and all-bad, where the whole yard came up and we fought our way to the gate and out. We had an answer for each. We had the smoke and the salve in my pack for the bad ones. We had Sorrel’s bow for the worst one. And over everything, the one rule, the spine of it: the bell first. Always the bell. A dead warden was a story. A pealing bell was a manhunt across two days of open ground with no cover and a freed asset slowing us down.

We’d go in at the dawn changeover, the seam in their day, when the night watch had stood twelve hours and could barely keep their eyes open and the fresh watch wasn’t up yet, the one stretch where a bored garrison was at its worst and its slowest. Sorrel over the wall first, silent, to take the gate sentry quiet and clear the yard. Sedge on the gate bar, because lifting the bar that barred the gate from inside was two men’s work and Sedge was three days and four men, and she’d hold the gate open for our exit. Me into the holding block for Juniper, by the cells, by the high corner Sedge swore she’d take.

“Top right,” Sedge said. “Eyes on the door and the window. She’ll be in the cell with the best lines. I’d put my hand on it.”

And whatever else happened, one rule above all: quiet. We reach Wick before the bell, or the whole thing fails. Sorrel clears the sentry without a sound, we get the gate held, I get Juniper, and we are gone like a story the wardens tell each other after, the morning three ghosts walked off with an asset and nobody heard a thing.

“And if it goes loud?” Sorrel asked.

“Then it’s fast and it’s brutal and it’s over before the bell, or it’s over because we lost,” I said. “We carry the smoke and the salve for loud. But we go for quiet, and we go for the bell first if the quiet breaks.”

We lay on the ridge until full dark, fixing it. Then we crawled back to the cold camp on the reverse slope, where the depot lights couldn’t see us, and we tried to rest, because the dawn was the thing, and a man wants what little sleep he can steal before a dawn like that one.

None of us slept much.



Sedge couldn’t lie still. She got up around the middle watch and walked off down the ridge to be alone with the smell of the stone and the size of what tomorrow was, the woman who’d dug for two days and stopped, lying within sight of the place that held the reason she’d never forgiven herself. I let her go. There’s a fear you carry alone.

I took the watch. I sat against a cold rock with the depot lights small and yellow below and the whole hard sky thick with stars, and I watched the dark, and after a while Sorrel came and sat down beside me.

She’d been awake too. She always was, on a night before a thing. She settled against my side, lean and warm, freckled and quiet, and for a while we watched the depot together in the dark, the lit office window where Wick worked over his papers, the slow yellow circuit of the gate sentry’s lamp.

And then Sorrel crossed the next line in months of slow, hard-won closeness. She closed the distance herself.

She took my hand. Not to be told she was good, the way she had in the early days when the praise was the key that unlocked a body the camps had welded shut. She held my hand in both of hers, and she turned my palm up and looked at the calluses there in the starlight, and she praised me before I could praise her.

“You came all this way,” she said, low and rough, the words coming careful, “for someone you’ve never met. Two days east, into their country, for a stranger. Because Sedge loves her.” She traced the lines of my hand with one freckled finger. “You’d have come for any of us. I know that now. But you didn’t have to come for her. You don’t know her. You came anyway.” She lifted her eyes to mine, amber-brown and steady in the dark, and she said a thing she rarely gave aloud. “You’re a good man, Thorn. I wanted to be the one to tell you that. Before tomorrow. In case.”

I’d spent months learning to give Sorrel her own voice back one word at a time. To hear her give it away to me, freely, was the proof that she’d finally got all of it back.

Then she leaned in and kissed me, and she led.



She undressed herself, which mattered more than I can easily say.

When she first came to me, I’d had to coax every garment off her, gentle as gentling a wild thing, because she didn’t know how to choose to be bare, only how to be stripped. There was a whole world in that difference, between being undressed and undressing, between being made bare and choosing it, and the camps had taken the choosing from her along with everything else. Tonight she sat back in the starlight and pulled the cloth band off over her head herself, slow, deliberate, watching my face while she did it, and unwound her wrap, and knelt there freckled and lean and luminous in the dim, her small firm chest, her tawny-green skin scattered with those stars across her shoulders and down her arms, her long lean legs, the old faint rope-burn scars on her forearms that she wore now the way you wear a healed thing, without shame, in the open, where I could see.

I reached for her and she let me touch first, my rough hand spanning her ribs, sliding up to cup one small firm breast, and she leaned into the calloused weight of it, her breath catching, her amber-brown eyes never leaving mine. Months it had taken to get here, to a Sorrel who could kneel bare in the starlight and reach for a thing she wanted. I didn’t rush a second of it.

She straddled me, set her own pace, wrapped one freckled hand around my hard cock and fit the head to her slick heat and sank down on it slow with a long shaking breath, her wet pussy stretching to take me by inches, her head dropping forward, her short dark hair falling across her face, and she held there a moment fully seated, my whole length buried in her, adjusting, her thighs trembling around mine, her pussy clenched tight around the root of me. And then she did the most astonishing thing of all.

She talked.

The silent hunter, the girl who’d come to us unable to make a sound, talked the whole way through, low and rough and unbroken, more words than she usually let herself spend at once.

“That’s good,” she breathed, rocking on me, her hands flat on my chest. “That’s so good, you feel, oh, right there, I want it slow, I’m going to take it slow, I waited so long to be able to do this part myself and I’m not rushing it.” She rolled her hips and gasped and kept talking through the gasp. “Tell me I’m good. I still want to hear it, it’s mine, it’ll always be mine.” Her eyes found mine in the dark. “Tell me.”

“You’re good, Sorrel,” I said, my hands coming up to her freckled hips. “So good. The best.”

“Yes.” She shuddered around me. And then she said the thing that proved how far she had come, the thing that meant the camps had finally lost her for good. “And now I’ll tell you.” She set her jaw, riding me, fierce and certain and free. “No. I’ll tell you. I’m good. I am good. I’m good, and I’m telling you, and you don’t have to say it for it to be true anymore, I’ll say it myself, I’m good.” She rode harder, her voice breaking with pleasure and with the sheer weight of being able to say it. “I’m good and you’re good and we’re alive and tomorrow we go give her a voice too.”

I praised her still. It was hers, it would always be hers, the words she’d needed, and I gave them, my hands on her freckled hips, good, so good, perfect, mine, but they weren’t a key turning a lock now, they were one half of a duet, the two of us telling each other in the dark, and that was the whole victory of it. She rode me with growing confidence, working her tight pussy up and down my cock, finding the angle she wanted, grinding down to drag her clit against the base of me at the bottom of every stroke, her wetness slicking us both, her small body rolling in the starlight, and I matched her, lifting up into her, driving deeper, letting her steer.

“Slower,” she said, and I went slower. “Now harder,” and I gave her harder, and she laughed, breathless, amazed, “I can just, I can say it like this and you do it, I didn’t know I could say it like this and have it happen,” and she said more, told me where, told me how, a woman discovering in real time that her own voice could shape the world, that wanting a thing out loud could make it happen, and the discovery lit her up brighter than the praise ever had. She rose toward the edge under her own power, no coaxing, no climb, hips driving, and she narrated her own pleasure the whole way up, telling me what she wanted and getting it and saying so.

“I’m close,” she gasped. “I’m close and I did it myself, I led, I’m leading, I, oh.” She drove down harder, faster, chasing it, her thighs gripping me, her hands flat and splayed on my chest, her short hair wild, and I planted my heels and gave her every bit of what she was reaching for, met her stroke for stroke, and she threw her head back so the whole star-thick sky stood behind her. “I’m good,” she said, and it wasn’t a question and it wasn’t a request and it wasn’t aimed at me at all, it was hers, a thing she was telling the dark and the stars and the depot down the slope and the girl asleep in it. “I’m good, I’m good, I’m good.”

And she came on her own words, riding me under the stars with the whole sky behind her, her pussy clenching around my cock in long hard milking pulses, her back arching, a low rough cry breaking out of the throat the camps had tried to weld shut, saying it about herself the whole time, I’m good, I’m good, and I gripped her freckled hips and drove up into her and came deep inside her with her name in my mouth, my cock pulsing and emptying hot into her while she gripped and wrung every spurt out of me, and she kept talking through every aftershock, kept rocking, kept saying it, because she could, because the camps had not taken her voice for good.

She came down slow, draped over my chest, her short hair against my jaw, still murmuring, just sounds now, content and wordless and entirely her own.



After, she lay against me and looked down the ridge at the small lit window where Wick worked late, the office lamp burning in the dark, and her face went quiet and certain.

“Tomorrow we give her this,” Sorrel said.

“Give her what?”

“A voice.” She didn’t look away from the window. “They took mine. I couldn’t say my own name when I came to you. Months and a whole family and your patience and I got it back, all of it, every word, enough to give some away.” Her face tipped toward mine, freckles pale in the starlight. “She’s been in there alone with people who only ever wrote her down in numbers. Like they did me. We go in tomorrow and we take her out of the numbers, and then she gets what I got. Time, and a family, and somebody patient. She gets the chance to get her voice back.” She settled her cheek against my chest. “That’s worth two days east. That’s worth the bell.”

The hunter who survived alone, who could have spent the rest of her life in a tree trusting no one, choosing to walk into a stone yard at dawn to free a stranger so the stranger could learn to speak. I held her on the cold ridge and watched the lit window and thought there was no army the Compact could send that was stronger than that, than a person who’d been made into a thing deciding to go un-make a thing into a person.

“You’ll be the one who teaches her,” I said. “Not me. You. You’re the one who knows the road back. I just open doors.”

Sorrel thought about that, her cheek against my chest, her breath slowing toward sleep. “I can do that,” she said finally, and there was wonder in it, the feral girl who once couldn’t have imagined being anyone’s teacher of anything. “I can teach her the words. I had to find them all one at a time. I remember where each one was.” A pause, soft. “It’s a good thing to be able to do with a life. You said that. About the rescue. It’s true about this too.” She fell quiet, and I thought she’d gone to sleep, and then she said, almost too low to hear, “Thank you for waiting all this time for me to be able to say all this to you.” And before I could answer she was asleep against me, breathing slow, the words spent and the watch still mine.



Two days west, the home front got its first warning that the clock was running faster than we’d hoped.

I learned it after, from Thistle, in the clipped way she reported things. The morning of our second day on the road, one of Sorrel’s stand-in lookouts, a steady Brackridge youngster she’d trained on the snare lines, caught a rider on the high ridge road north of the settlement. Not a refugee. A man on a good horse in a gray coat, sitting still in the trees with a glass to his eye, watching Willowbrook the way a man surveys a thing he means to buy. Watching the well. The lookout did exactly what Sorrel had taught: didn’t move, didn’t show, marked the watcher, and ran word to Thistle.

Thistle did the smart thing, which was nothing. She didn’t send anyone to chase him off. Chasing him off told him she’d seen him, and a scout who knew he was seen came back careful. She let him watch. She marked the time of day, the place he sat, the cut of his coat, and then she quietly moved the whole defense timeline forward, because a scout this close meant the acquisition team was not weeks out the way Maren’s last word had it. It meant they were closer. It meant the window was narrowing on both ends of the country at once, me racing a transfer order east and Thistle racing an army west, and neither of us able to tell the other a thing.

She doubled the well-cap watch that night. She walked the wall herself in the dark. And she didn’t tell Bramble how worried she was, because Bramble had a baby and a settlement and a man on the road to fret over already, and Thistle had decided the worrying was her job now, the way the wall was, a thing she’d hold so the others didn’t have to.

Bramble found out anyway, of course, because Bramble found out everything. She brought Thistle tea on the wall in the dark, the way she’d once slipped extra portions to a furious girl in a camp solitary cell, and she didn’t ask what was wrong, she just stood beside her in the cold and looked out at the same dark, and after a while Thistle said, low, “A scout. On the ridge. The team’s closer than we thought,” and Bramble said, “I know, dear, I saw your face at supper,” and Thistle said, “I didn’t want you to worry,” and Bramble said, “We can both worry. It’s a big enough thing for two,” and the two of them stood the watch together in the dark, the matriarch and the warrior, the way they’d stood beside each other since a camp the rest of us had only heard about, and that was the home front too, the thing I’d ride back to find out, that they held each other up while they held the wall.

It frightened me to learn it after, how close the clock had run on both ends at once. While I lay on a cold ridge counting wardens, my settlement was watching a gray man on a horse count my well. We were both racing the same week from opposite ends of the country, and neither of us could send the other a single word.



Sedge came back from her sleepless walk in the dead hour before dawn and found Sorrel and me tangled together in my bedroll under the cold stars, and she did not so much as break stride.

“Good,” she said, stepping over my legs to her own bedroll on the far side of the dead fire. “One of us should relax. Somebody around here ought to sleep before they go break into a slaver depot.” She dropped down onto her blanket with a grunt that shook the loose stones, pulled it over one shoulder, and was snoring like a rockslide inside of thirty seconds.

Sorrel lifted her head off my chest and stared into the dark in the direction of the snoring.

“How,” she whispered. “How does she do that. We go in at dawn. How is she asleep.”

“She’s three days, remember,” I said. “Tonight she walked the whole ridge alone, looked at the place that broke her, and made her peace with going back in. That’s a day’s work for anyone. The sleep’s earned.”

Sorrel lay back down. The depot lights burned small and yellow below us, the office lamp finally going dark as Wick, at last, took himself to bed. The gate sentry made his slow circuit. The east, where the sun would come, was still pure black.

“Five wardens,” Sorrel murmured against my chest, mostly to herself, the way you say a prayer. “One handler. The bell first.”

“The bell first,” I said.

We didn’t sleep much. But we lay there warm in the cold, two of us awake and one of us snoring, and we watched the black east for the first gray thread of the dawn we’d been riding two days to meet, and when it came, thin and pale over the quarry country, we woke Sedge with a hand on her shoulder, and we got up, and we went to go take someone back from the machine.


Chapter 7: Greywater

We came down off the ridge in the gray before sunrise, when the dark had gone thin but the light hadn’t come, the one hour a bored garrison hated most.

We left the horses tied in a fold of rock a hundred yards back, where they’d be quiet and ready, and we went the last of it on foot, low and fast across the stony ground, the depot a black square against a graying sky. The office lamp was dark. The barracks lamp was dark. One light moved, the gate sentry’s, his slow yellow circuit along the head-high wall, the same circuit Sorrel had watched him walk a dozen times, the circuit of a man counting down the last hour of a twelve-hour watch with his mind already in his bunk.

We stopped at the base of the wall, in its shadow, and we waited for him to come to the corner and look at nothing, the way he always did.

“Five wardens,” I breathed, the last time, the litany. “One handler. The bell first. Sorrel, the sentry’s yours. Sedge, the gate. I’m for the block.”

Sorrel didn’t answer. She was already gone.



I had seen Sorrel move like a shadow before, but never with Sedge’s whole buried grief riding on it.

She didn’t climb it so much as flow up it, a tawny shadow with a coil of snare-line in her teeth, finding holds in the rough stockyard stone that I couldn’t have found with a lantern, and she was over the top and gone before the sentry finished his stop at the corner. I lost her against the dark of the yard. My heart hammered in the wall’s shadow. I counted my own breaths, slow, the way she’d have wanted, and watched the sentry’s lamp.

The sentry turned to start his circuit back, yawning, his free hand scrubbing at his face, twelve hours of nothing weighing his feet, and his lamp swung, and for one bad second the light reached toward the dark patch of yard where she’d dropped, and I thought he’d see her, and my hand tightened on the axe. Then he didn’t see anything ever again that morning, because a loop of snare-line dropped over his head from behind and snapped tight against his throat and a freckled forearm cinched it and a small hard fist pressed the sap to the base of his skull at the same instant, and he folded, the lamp tipping from his slack hand. Sorrel caught it before it hit the ground. Of course she did. She set it down soft, still burning, like she’d planned the catch into the choke, and maybe she had.

She lowered him to the ground without a sound. No kill. Sorrel was a hunter, not an executioner, and a dead warden at a depot was a manhunt and a story, and a warden who woke in an hour with a knot on his head and no throat to show for it was a warden the Compact would half believe had fallen asleep on his feet. She left him breathing, trussed at the wrists and ankles with his own belt and a gag of his own collar, behind the horse line where the day watch wouldn’t trip over him first thing.

One. The gate sentry. Down, alive, accounted.

Sorrel came to the gate from the inside and drew the keeper-pin that locked the bar into its brackets. She didn’t lift the bar. She only made it possible. Then she put two fingers through the seam and tapped once.

Sedge moved.

The bar was the width of a fence post and longer than she was tall, set in iron pockets meant for two men with time and light and both shoulders free. Sedge got both hands under the exposed end, bent her knees, and lifted it alone. The wood came up slow, grinding in the brackets. Her shoulders bunched. Her jaw set. Then the bar cleared, and she set it against the wall as gently as if it were a sleeping child, put her shoulder to the gate, and swung it wide enough for us to slip through.

“Hold it,” I told Sedge.

She set herself against the open gate, one hand on the heavy bar leaned within reach so she could drop and re-seat it in a heartbeat if it came to a hard exit, her sledgehammer slung at her back, her copper eyes fixed and burning at the dark holding block across the yard. Every muscle in her wanted to charge it. She held the gate instead, because that was the job, because if the gate didn’t hold open we didn’t get out, and she’d learned the worst lesson a person can learn about charging in and digging when the job was to hold steady.

“Find her,” she breathed. “Top right. Find her and bring her out.”

I crossed the yard low and fast to the holding block.



The holding block was a long low stone building, cells down both sides of a center passage, exactly as Sedge had drawn it, and it smelled of the thing I’d spent more than a year helping seven women forget. Old straw and old fear and the particular cold of a place where people were kept like stock. There was a keeper’s lantern turned low by the door, and I took it, and I went down the passage reading cell doors.

Most of the cells were empty. That was the thing that turned my stomach, the emptiness, the dozen cells that had held people and didn’t now, shipped east already, the depot most of the way through its work. Maren’s contact had given me a file number, scratched on a scrap I’d memorized and burned, and I went looking for it on the wooden tags hung at each door, but I didn’t need it in the end, because Sedge knew her better than any number did.

Top right. The far cell, the corner one, the one with a line of sight to the passage door and the single high barred window both.

I lifted the lantern, and I saw her.

She was standing in the exact center of the cell, perfectly, impossibly still. Not sitting, not crouched in a corner, not pressed to the bars the way the rest of us would press toward any light that came. Standing in the middle of the small stone space with her back straight and her hands at her sides and her chin level, facing the door, so still that for a heartbeat the lantern-light slid over her and my mind refused her, took her for something other than alive, a figure carved and set there to mark the place a person used to be. Then she breathed, a small shallow lift of her chest, and the carving became a woman, and the wrongness of how still she’d held only got worse for knowing she was alive inside it.

Tall. Taller than any goblin in our family, taller than Bramble, taller than Sedge, long-limbed and lean, a climber’s body built for height and balance and not for hauling, with longer legs than any of ours. And her skin was wrong for the family I knew, not warm green at all but a cool gray-tinged slate, like weathered granite, like a stone with the dust of a quarry settled permanently into it, a green that had never seen enough sun. Her hair was the shock of it, the one warm thing in the whole gray picture of her, honey-blonde, gold, the only blonde in our family, in a single long plait down her back, pale and bright against the cool of her skin. And her eyes, when the lantern finally reached them, were pale blue-gray, cooler-toned than any goblin eyes I knew, and they came to me and tracked me with a flat measuring calm, no fear in them and no hope either, reading me the way I’d later learn she read everything, angle and weight and load, where my hands were, where the door was, how much I weighed and how fast I might move and what I might do with all of it.

She didn’t flinch. She didn’t hope. Her face did nothing at all.

Her lips were moving, very slightly. Counting. A breath of a number under her breath, over and over, so quiet I only caught it because the block was dead silent. Forty-one. Forty-two. Counting something I couldn’t see. I’d learn what it was later. The one thing they could never measure.

“I’ve been promised this before,” she said. Her voice was low and spare and even, no rise in it, no break. “Men come to the cell. They make a face like yours. They say words like the ones you’re about to say. Then they write down how I respond.” Her pale eyes didn’t move off mine. “I don’t respond. I’ve learned not to. So whatever you’re about to say, say it knowing I won’t give you anything to write down.”

I’d thought about what I’d say the whole two days east. I’d had a dozen lines and thrown them all away. In the end there was only one thing that could possibly land, and I said it plain, low, through the bars.

“Sedge sent me,” I said. “She’s at the gate right now holding it open. She dug for you. Two days, with her hands, into the slope after the cave-in, until they dragged her off. She thought you were under the rock. She’s spent every year since being sorry she stopped digging. She never stopped being sorry.” I held her pale measuring eyes. “She’s forty feet from you. She’s alive. And she sent me to bring you home.”

The counting stopped.

That was the first thing. The number died on her lips. And then her stillness, the perfect trained stillness that was the only power they’d left her, broke, but only in one place, only in her hands, which came up from her sides and began, very slightly, to shake. The rest of her held. Her face held. Her hands shook like leaves.

“She’s alive,” Juniper said.

Two words, flat, almost without inflection, and underneath the two flat words was an ocean, years deep, that she would not let reach her face.

“She’s alive,” I said. “And we’re leaving. Stand back from the door.”



The cell was barred, not locked with a key but pinned with an iron bolt sized for stock, and I’d have had it open in a minute, and we didn’t get the minute.

Because Wick woke up.

I should have known the careful man would be a light sleeper. He’d worked late over his files, the lamp burning high in the office while the others killed time, and a man who works that late sleeps with one ear open. Sorrel’s choke-out had been silent and Sedge’s gate had been near silent, but the holding block door I’d come through had a hinge with a voice, a single thin complaint of old iron, and across the yard in the office that one sound found the one man in Greywater it could wake.

I heard him before I saw him. A scrape, a fast indrawn breath, and then bare feet slapping stone, and through the high cell window I caught a thin shape bolting out of the office in his nightshirt, not toward the barracks to raise the men, not toward a weapon, but straight for the post by the gate, for the rope, for the bell.

He understood the fight exactly. Sedge had called it. Not the men. The bell.

“Sedge!” I roared, the quiet blown, no point in it now. “The bell! Wick’s for the bell!”

Sedge came off the gate like the gate had thrown her. For all her size she could move when it counted, and she crossed the yard in a handful of strides, but Wick had the angle and the start, and he reached the post and got both thin hands on the rope and hauled, and the bell swung.

It got one strike off. One. A single hard bronze note that cracked across the gray dawn and rolled out over the quarry country.

And then Sorrel’s arrow took the bell.

Not Wick. The bell. She’d read it the same as Sedge, and from the shadow of the wall she’d put a broadhead clean through the bell’s wooden yoke where the clapper hung, and the second strike came up dead, a flat cracked clunk instead of a ring, the clapper jammed, the bell killed mid-swing. One note had gone out into the dawn. Only one. And one bell-note from a backwater depot, at the hour when men half-believe they dreamed a sound, was a thing that might be argued away. A full pealing alarm was not.

Sedge hit Wick an instant later, and the handler folded under her like a coat dropped off a peg, down and stunned and out of the fight, accounted, the bell-rope torn from his hands.

But the one note had done its work inside the barracks.



Four wardens left, and the one note woke them, and here is where it got loud and fast and brutal, the way these things do, the way Nettle had warned me they do.

The barracks door banged open. The day watch had been just rising for the changeover, two of them already up and half-dressed, and they came out fast into the yard at the bell-note, blades out, shouting, and behind them two more from the night watch hauling up out of sleep.

I made the call in a half-second. I couldn’t get Juniper’s cell open and fight at the same time, and the fight had to be won first or none of it mattered.

“Sedge, the barracks door!” I shouted, drawing the long knife and the short axe both. “Pin the slow ones!”

She understood it instantly. The two night-watch men were still inside, fighting clear of their blankets, slowest off the mark. Sedge tore a heavy beam from the wagon yard, a wagon-tongue as long as she was tall, and she rammed it across the barracks door from the outside, jammed it through the iron pull-handles and stamped it home, and the door slammed shut on the two men still inside it with a boom, and they hit it from within and it held, the beam wedged, two wardens sealed in a stone box pounding to get out and going nowhere.

Two. Three. The night watch. Contained. Accounted, both, behind a barred door for the rest of the morning.

That left the two day-watch men loose in the yard, the two who’d been up, and they came for us hard.

The first came at me with a short sword, fast, a real fighter, no bored backwater fumbling in him, and for a few seconds I had my hands genuinely full. He feinted high and cut low and I took the first cut on the flat of the axe and the shock of it numbed my arm to the elbow, the steel ringing. He read me as a farmer, which I was, and pressed it, fast and confident, and he came inside my guard before I could close the distance and I felt the blade open my side, a hot bright line along the ribs, shallow but bleeding, the kind of cut you don’t feel for a breath and then feel all at once. The pain of it cleared my head instead of clouding it. He drew back for the next one, and that was his mistake, because I didn’t fight like a swordsman and he kept expecting me to. I stepped in instead of out, inside the arc of the blade where the sword was no use, and I hooked the short axe behind his elbow the way Thistle and a summer of hard drills had taught me, and I jerked him off his balance, hard, his own weight betraying him, and I drove my knee up into his gut and brought the butt of the axe around into his temple as he doubled, and he went down in the dust and stayed down, the sword spinning away across the stones.

Four. The first day-watch man. Down, accounted. My side was bleeding into my shirt. I’d feel it later. I didn’t feel it then.

The second went for Sedge, and that was a mistake, but it cost her first. He got under her swing with a knife and drove it at her, and she turned just enough that it took her across the shoulder instead of the throat, a long gash, blood sheeting down her moss-green arm, and she roared, more fury than pain, and she got a hand on him. One hand. She got one hand on the front of his jerkin and she lifted him off his feet, this grown man, lifted him clean up the way she lifted roof timbers, and the look on his face was the last bored thought in Greywater dying.

And before she could decide what to do with him, an arrow took him through the thigh.

Sorrel, from the wall, clean and final, the broadhead punching through the meat of his leg, and the man screamed and Sedge dropped him and he crumpled into the dust clutching his thigh, done, out of it, his sword forgotten.

Five. The second day-watch man. Down, arrowed, accounted.

And that was all of them. I counted it even then, in the bleeding ringing aftermath, because I’d promised myself I would. Sentry choked at the horse line. Two night-watch sealed in the barracks. Two day-watch down in the yard. Wick folded under the dead bell. Five wardens and one handler, every one of them named and placed, and the old clerk, when I finally saw him, an ancient stooped man who kept the records, standing frozen in the office doorway in his nightshirt with both hands raised and his face gray with terror, no fight in him at all, exactly the one too old to lift a bar that I’d told myself would be there. I pointed the bloody axe at him.

“Sit down and you’ll see noon,” I told him. He sat down. He counted toward nothing.

The whole of it had taken less time than it takes to tell. One bell-note, killed by an arrow. A yard of blood and dust in the gray dawn. And no full alarm gone up over the country, only that single argued-away note, which was the difference between a clean withdrawal and a manhunt.

“The cell,” Sedge gasped, blood running off her fingers. “Get her out. Get her out, Thorn, now.”



I went back into the block and threw the iron bolt and hauled the cell door open, and Juniper stepped out of it on her own.

She didn’t run. She didn’t fall into my arms. She stepped out of the cell straight-backed and steady, the way you’d step off a thing you’d been balanced on a long time, testing the floor before she put her weight on it, her pale eyes already moving, reading the bloody yard through the open block door, counting bodies, finding the exits. A rigger’s read. Even now, even free, the first thing she did was check the load and the lines.

And then she saw Sedge in the gateway.

Sedge saw her in the same instant. The two of them across forty feet of bloody yard in the gray dawn, the moss-green mountain bleeding from the shoulder and the tall slate-green rigger with the honey plait standing in the door of her cell, and for a heartbeat neither of them moved at all.

Then Sedge crossed the yard, and there was no time, the bell-note was out and the country might be stirring and we had a hundred yards to the horses and two days of open ground in front of us, no time at all, and she stole three seconds anyway, because some things you steal the time for or you’re not a person, you’re just a thing that survives.

I watched it happen. I’d remember it the rest of my life. Sedge crossed that bloody yard slow at first and then all at once, and Juniper, who had not moved from the cell door, who tracked everything with that flat measuring calm, watched the moss-green mountain come at her and did not step back and did not brace. She just watched her come, her pale eyes fixed on Sedge’s face like she was confirming a sum she’d checked a thousand times in the dark and never let herself believe.

She lifted Juniper off her feet.

She got both blood-slick arms around the tall woman and lifted her clean up, the way she lifted everything, and Juniper, who had not let anyone touch her with care in years, who flinched from gloved hands, who’d held herself perfectly still for years so they’d have nothing to write down, let the person who’d loved her before the walls pick her up off the ground and hold her. Her long arms went around Sedge’s neck. Her face went into Sedge’s blood-streaked shoulder.

And she counted. I heard it, the reflex, the survival tic, the thing that kept her sane in the cells. “One,” she breathed, against Sedge’s neck. “Two. Three.”

And then she stopped.

By the way Sedge’s whole body shook to hear it, Juniper stopped counting, just stopped, let the number go and held on with both arms and didn’t count the seconds because she didn’t need to measure a thing she trusted.

“You stopped digging,” Juniper said into her shoulder, low and wet.

“I’m sorry.” Sedge’s voice broke clean in half. “Juniper, I’m so sorry, I stopped, I”

“Later.” Juniper pulled back just enough to look at her, blood on both their faces now, the rigger’s calm holding by a thread. “We’re standing in a yard you just bled in. There’s a man behind you bleeding worse and another sealed door full of trouble. You can be sorry on the horse. Right now we go, before the country answers that bell.” Her pale eyes flicked to me, measured me one more time, the man who’d come through the bars, and something in them filed me away as a thing that might hold weight. “Both of you. Move.”

She was right, and even half-wrecked she was already reading the whole board faster than either of us. Sedge laughed, a torn wet sound, and set her down, and we ran for the horses through the graying dawn, three of us and now a fourth, out the open gate, out across the stony ground, up to the fold of rock where Dunhill’s long-legged horses waited.

We rode east of the depot first, a feint, then swung wide north and came back to the home road well clear of Greywater, the way Nettle had mapped it, and behind us the depot fell away small and silent in the dawn, one dead bell, one trussed sentry, two sealed wardens, two down wardens, one stunned handler, and a clerk too old to fight sitting in a doorway counting toward nothing, the morning three ghosts had walked off with their asset, exactly the story we’d wanted them to have to tell.



We didn’t stop to bind our wounds until we’d put real distance behind us, and we did it fast and rough in the saddle and pressed on, because the one bell-note gnawed at me and I wanted miles between us and Greywater before the day was old.

Juniper rode behind Sedge, her long arms around Sedge’s middle, and at first she said nothing, just held on and watched the country go by with her pale measuring eyes, taking in the open sky and the moving ground and the simple impossible fact of being outside a wall with no roof over her and no man at a door writing down which way she looked. I watched her tip her face up to the gray morning sky once and hold it there, eyes half-shut, the way a person holds their face to a fire, and I understood she was feeling the open air on her skin and didn’t have words for it and wasn’t going to try to find any in front of us.

Sedge couldn’t stop touching the arm around her waist, kept laying her own broad hand over Juniper’s long fingers and pressing, like she’d vanish if Sedge let go, like the whole rescue might come undone if she stopped confirming it with her hand. And Juniper let her. Every time. Which from a woman who’d flinched from a friendly touch in a cell for years, who’d held herself stone-still so gloved hands would have nothing to record, was its own loud thing, louder than any speech, the slow opening of a fist that had been closed a very long time.

What Juniper knew came out in fragments on the hard ride, spare and level, dropped a piece at a time, because she didn’t waste words and because some of it cost her to say.

“They tested me for years,” she said, somewhere in the first hour, to the back of Sedge’s neck. “Not labor. After the cave-in they didn’t put me back on a wall. They put me in cells and they measured me. Blood. Skin. They had a theory that quarry goblins might carry the trait, the conduit thing, because of the deep stone, the old ground.” Her voice was even. “They tested me for it until the tests came back null. I don’t have it. I’m not a conduit.” A pause. “That’s the only reason I’m alive. A null result is a thing you keep on hand in case the method improves. A positive result is a thing you take apart to see how it works.” She let that sit, flat and terrible. “I lived because I’m ordinary. Everyone with the trait, they don’t keep whole.”

I felt Sorrel go still on her horse beside me.

“You said a name in there,” I said. “You can tell me on the road or you can tell Nettle at home, but I’d rather know now. Who runs this.”

“Crale,” Juniper said. “Director Halvard Crale. Resource Acquisition.” Her pale eyes found mine across the gap between the horses. “I never saw him but once, through a door. Tall, gray, gloves, soft voice. The wardens went quiet when he came. Not afraid the way you’re afraid of a cruel man. Afraid the way you’re quiet around a man who doesn’t see you as a person and never will, so there’s nothing you can do to make him kind, because kindness isn’t a thing that applies.” She looked away east, toward where we’d come from, toward where he was. “He came to read numbers. He read me like a column in a ledger and wrote something and left. I’ve been hunting that face in the dark for years.”

“Sorrel knows that face,” I said quietly. Sorrel had gone white and still in her saddle. “From the camps. The man in the black carriage.”

“Then your Sorrel and I have the same nightmare,” Juniper said, and something passed between the two quiet women on their separate horses, a recognition, two survivors of the same machine. “There’s more. The thing you’ll want most.” She drew a breath. “They’ve confirmed a live pair. In Greenvale. I heard the handlers talk over me like furniture, the way they do. An adult female and an infant, both confirmed conduits, the strongest readings the method’s ever taken. They don’t say a valley. They say an acquisition. And the order isn’t eviction.” Her voice didn’t change and that made it worse. “It’s collection. They mean to take the land and the water and the women and the child together, because the women are the renewable part. I sat in a cell and listened to men plan to harvest people, and I thought, there’s a place that doesn’t know it’s already on a list. And then a man came through the bars and said the name of the woman I love.” Her arms tightened around Sedge. “So your valley is the pair. The female and the infant. They’re the prize. I’m the leftover they were about to ship east to take apart anyway, to improve the method, before you walked in.”

It was every cold thing Nettle had pieced together, confirmed now from inside the machine, in a flat tired voice from a woman who’d lived inside it. Fern. Willow. A list. A Director with gloves and a soft voice who couldn’t see a person if you held one up to his face. The home stakes, which had been a fear, settled into a shape, and the shape was a man coming to harvest my family, and I put my heels to the horse and we rode harder, west, toward home, toward the wall Thistle was holding, with the thing the Compact wanted most sitting under the well and sleeping in the cradle and growing in the field.



We made our first cold camp that night a long way west of the depot, and Juniper got off the horse and stood on her own two feet in the open dark after years under walls and roofs, and she looked up at the sky for a while, and then she looked at the horse with deep suspicion.

“That,” she said, flat, “is higher than the quarry wall. And I trusted the wall more.” She rubbed the small of her back. “I have ridden forty feet up a rope on a cliff face and felt safer than I felt all day on the back of that animal. It moves on its own. The wall never did that.”

Sedge made a sound that was half a laugh and half a sob, the two of them tangled in her chest. “She’s making jokes,” she said, to me, to Sorrel, to the dark, wonder and grief and relief all breaking out of her at once. “Listen to her. She’s making jokes. She always made jokes when she was all right. She’s making jokes, she’s going to be all right, oh, she’s”

“I am not all right,” Juniper said, lowering herself stiffly to the ground by the unlit fire, dry as bone. “Let’s be precise about it. I am bleeding nowhere, which is more than the three of you can say, and I have not been all right in a number of years I stopped counting on the horse, which is its own small victory. But I am out.” She looked at Sedge, and the flat held, and underneath the flat the ocean moved. “I am out, and you came, and I would like to be all right eventually. So. We’ll start there.”

“We’ll start there,” Sorrel said quietly, the one person at the fire who understood that sentence completely, and she nodded at Juniper across the dark, one survivor to another, and Juniper, after a moment, nodded back.


Chapter 8: The Long Way Home

Juniper thawed by inches on the ride home, and I had the privilege of watching it happen, the way you watch a thing the cold has held finally start to give.

It came out in small moments, the kind you’d miss if you weren’t looking. The first night, at the cold camp, when Sorrel laid food in front of her, Juniper picked it up and then went still with it in her hand and didn’t eat, her pale eyes moving from face to face around the dark fire.

“Eat,” Sedge said gently.

“No one’s watching me,” Juniper said. It wasn’t a complaint. It was a fact she didn’t know what to do with. “For years there was always a man at the door with a slate, writing down how much I ate and how fast and whether I looked at the food first. I learned to eat without giving them anything. Slow. Blank. Nothing to record.” She looked at the bread in her hand like it was a strange tool. “And now no one’s watching, and I don’t know how to do it. I only know the version they could measure.”

“Then do a new version,” Sorrel said, from across the fire, dry and quiet. “Eat like nobody’s writing it down. Mess it up. There’s no slate. I checked.”

Juniper looked at her a long moment. Then she ate, and it was awkward, deliberate, a woman relearning a private thing in front of people, and nobody made it a moment, which was the kindness, and by the end of it her shoulders had come down a fraction.

That first night west, Sedge took the watch and sat against her, and somewhere in the dark Juniper woke with a sharp breath and her lips already moving, the counting, the reflex, one, two, three, her body bracing for a thing that wasn’t there.

“I’ve got the watch,” Sedge said, low, into the dark. “Nobody’s coming. You can stop counting.”

And Juniper stopped. Just stopped, the number dying, and lay back down against Sedge’s side, and the not-counting was so loud a thing that Sedge stayed awake the rest of the night just to feel it, her hand resting on Juniper’s back, terrified the whole time that she’d wake to find her gone, that this was a thing she’d dreamed in the slope all those years ago and would lose again at dawn.

And when Juniper laughed for us, it surprised her more than any of us.

It was the next day west, the last long stretch toward home, and Sorrel said something flat and brutal about the horses, about how Dunhill’s fine animals had the temperament of “rich men’s dogs, all manners and no use,” and Juniper laughed, a short rough bark of a sound, and then went rigid, one hand coming up to her own mouth like she’d caught something escaping. She stared at nothing. Then, slowly, she lowered the hand.

“I haven’t heard that in a while,” she said, of her own laugh, wondering. “I’d forgotten what it sounded like. They couldn’t measure laughing either. So I stopped, so they’d have nothing.” Her pale eyes were strange. “It’s a stranger’s voice. I have to get used to it being mine again.”

“You will,” Sorrel said. “Took me months. You’ll be faster. You’ve got a head start.” And the two of them rode on side by side, the two quiet ones, the feral hunter and the still rigger, recognizing each other across the gap with the wordless ease of two people who’d come out of the same dark by different doors. Sedge orbited the both of them the whole way home, never more than an arm’s reach from Juniper, finding excuses to touch the rope around her waist, to hand her water, to ride knee to knee, the loud bright mountain gone tender and watchful and afraid.



Juniper took my measure on that ride the way she took the measure of everything, slow and careful, the way I’d learn she’d been trained to by a life lived where one wrong trust meant a long fall.

She didn’t warm to me the way the others had. She watched me. She watched how I handled the horses and how I split the food and how I took the worst watch without being asked and how I never raised my voice, not once, the whole ride west, even when the wound in my side stiffened and I was short on sleep. She filed all of it. And on the last evening, when I checked her over a small thing, made sure she had the warmer blanket, she said it plain, in her spare rigger’s voice.

“I don’t know you,” she said. It wasn’t unkind. It was a statement of load. “Sedge knows you. Sedge would put her whole weight on you without a thought, and Sedge isn’t a fool about weight, she’s the only person from that place I trusted to hold mine. So I know you hold. But I don’t know you. Not yet.” Her pale eyes were level. “Sedge is the only rope I’m hanging from right now. Everything else I’m testing before I trust it. Including you.”

I didn’t take it badly. A person who’d been handled by gloved hands for years and called an asset had earned the right to test every rope before she put her weight on it.

“That’s enough rope,” I said. “Sedge holds. You hang from Sedge as long as you need to. Take your time with the rest. I’m not going anywhere, and I don’t need you to trust me on a schedule.”

She looked at me a moment longer. Then she nodded, once, and I watched her file that too, the man who didn’t demand to be trusted faster than he’d earned it. Her fingers loosened a notch on the blanket, and the nod came slower than the last, as if she’d moved me into a different category by hand. With Juniper, I’d learn, a fraction was a great deal. She didn’t move fast. But she never moved back, either. Whatever ground you earned with her, you kept.



We came home late on the fourth day after leaving Willowbrook, in the blue dark after sunset, and Willowbrook lit its gate lanterns for us and turned out every soul it had.

They must have had a lookout on the road, because the lanterns were already lit when we came up the last rise, the whole settlement strung out along the fence in the dark, the whole settlement and a baby waiting at the gate, and when they saw it was us a sound went up that I felt in my chest, a ragged cheer, relief and joy breaking loose all at once. We were home. We’d been gone four days and we were home, hurt and whole and four where three had ridden out.

Sedge brought Juniper through the gate.

She did it deliberately, walking her horse, one hand back to steady the tall woman behind her, bringing her in slow so the crowd wouldn’t rush her, because Sedge understood better than any of us what a wall of strangers did to someone who’d lived behind one. And the family, my family, met her exactly right, each in her own way, and I stood back and watched my home fold a stranger in.

Bramble got to her first, before Juniper was three steps off the horse, before anyone could crowd her, and she did the thing Bramble always did, which solved the whole problem of a frightened stranger by routing around it entirely.

“Look at you,” Bramble said, taking Juniper’s measure with a cook’s appalled eye, hands on her hips. “All bone and rope. They didn’t feed you, did they, of course they didn’t, look at you.” And before Juniper could decide whether to be still or to flinch or to count, Bramble had pressed warm bread into her hands, a heel of it from the oven, and turned half away to bark an order at Rill about a plate, and the moment had passed, no wall of attention to brace against, just a warm goblin matriarch fussing about her weight, and I watched Juniper look down at the bread in her hands with the same lost expression she’d worn at the fire, the privacy of being fed by someone who wasn’t measuring it.

“Eat that before we even talk,” Bramble said over her shoulder. “I won’t hear a word out of you on an empty stomach. Bone and rope. Honestly.”

Pip arrived at full speed, because Pip had no other speed, bouncing on her bare feet, copper hair flying, flowers shedding out of it. “Hi, hi, you’re Juniper, Sedge talks about you, well she didn’t, she didn’t talk about you for ages and then she did, all at once, like a dam, you’re really tall, you’re the tallest one, I’m the smallest one, we’re like the two ends of everybody, you could pick me up and put me on a shelf, oh that gives me an idea, do you want to see the goats, two of them are named Salt and Pepper but there’s already a Pepper who’s a rabbit so it’s controversial, Thistle thinks it’s chaos but I have a SYSTEM”

Juniper looked down at her. Way down, the foot and more of difference between them. And she did not flinch and she did not count. She raised one eyebrow, a single slow arch of one honey-blonde brow, and held it, and said absolutely nothing, and the sheer deadpan economy of it stopped even Pip mid-sentence.

There was a pause.

“She’s scary,” Pip announced to the settlement, delighted, awed, instantly in love. “I love her. She did a face. Did you see the face? She didn’t even use words. I’m going to learn the face.” She trotted off to tell Fern about the face.

Nettle came up with her journal already in her hand and her goggles pushed up and a light in her sage-green eyes I knew far too well. “You were held as a studied asset,” she said, with no preamble, vibrating with it. “Inside Resource Acquisition. You’ve seen their methods, their facilities, their assessment protocols. I have approximately four hundred questions and I’d like to start with their conduit-detection method, because if it’s reliable then the implications for”

“Not tonight, dear.” Bramble didn’t even turn around. “The woman just got here. She’s bone and rope and she’s not answering one question until she’s slept and eaten and remembered what a roof feels like. You can have her in a week.”

“But the method”

“A week, Nettle.”

Nettle deflated, then brightened, then wrote something rapid in her journal, which I suspected was the first of four hundred questions saved for later. Juniper watched the whole exchange with her measuring calm, and I saw her measure Nettle too, the small fierce scholar who’d wanted to interrogate her before she’d interrogate her gently with tea, exactly as she’d promised me she would.

Fern came last of the crowd, and she didn’t rush, she never rushed. She stood a little apart and looked at Juniper a long quiet moment, her silver-white hair glowing soft in the lantern light, her gray-green eyes steady, and then she said, in her low calm way:

“The animals are easy around you.” It wasn’t a question. “Stump didn’t sound at you. He sounds at everyone. The horses settled the moment you came through the gate. You’re quiet inside. They can feel it.” She tilted her head. “You spent years being still. It went all the way in. The animals like it.” And she gave Juniper a small nod, the gardener’s blessing, and stepped back, and Juniper looked at her like she’d been read in a language she didn’t know anyone spoke.

And then Willow, in Bramble’s arms, reached for her.

The baby had been watching the tall new woman with her great serious focus, and now she stretched out both small green hands toward Juniper’s slate-gray ones, and her dark eyes filled with a steady green glow, the held light, and she said a word. A clear word, round and old, one of the carved-symbol words from the bottom of the well, the language nobody living remembered, said directly to Juniper as though it were her name.

And Juniper, who’d held perfectly still through a wall of strangers and a settlement’s cheer and a bouncing exhibitionist and a scholar’s ambush, went still in an entirely different way. Not the trained stillness, the brace-and-give-nothing stillness she’d worn in the cell. A new one. A stillness like a person standing very carefully at a great height, looking at something they didn’t understand and didn’t dare move toward or away from.

“What did she say,” Juniper asked, very quietly.

“We don’t know,” Bramble said, gently, jostling the glowing-eyed baby. “Nobody knows. She speaks words no one taught her, in a tongue that’s older than the valley. We’ve stopped trying to translate them. We just love her through it.” She held Willow a little closer. “She does it most with people the land’s interested in, though. For what that’s worth.”

Juniper looked at the baby for a long moment, the small green hands still reaching, the steady glow. Her thumb dragged once along the side of her mug, slow and precise, the rigger checking a fiber before she trusted it, and she said, almost to herself, “I tested null. I’m the one thing here the land has no use for.” She didn’t sound bitter about it. She sounded like a woman noting a load. “And the child reaches for me anyway.”

“Maybe the land’s not the only thing that gets to decide who’s of use,” I said.

She looked at me, took the answer in, and didn’t reply. But she let Willow’s tiny hand catch one of her long fingers and hold it, and she didn’t pull away, and the glow in the baby’s eyes softened down to ordinary dark, and a settlement exhaled around a stranger who’d just become a little less of one.

Bramble used that exhale the way she used everything useful. She steered Juniper to the fire-pit table before anyone could decide whether to crowd her or avoid her too carefully, and set bread, stew, and a mug of tea in front of her without asking what she wanted. “Eat,” Bramble said, the same command she’d given every frightened woman who’d ever come through my gate. “You can answer questions after your hands stop shaking.”

“My hands are not shaking,” Juniper said, flat.

Bramble looked at the long slate-green fingers wrapped around the mug. They were shaking, barely. “Then eat because mine are tired from cooking.”

Juniper considered that, recognized the offered lie as kindness, and ate. Sedge sat beside her so close their shoulders touched, not quite hovering and absolutely hovering, one broad hand on the bench between them in case Juniper wanted it. Juniper did not take it at first. She ate three careful bites like a woman performing a task under observation, then saw Sedge’s hand waiting there and set two fingers on it without looking. Sedge’s whole body went still with the effort of not grabbing back.

The settlement learned around them. Children were told not to stare and then stared anyway through their eyelashes. Pip vibrated with questions and managed, by heroic effort and Bramble’s hand on the back of her neck, to hold them in for almost a minute at a time. Fern brought a blanket and laid it over Juniper’s shoulders without fuss. Nettle stood three paces away holding four questions in her teeth and writing none of them down, which for Nettle was practically sainthood. Sorrel watched from the porch rail, quiet as a branch, and when Juniper’s pale eyes found hers, Sorrel touched two fingers to her own throat, then pointed at Juniper, the promise she’d made on the ridge without words: your voice is yours now.

Juniper ate the whole bowl. It was a small thing and it was not small at all, a woman who’d been measured and rationed and kept on slate walking into a family meal and being handed more than she asked for. When Bramble refilled it, Juniper looked at the second helping a long time before she picked up the spoon again.



Thistle gave me the home-front report while the welcome was still going, pulling me aside into the dark by the well, because Thistle’s love was made of bad news delivered honestly.

“Settlement held,” she said, clipped. “No trouble got in. Annex is framed and roofed, we finished it three days ago, it’ll sleep ten.” A flicker of pride, gone fast. “But the news is bad and you need it now, not at breakfast.” She faced me square. “The scouts got bolder while you were gone. Two more sightings, closer each time, on the ridge road, watching the well. I didn’t engage. I let them watch and I moved everything forward, because a scout that close means the team’s not weeks out.” She handed me a folded paper. “Maren’s nephew brought that this morning. Read it by the lantern.”

I read it. Maren’s cramped hand, urgent.

Thorn. If you’re reading this you’re home, thank God. No time for soft words. My county contact says the acquisition column has left the Compact’s northern station. Director Crale leads it himself. A survey crew, supply wagons, and forty armed men, on the road south to “execute the writ” on the Greenvale parcels. They are days from your valley. Not weeks. Days. I’m sending everything I know with the boy. Hold the well. M.

I folded it. The cold settled into me the way Juniper’s news had on the road, a thing taking its final shape. Crale. The man with the gloves and the soft voice, the inspector from Sorrel’s nightmares and Juniper’s, coming himself, with forty men, to harvest my family.

“Days,” I said.

“Days,” Thistle agreed. “Maybe two. Maybe three. We made it home with almost no margin and the margin’s getting thinner while we stand here.” Her gold eyes held mine, fierce and steady and command tired, the tiredness of a person who’d held a wall alone for four days. “I held it, Thorn. The whole thing. Four days. I didn’t drop it.”

“I know you didn’t,” I said. “I never doubted you for one second of it.”

Something in her face cracked, just slightly, at that, the relief of being believed, and she looked away into the dark, and I understood that she’d been holding more than the wall. She’d been holding the fear that she’d fail me, that the thing I trusted her with would break in her hands, that she’d prove unworthy of being left in charge of everything she loved. She’d carried that the whole four days on top of everything else.

“Come inside,” I said quietly. “The settlement can welcome Juniper without us for an hour. Come inside, Thistle. You’ve held it long enough.”



Late in the farmhouse, after the welcome had wound down and the family had scattered to its beds and Juniper had been installed in the new annex with Sedge hovering at the door, Thistle walked into the lamplight and did not shove me.

I understood the shift the moment she walked in. Most times before, some part of Thistle had needed the old fight to get to the need underneath. She’d provoked, she’d shoved, she’d bared her fangs and snarled an insult and made me break her open, because she didn’t know how to ask to be touched, only how to dare it out of someone. It was her language. It had been her language for as long as I’d known her.

She didn’t speak it tonight.

She walked up to me in the lamplight, this small fierce scarred woman who’d held my entire world alone for four days and not dropped it, and she put her forehead against my sternum. The goblin gesture. Bramble’s gesture, the tender one Thistle rarely let herself use, the one that said I trust you with the soft part. She pressed her brow to my chest and stood there, breathing, her choppy auburn hair under my chin, her hands loose at her sides, no fight in her at all.

“You came back,” she said. Quiet. Not a brat’s challenge. A fact she’d needed to be true and now got to say out loud.

“I came back.”

She lifted her head, and her gold eyes were clear and steady and certain. “Tie me.” She said it simply, no provocation, no dare, no make me. “All of it. The rope, the cloth for my eyes, the plugs for my ears. Your hand on my throat. All of it at once.” She reached to the table beside the bed, where she’d already set them out, the hemp rope, the strip of cloth, the wax plugs, laid in a row, prepared, chosen. She put them in my hands. “I held everything for four days. I watched every shadow. I slept with one eye open. I want to put it down. All the way down. I want every guard I have gone at the same time, and I want you to hold me while it’s gone, because you’re the one I let see me like that, and you came back, so I get to.”

There was no test in it. No fight to win. Just trust, total and chosen, handed to me in a row of objects on a table.

I took the rope.



I bound her wrists first, the familiar hemp, the knots she’d taught me herself last summer, and she watched me do it with her gold eyes calm, no straining against it, her small scarred forearms loose in my hands. The old parallel scars from the camps caught the lamplight. She let me see them. She always let me see them now.

I tied the cloth over her eyes, and her world went dark, and her breath stayed even.

I seated the wax plugs gently, one and then the other, and her world went silent, and I watched the last of the outside drain out of her, the hyper-vigilant warrior who’d held a settlement against an army for four days allowed to come off watch, sight and sound and motion all gone at once.

And then I laid my hand on her throat. Gentle. Present. The piece that was hers from a different night, my palm spanning the small column of her neck, not gripping, just there, so that in the dark and the silence she’d have the one anchor, the one point of contact that told her exactly where I was.

In the older versions of this, the shutdown had often been a battle. She’d fought to get there, fought her own vigilance, fought the part of her that couldn’t stop scanning even with her eyes covered. Tonight she didn’t fight at all. She sank into it the instant the second plug seated, dropped into the dark like a stone into a still pool, no struggle, no climb, because she trusted me completely now and trust was the whole of the doorway. Her whole small body went loose and waiting under my hand.

I laid her back on the bed and stripped the leather chest-wrap and the cut-offs away, her olive-green skin pale and scarred and gleaming in the lamplight, her small firm chest, her hard nipples, the muscle in her compact frame gone soft and yielding. I ran my hand down between her thighs and found her soaked, her little pussy slick and swollen and ready, and she shivered hard at the touch she couldn’t see coming. And I took her slow.

I notched the head of my cock against her and pushed into her tight wet pussy by inches, the stretch of me drawing a silent gasp out of her, and because she couldn’t see or hear, every touch landed amplified, magnified by the dark and the silence, and I felt it in her, the way her whole body jolted at each sensation as though it were the only thing in the world, because in her dark it was. Her pussy clenched around the length of me as I seated myself to the root, gripping, fluttering. My hand on her throat read her pulse, fast and strong, and I used it, slowed when it climbed too high, drove deeper when it steadied, keeping her on the edge by the feel of her own blood under my palm. She made no sound. She couldn’t have heard her own sounds, so she’d stopped making them, and the silence of her was its own surrender, the loud fierce mouthy fighter gone wordless and soft and entirely given over.

I worked my cock in her deep and slow, my body over her small one, the size of me splitting the give of her, brown over olive-green, every long stroke dragging out to the tip and sinking back to the hilt, my chest brushing her small firm breasts with every thrust, her hard nipples scraping against me. Her bound hands came up not to grip but just to rest against my chest, palms flat, feeling my heartbeat, the one piece of the world she had left in the dark and the silence, and she held to that, to the drum of me under her hands and the warmth of me on her throat, and let everything else go.

I took my time. I had nowhere to be and neither did she, the settlement at peace outside and the army still somewhere down the road, and so I drew it out, slow stroke after slow stroke, building it in her by inches, reading the climb in the pulse under my palm and the catch of her breath and the way her bound wrists flexed. When she got too high I gentled, slowed, held her on the edge, and in the dark with no way to see it coming each shift landed on her like the first one, a fresh shock every time, her whole body jolting under me. The fierce mouthy warrior who’d held a wall alone for four days lay open and silent and trusting beneath me, taking whatever I gave her, when I gave it, because she’d finally stopped needing to wrest it for herself.

She came apart silently.

Her whole body went rigid, then convulsed, her bound wrists straining, her back arching off the bed, her fangs bared in a soundless cry, her tight pussy clamping down and milking my cock in hard rolling pulses, and I held her through every second of it, my hand steady on her throat feeling her pulse hammer and crest and slowly come down, and I came deep inside her as she shook, my cock buried to the root and pumping her full of cum, held there, the two of us locked together in the lamplit dark while the aftershocks ran through her one after another and her clenching heat wrung me dry, and I rode each one with her.

She didn’t grip my shirt this time.

I noticed it after, when I’d freed her ears first, then her eyes, then her wrists, the careful reverse order we’d made ours, peeling the dark and silence away from her one sense at a time so the world came back gentle instead of all at once. Most times after, Thistle had grabbed two fistfuls of my shirt and held on and refused to let go, her oldest tell, the warrior who needed proof she wouldn’t be put down. Tonight her hands came free of the rope and she didn’t reach for my shirt. She didn’t need to hold on. Right then, she believed I wouldn’t put her down, and so she didn’t have to clutch at the proof.

Her gold eyes opened, wet and clear, and found mine.

“I held it,” she said. Her voice was rough and small and steady. “The whole settlement. Four days. I held it, Thorn.”

“I never doubted it for a second,” I said.

She pressed her forehead to my chest again, the gesture, the trust, and stayed there a long moment, breathing me in.

“Don’t leave again without me,” she said. It wasn’t a brat’s demand. It wasn’t a child’s. It was a partner’s, level and certain. “Next time something needs doing off this land, I come too. I held the wall this time. I held it and I learned I could. So next time, we hold the road together.” She lifted her head, gold eyes fierce and soft at once. “Deal?”

“Deal,” I said, and pulled the blanket over her, and she let me, and she didn’t grip my shirt, and she slept.



Juniper came out of the new annex the next morning, surveyed Willowbrook in the early light with a rigger’s eye, and nearly started a war before breakfast.

She stood in the dooryard and looked at the buildings the way she looked at everything, slow, reading lines and loads, her pale eyes traveling the rooflines one by one, and when she got to the annex, the one Thistle and Sedge had finished while we were gone, she stopped, and tilted her head, and frowned.

“Your roof lines are wrong,” she said, to no one in particular, in her cool assessing voice. “The annex. The pitch is shallow at the valley joint where the two roofs meet. It’ll shed fine through summer. Come the autumn rains it’ll pool at that joint and back up under the shingles and the valley joint will leak. By the first hard storm you’ll have water in the loft.” She said it the way she’d say the sun was up.

Thistle, who’d appeared in the doorway with bread in her hand, went rigid.

“I built that,” she said. Low. Dangerous. The territorial warning growl.

Juniper turned her pale eyes on her, entirely unbothered. “I know,” she said. “It’s good work otherwise. Tight joints. Square frame. Better than anything at that depot, and they had real timber.” A pause. “It will leak. At the valley joint. By autumn. The pitch is wrong for the rain you get here. I spent ten years on roofs and walls forty feet up. I know how water finds a joint.” She buttered an invisible piece of bread with her tone. “You can argue with me or you can argue with the autumn. The autumn’s going to win.”

The two of them stared at each other across the dooryard, the auburn-haired fighter and the honey-blonde rigger, the two builders, and the whole settlement held its breath, because Thistle did not take corrections about her construction and Juniper did not soften facts for anyone’s pride, and it had all the makings of a feud that would last the summer.

Thistle’s jaw worked. Her gold eyes narrowed to slits. The whole settlement watched her like you’d watch a kettle you weren’t sure was going to whistle or explode. I genuinely did not know which way it would go, and I’d been living with her moods for a year.

“I drove those posts myself,” she said, low and dangerous. “I sighted that frame with my own eye. I have built every roof in this settlement and not one of them has leaked.”

“Not yet,” Juniper said, unbothered, level as the horizon. “The annex is new. It hasn’t met an autumn.” A pause, and then, fair, because Juniper was always fair even when it cost her: “It really is good work. I mean that. I’d have hired you, at the quarry. We hung men off worse joinery than yours every day.” Another pause. “It will still leak at the valley joint.”

And then, with the deep grudging effort of a woman pulling her own tooth with a pair of pliers in her teeth, Thistle said:

“…Show me.”

Juniper’s mouth did something. Not a smile. The slate-green ghost of one, the first I’d seen on her, a dry flicker at the corner of her lips. “Get a ladder,” she said. “I’ll go up. I’m built for it and you’re not.”


Chapter 9: Test Your Weight

Juniper earned her place in Willowbrook the way everyone earned it here, by working, except she did it forty feet off the ground where none of the rest of us could follow.

She climbed. That was the first gift she gave Willowbrook, the proof that made the settlement understand what we’d brought home. She’d taken one look at Sorrel’s pine, the tall one at the settlement’s edge that Sorrel watched from, and pronounced it underused. “It’s a perch,” she said. “It’s not a post. You’re balancing in it. You can’t hold a bow steady and grip a branch at the same time, and you can’t stay up there in a wind.” Two days later there was a platform in the top of the pine, higher than Sorrel had ever sat, a rigged thing of rope and salvaged plank lashed so clean it looked grown there, with a rail to lean a bow on and a line to climb that even Pip could manage. Higher than anything we’d built in Willowbrook. Sightlines to the whole of it, the south road, the ridge, the far fields, the creek. Sorrel went up it once, came down, and said, “It’s better than mine,” which from Sorrel about her own tree was a coronation.

“It’s just a post that holds your weight so you can do your job,” Juniper said, flat, but I caught the corner of her mouth barely move, the almost-smile, the pleasure she wouldn’t fully show at a thing built right.

Then she did the thing Nettle had been praying for without knowing the prayer was on its way.

She roped down the deep well.

Nettle had been half out of her mind since I got home, full of the cold news and the deep passage both, and when she understood what Juniper was, a rigger, a real one, built to hang where no one else could balance, she’d practically vibrated out of her own skin. “You can reach the passage,” she’d said. “I can’t. I’m shaped wrong for the rope, I told Thorn, I get to the pool and I can’t go further, and you, you could go down the passage, you could take me down it.” And Juniper had looked down the shaft with the iron-locked stone cap folded back, felt the warm wet green breath of it on her face, listened a moment with her head tilted, and gone very still in the new way, the careful-at-a-height way.

“There’s something down there,” she said quietly.

“Yes,” Nettle breathed.

“It’s not a draft. I’ve felt a thousand drafts in a thousand shafts. That’s not air moving.” Juniper’s pale eyes were fixed on the dark. “That’s something breathing.” She straightened. “I’ll take you down. Not today. Not before the Compact’s seen off, because if I’m hanging in a well shaft I’m no use on the wall. But after.” She looked at Nettle, and something passed between the scholar and the rigger, two people drawn to a dangerous thing they couldn’t leave alone. “After, I’ll take you as deep as the rope goes. And we’ll find out what’s breathing.”

For now she went down only to the pool, on a line she rigged herself, and helped Nettle place her instruments where the scholar’s own balance had failed her, and came up reporting depths and air-flows and the strength of the slow stone pulse with a rigger’s spare precision, and Nettle filled three pages and looked happier and more frightened than I’d seen her in a season. The mystery had the rigger it needed. It would have to wait its turn behind the war. But it had her.

And she re-pitched the annex roof.

She and Thistle did it together, which I had not expected to survive the week. They argued the entire time, up on the roof in the sun, about pitch and valley joints and shingle laps, two builders who’d each spent years certain they were the best in any room, and somewhere in the arguing it turned into a thing that wasn’t a fight anymore. Thistle would say a thing was fine and Juniper would say it would leak and Thistle would climb up and look and grudgingly see it and they’d fix it, and by the end of the second day the valley joint was re-cut to a pitch that would shed the autumn rains, and Thistle, coming down the ladder, said the highest thing she had.

“It’s adequate,” she said.

Juniper, from the roof, dry: “It’s better than adequate. It won’t leak now.”

“Adequate,” Thistle insisted, but the corner of her mouth had gone soft, and I knew the two of them had found the thing they’d build the rest of the summer on, the professional respect of two people who took the work seriously enough to fight about it.

Sedge watched the two of them on the roof from down in the dooryard, her arms folded, her copper eyes bright and wet. “The rumor got her wrong, you know,” she said to me, low. “Maren’s nephew, the gossip that started all this. He heard ‘quarry goblin, female, large build.’ I rode two days east braced to find someone like me, broad, packed, a hauler. And there she is.” She nodded up at the long lean shape against the sky. “Large build. She was never broad. She was always the long one. The tall one. Big in the up-and-down, not the across. The gossip heard ‘big’ and made it the wrong kind of big.” A wet laugh. “Four days I worried they’d starved the muscle off her. They didn’t starve anything off her that mattered. She’s exactly herself. Just up a tree, where she belongs.”

Juniper talked more each day. The spareness stayed, that was just her, but the words came easier, and the dry wit surfaced more often, sharp little observations delivered without a flicker that landed twice as hard for the lack of ornament. She and Sorrel developed a thing that barely used words at all, the two quiet ones, a glance and a tilt of the head doing the work of a conversation, and they’d sit in the high pine together for an hour and exchange maybe four sentences and come down looking like they’d talked all afternoon. And she and Sedge circled each other careful and tender, years and grief and a cave-in between them, never quite landing on what they’d been, both of them too gentle with the wound to push it, both of them orbiting the question of what now without asking it out loud.



The wound in Juniper showed itself in one thing, and it took me a few days to read it.

She went still under attention. Not the new careful stillness, the old one, the cell one, the brace-and-give-nothing freeze. When the family looked at her too long, when more than two pairs of eyes landed on her at once at the table or in the dooryard, she’d go rigid, just slightly, her face emptying, her lips beginning to move, the counting, the reflex of a woman who’d survived years of being observed by learning to be a thing not worth recording. It would pass in a moment. But it was there, and once I saw it I couldn’t unsee it.

Bramble saw it before I did, of course, and handled it the Bramble way, by quietly telling everyone to give the woman room, to not all look at once, to let her be in a crowd without being the crowd’s object. The staring eased. Juniper’s freezes got shorter.

But I noticed the other thing, the thing under the thing, and it took watching to catch.

It was her legs. Her feet. The part of her body captivity had marked most clearly.

They’d handled her for years, the Compact’s men, measuring and sampling, but they hadn’t handled her the way a brute handles a body. They’d handled her like an instrument, gloved and clinical, and the part of her they’d handled most was the part a rigger’s body lives in, the long legs, the strong dexterous feet, the sculpted calves, all of it measured and clamped and sampled a hundred times because the conduit theory had something to do with the deep-stone goblins and their climbing bodies. Her legs and feet had been data. Years of gloved hands on them, never once with care, never once because they were beautiful, only ever because they were a thing to record.

I saw it when Pip, being Pip, flopped down next to her one afternoon and grabbed her foot to look at the calluses, the way Pip grabbed at everyone, and Juniper went rigid and pulled the foot back fast, faster than she pulled from anything, her pale eyes flashing wide for a half-second before the calm came down. Pip apologized, baffled, and moved on. But I marked it the way Juniper marked weight and weakness. The legs. The feet. The parts that were only ever data. The flinch that lived there.

I didn’t know yet what I’d do with it. But I knew it was the key to something, the way Thistle’s bondage was the inversion of her chains and Sorrel’s praise was the inversion of her silence. I held it aside, and I waited, the way she’d taught me to wait, taking my time, earning the ground a fraction at a time and never giving it back.



The defense came together over those same days, hard and fast, because Crale was closing and we all knew it.

Thistle ran the final plan the way she’d run the drills, off her chalked board, and it had grown teeth while I was east. Two strongpoints still, the well-cap and the longhouse, everything falling back to those. But now there were the high posts, Sorrel in her tree and Juniper in the new higher platform, the two best eyes in the valley able to see the whole field and call it. Nettle’s smoke stations on every approach, the pressure-plate triggers set, jars of paralytic salve at every fighting post. Fern at the well, where the source was, where the prize was. The able refugees armed and drilled until the willing ones looked dangerous and even the clumsy ones looked committed. Ferris on the well line with Thistle, steady as stone. And the south approach left open on purpose, because that was where Dunhill’s people would come.

Juniper had built her own high post before anyone could tell her where to put it. She went up the tallest pine with a coil of rope, three iron hooks, Nettle’s measuring cord, and Sedge standing below with both hands clenched around the urge to say be careful. The pine was taller than the longhouse by half again, straight and old and thick at the base, and Juniper read it the way other people read faces: lean, grain, branch spacing, the small twist in the trunk from a storm ten years back.

Nettle, to her credit, handed up equipment without fuss. That was new too. Nettle trusted measurements, not people, and Juniper was a person who thought in load and angle and therefore had become, in Nettle’s private taxonomy, nearly a measurement. “The sightline to the road improves by twelve degrees if you brace two branches higher,” Nettle called.

“Fourteen,” Juniper said from above.

Nettle opened her mouth, shut it, checked the cord, and made a note with the wounded dignity of a scholar corrected accurately. “Fourteen. Acceptable.”

By the time I reached the base, Juniper had rigged a sling-seat between two branches, a foot-loop below it, and a line that ran down to Sedge’s hand so supplies could be raised without anyone else climbing. Then she kept rigging. One angled drop-line ran from the high pine to the longhouse roof. Another ran to the annex ridge. A third hooked to the inside wall near the well line, each with a quick-release loop and a brake knot she could catch with one heel on the way down. It wasn’t a pretty web. It was a workmanlike one, the kind of thing a rigger built when she expected to need to cross open ground without touching it.

“Planning to fly?” Thistle called.

“Fall with a plan,” Juniper called back.

She tested each knot with her full weight, not trusting it because she’d made it, trusting it because it held. Then she looked down at us from the height, honey plait hanging over one shoulder, pale eyes calm in a place that would have made most people cling white-knuckled to the bark.

“I can see the south bend,” she called. “And the well cap. And the longhouse door. If they split, I’ll know before they commit.”

Thistle looked up at her, then at Sedge, then back at the chalked board. “Good,” she said. “Then we don’t get surprised.”

Juniper’s mouth made that small dry not-smile. “Surprise is bad rigging.”

Dunhill rode in for the war council on the second day home, and he brought a clerk’s copy of the Compact’s filing and a hard set to his jaw, and he found Willowbrook in the middle of arming itself and stopped his horse and looked at it a long moment, the smoke stations and the chalked board and the goblins running fallback drills, and something moved in his weathered face that I couldn’t name.

“My grandfather fought a range war over this valley,” he said, mostly to himself, swinging down. “Forty years back. Men he’d known his whole life, over a creek and a fence line. I grew up on the stories.” He looked at the green faces drilling in my dooryard, the unlikeliest army a valley ever raised. “He’d have a stroke if he saw who I was about to fight beside.” A grunt that might have been a laugh. “Good. He was a hard old bastard about the wrong things. Let him spin.” And he walked into my settlement to plan a war, the second time, and this time he nodded at Agate as he passed, a short stiff dip of the head, neighbor to neighbor, and Agate nodded back, and old bad blood thinned a little more.

We did the thing that mattered as much as any wall.

We filed the joint counter-claim.

It was Maren’s clerk contact, the one her network had cultivated for years, and we did it together, my name and Dunhill’s both, the Ashvale parcel and the Dunhill land standing as one claim against the Compact’s survey challenge, arguing the aquifer was a shared and ancient feature belonging to the men who’d farmed over it for generations, not to a company that had drawn a line on a map. It was paper against forty soldiers. It might not hold. But it was the legal ground under our feet, the thing that made us claimants and not squatters, and Dunhill understood as well as I did that a wall you held without a claim was just a brawl, and a wall you held with a claim was a defense of your rights. We filed it. We shook on it, the second handshake, firmer than the first.

“Crale’s a day out, my contact says,” Dunhill said, mounting up to ride home and gather his men. “Maybe less. You ready, Ashvale?”

“No,” I said. “But we’re as ready as a day buys.”

“Nobody’s ever ready,” Dunhill said. “You just hold anyway.” And he rode south to bring his farmhands, and behind him the settlement made its last preparations in the long gold evening, sharpening and stacking and drilling, Willowbrook and a valley’s worth of grudging human neighbors bracing for a man with a ledger and forty men.



The night before Crale was expected, Juniper chose her test.

She didn’t approach the way any of the others had. Not Pip’s bright orchestration, not Bramble’s deciding, not Thistle’s old fight or her new trust. Juniper approached the way Juniper did everything, deliberate, assessing, a rigger testing a new line before she’d hang her life on it.

She found me in the farmhouse after the others had gone to their posts and their beds, and she stood in the lamplight a moment, tall and slate-green and still, her honey plait over one shoulder, her pale eyes reading me the way they read a roofline.

“Sedge trusts you,” she said. “With her life. With her body. With me, even, she handed me to your rescue without a second thought, and Sedge is the most careful person about weight I’ve ever known. She doesn’t hang from anything that won’t hold.” She came a step closer. “I’ve watched you for days. You hold. Every test I’ve put you to without you knowing it was a test, you’ve held. The patience. The not-demanding. The way you waited for me instead of pulling.” Her pale eyes were level and unafraid. “I want to know why Sedge trusts you. The only way I know how to find out is to put my weight on a thing and see if it holds.”

She sat down on the edge of the bed, composed, straight-backed, her hands folded, the picture of control.

“I’m going to be very still,” she said, the challenge and the invitation folded into one flat sentence without a single visible smile. “I’ve had years of practice at it. It’s the one thing they taught me too well. They could never measure stillness, so I made myself into it.” She held my eyes. “See what you can do about that.”

And under the challenge, under the dare, I heard the thing she couldn’t say plainly, because she’d never been taught how. Make me feel something other than studied. Touch me like I’m not a column in a ledger. Make me lose the stillness that’s the only thing they left me, but make me lose it because I chose to give it to you, not because you took it.

“All right,” I said. “Lie back.”



She lay back on the bed, composed, her long body stretched out, her pale blue-gray eyes fixed on the ceiling, and she went still on purpose. The contest declared. Her whole trained discipline brought to bear, the stillness she was proud of, the one power captivity had left her, laid down as a wall for me to break.

So I started where they’d hurt her.

I lifted one long slate-green leg, the longest leg in the whole family, sculpted and strong, and I pressed my mouth to her ankle.

Her toes flexed once, hard enough to bow the tendons in her arch. The stillness held, barely.

I kissed the arch of her foot, slow, reverent, my lips moving over the strong dexterous sole that had balanced her forty feet up a cliff face, the calluses worn smooth by rope and rock, the high arch, the long elegant line of it. This was the part of her that gloved hands had clamped and measured a hundred times in cold rooms and never once touched with care, never once because it was beautiful, only ever because it was a thing to record. I pressed my mouth to the ball of her foot, to the soft skin behind her toes, to the inside of her ankle where the pulse ran fast, and I worshipped it, her foot, her ankle, deliberate and unhurried, taking my time the way she’d taught me to take my time with her.

And I felt the war start in her. The want to move and the will to hold. Her toes curled, then forced themselves flat. Her jaw tightened and she smoothed her face by force. The whole of her discipline, ten years of being measured and giving nothing, brought to bear against a single soft touch in the one place captivity had taught her never to expect gentleness, and the touch was winning, a fraction at a time.

“One,” she breathed. The count. The reflex. Holding herself by numbers, the one thing they could never measure, the last fortress.

I kissed up the curve of her calf, the sculpted muscle, the back of her knee where the skin was soft, and she shivered, a long involuntary thing, and her pale eyes squeezed shut.

“Two,” she counted, smaller.

I worked up the long inner thigh, slow, those beautiful rigger’s legs trembling under my mouth, and I said it against her skin, the thing captivity had trained her not to believe, the thing the gloved hands had never once thought.

“They’re beautiful, Juniper,” I murmured against the slate-green inside of her thigh. “Long and strong and yours. I could spend an hour right here. They’re not data. They’re not numbers. Someone should have told you that until you believed it.”

Her count faltered. The number didn’t come. Her hands had fisted in the blanket.

I kept on, up and up, worshipping every inch of her long legs with my mouth and my rough hands, and by the time I’d worked all the way to the join of her, her trained stillness was in open revolt, her body straining to move and her will pinning it down by sheer years of practice, and that contest, that visible war between the discipline and the want, was the whole heat of it. She lay rigid and shaking, holding herself still by everything she had, and losing.

By the time I’d worked my way up to her, kissing the crease of her hip, the cut line of her waist, her high-set breasts, her throat, she was trembling under me with the effort of holding still, her jaw tight, her hands fisted white in the blanket, her slate-green skin flushed a shade darker at the chest and the tops of her ears the way the others flushed green. Her thighs had fallen open without her meaning them to, her pussy slick and swollen and glistening between those long legs, ready for me. I fit the head of my cock to her wet heat and looked at her, at the contest in her face, the discipline and the want at war.

“You can move,” I told her. “You’re allowed to move. Nobody’s writing it down.”

“I know,” she breathed, fierce, eyes squeezed shut. “I’m choosing not to. It’s the last, it’s the only, just, do it, I want to lose it, but I want to lose it, not hand it over.”

So I let her keep her last wall a moment longer, and then I sank my cock into her slick tight pussy slow, every inch stretching her open, the wet clutch of her gripping me as I pushed all the way to the root, and her long legs came up and hooked high and wrapped me, locking at the small of my back, the leg-anchor, the rigger’s grip, the most natural thing her body knew how to do, wrapping me in those long powerful legs, drawing my cock deep on instinct even as the rest of her fought to hold still.

And she lost the count entirely.

“Three,” she gasped, and then her voice broke open. “Three, I, I lost it, I lost the count, I can’t, it’s gone.” And the loss of the count was the loss of the last wall, the surrender she’d chosen, the stillness she gave me because she wanted to, not because I took it. The contained woman came uncontained all at once. She moved, finally, her hips rising to meet me, her long legs hauling me deeper, her control gone, her composure gone, the years of trained stillness collapsing into a body that wanted and moved and felt.

I drove my cock into her deep and slow and steady, dragging long and thick through the tight grip of her with every stroke, her legs locked high around me, her slate-green skin flushed darker at her chest and her throat, her honey plait coming loose across the pillow, and she came with her legs clamped around me and her stillness in ruins, her pussy convulsing and squeezing along my length, shaking, gasping, her pale eyes wide and wet and astonished at her own body, the rigger who’d held herself still through years of measuring finally, deliberately, falling.

But she wasn’t done, and neither was I, because Juniper gave back in her own lane.

When I’d brought her down, breathless, she sat up with a focus that hadn’t dimmed at all and pushed me onto my back, and she took up the small stoppered bottle of Nettle’s oil from the bedside, and she poured it slick over her own feet, her strong dexterous rigger’s feet, and she set my hard cock between them.

The shock of it hit me hard. Her oiled soles pressed flat to either side of my shaft and stroked me between them, slow at first, learning the motion, then with a growing sureness, the strength and precision of a body that had spent a decade balanced on rope translated into this, her long toes flexing and curling around the head, her high arches cradling the length of me, her heels and the balls of her feet pumping me in a rhythm her hands could have managed in a moment but that she chose to do this way instead, with her feet, because this was hers, this was the inversion of everything, the part of her that was only ever data now wrapped slick around my cock, doing the filthiest work in the house, on purpose, by choice. Precum welled at the tip and she smeared it down the shaft with the pad of one toe, watching it slick the way.

She watched my face the whole time, propped on her elbows, her pale eyes sharp and fascinated and hungry in a way I hadn’t seen them, cataloguing my undoing the way she’d cataloged a load, and I understood she was learning something, watching me come apart between her feet, learning that the woman they’d reduced to a measurement could reduce a man to one too, that she had power in this body and not just endurance, that the breaking went both ways. She squeezed my cock tighter between her oiled soles and twisted, dragging slow from root to tip, and I groaned, and her mouth curved, the dry slate-green ghost of a smile, the clearest pleasure I’d seen her take in her own body.

“There it is,” she said, flat and wondering, watching my control go. “I can do it to you too.” She worked my cock with her oiled feet, relentless and skilled, soles gripping and stroking, her long legs stretched out, and I lost it, gripping the blanket, hips driving up into the cradle of her feet, and I came across her feet and her long slate-green legs, thick ropes of cum spurting out and striping the cool gray-green of her skin, pooling between her toes and running down her arches.

And she looked down at the mess of it on her legs, her feet, her skin, and her face did the most astonishing thing. Wonder. Not disgust, not the flat clinical nothing she’d worn for years. Wonder. Here and now, her legs were covered in something that meant want, that meant a man had lost himself looking at her, instead of covered in the cold residue of being measured. Here and now, her legs were data of a different kind entirely.



After, she lay quiet a long while, her oiled legs across my lap, her pale eyes on the ceiling again, and then she spoke, in her flat rigger’s voice with a crack running through the middle of it.

“You tested my weight,” she said. A beat. “I held.”

I huffed a laugh. “You did more than hold.”

“No.” She turned her head and looked at me, and the dry wit was there, and under it something raw and real come up to the surface at last. “You don’t understand the rule. The rule of rigging. The first rule, the one Juniper-the-rigger lived by for ten years.” She held my eyes. “Don’t look down. You look down, you fall. You keep your eyes on where your hands go and you never, ever look down at the drop, because the drop will take you. That’s the rule that kept me alive forty feet up a cliff every day for ten years. Don’t look down.”

She reached out and, slowly, deliberately, the woman who flinched from touch, she laid her long slate-green hand against my chest, over my heart.

“I looked down,” she said. “Just now. With you. I looked all the way down at the drop.” The crack in her voice widened. “And I fell. And it was fine. The drop didn’t take me. Something held.” She let that sit, one of the longest things she’d given me at once, every word load-bearing. “I haven’t looked down in ten years. Tonight I did. And there was something at the bottom to catch me.”

It meant everything. I understood that, lying there with her oiled legs across my lap and her hand on my heart. For a woman who’d survived by stillness and discipline and refusing to let go, the choosing to fall, the looking down, was the whole surrender, deeper than any orgasm, the thing the Compact had spent years making impossible and I’d helped her reach tonight.

“I’ll catch you every time you look down,” I said. “That’s a thing you can put your weight on.”

She filed it. I watched her file it, the man who said he’d catch her, and she pressed her hand a fraction harder against my heart, and she didn’t pull away, and she let herself rest her full weight against my side, the rigger who’d lived on the edge of falling finally leaning on a thing that held.



Juniper came to the family table the next morning on purpose, and Pip nearly got herself thrown out a window with her own curiosity.

Juniper sat composed at the table, buttering bread with her flat efficiency, and the family arranged itself around her with the new care Bramble had taught them, not all looking at once, and it was working, Juniper’s shoulders down, until Pip, who had been visibly bursting since the moment she sat, could hold it no longer.

“So,” Pip said, leaning across the table, eyes enormous, “you and Sedge were, like, a thing? At the quarry? Before? Sedge said you were, well, she didn’t say for ages and then she did, you were together-together”

“Yes,” Juniper said, flat, buttering.

“And now you’re both gonna be Thorn’s thing? Both of you? Is that weird? Is it weird for Sedge? Sedge, is it weird?”

Sedge, mouth full of three eggs’ worth of breakfast, entirely cheerful, said: “Not weird. More of her for everyone.”

Juniper set down her bread. She fixed Pip with her pale measuring eyes, and she said, with perfect deadpan flatness:

“I have not agreed to be anyone’s ‘thing.’” A beat. “I’m assessing the load.” She picked her bread back up. “I’ll let you know.”

There was a silence. Then Pip exhaled in pure reverence. “She’s SO scary,” she breathed. “She assesses LOADS. I want to assess loads. Thorn, am I a load? Have I been assessed?”

“Eat your breakfast, dear,” Bramble said, sliding another piece of bread onto Juniper’s plate without being asked, the same way she did for Sedge. “You can assess loads after. The woman’s been here three days and she’s already fixed the roof and rigged the pine and helped Nettle get closer to finding out what’s breathing in the well, which is more than the rest of you did all week. Let her eat in peace.”

Juniper looked at the extra bread on her plate, the bread she hadn’t asked for, given by a woman who wasn’t measuring how much she ate, and something eased in her face, and she ate it, messily, on purpose, the new version, the one with no slate at the door. She was home. She was at a table where the only person keeping count was a baby learning to curse, and she was funny, and nobody in the whole loud kitchen had a clipboard.

It lasted exactly that long.

Because Sorrel came through the door at a run, which Sorrel almost never did indoors, her freckled face hard, and the morning snapped shut around the warning in her voice.

“South road,” Sorrel said. “A column. Wagons. Soldiers. And a black carriage.” Her amber-brown eyes found mine. “He’s here.”


Chapter 10: The Director

We were on the wall before Sorrel finished saying it.

The whole settlement moved the way Thistle had drilled it, no panic, just the fast purposeful flow of people who’d practiced this exact moment a hundred times in the dark, three short whistles and two long, the routes worn into their feet. It was the thing I’d watched Thistle build over those frightened first days, and now I saw what it was for. Nobody froze. Nobody screamed. A woman who’d come down the south road jumping at shadows three weeks ago picked up a child who wasn’t hers and carried it to the longhouse and went back for another, calm as a drill. The children and the elders to the longhouse. The fighters to their posts. Nettle to her smoke stations with her arms full of clay. Fern to the well, her glow steadying as she went, her hands already reaching for the ground. And me to the south gate, with Thistle at my shoulder and Sedge a step behind, to look at the column coming up the road.

I caught Thistle’s eye as we went. “You built this,” I said. “This is yours.”

“It held for four days without you,” she said, not breaking stride, her hatchet already in her hand. “It’ll hold for one more with you. Now stop talking and look at the road.”

Sorrel was in her pine and Juniper in the higher one, the two best eyes in the valley, and they called it down to us clean and flat.

“Column on the south road,” Sorrel called, her voice carrying. “Not scouts. The team.”

“Count it,” I called back.

A pause while the two of them read it, and then Juniper’s flat voice came down from the highest perch, precise as a rigger reading a load. “Forty armed men. Marching, not riding, in three loose files. A survey crew behind them, six, with the staking gear and the chains. Supply wagons, four. And one carriage.” A beat, and her voice didn’t change, but I heard what it cost her to say the next word level. “Black. In the center. Curtained.”

And from her pine, I heard Sorrel go silent.

I looked up. I could just see her, a tawny shape against the bark, gone rigid, and I knew what she was seeing, because she’d described it to me once on a rainy night months ago. The black carriage. The man in the black carriage who came monthly to the camps, the inspector the guards went quiet around, who looked at goblins like livestock and wrote numbers in a ledger and left. The thing from the center of her worst dreams, rolling up the south road toward her home in the morning light.

For a moment she froze, the old freeze, the camp freeze.

And then I watched her choose not to.

She straightened in the pine. She drew a breath I could see from the ground, and she set an arrow to her bow, and she called the count down again herself, her voice steady, deliberate, claiming it, because she had a voice now, and a bow, and a family, and the thing in the carriage didn’t get to make her a frozen child anymore.

“Forty men,” Sorrel called, clear and hard. “Six surveyors. Four wagons. One carriage. I have the south approach. Juniper has the well line. We see all of it.” A beat. “He doesn’t get to surprise us. Not this time.”

The column came on, and stopped, well back from the gate, with the unhurried confidence of forty men who carried themselves like they had never lost, and the black carriage rolled to the front of it, and the curtain drew back, and Director Halvard Crale looked out at my home.



He didn’t attack. That was the first horror of him, and the deepest. Forty men at his back and he came to the gate like a man come to discuss terms on a barn.

He stepped down from the carriage, and he was exactly what they’d all described and somehow worse for being so ordinary. Late fifties. Tall and spare and gray, gray hair, gray coat, gray gloves, every inch of him immaculate, not a speck of the road on him. A long calm face. And beside him, mounted, rode a man I knew, a narrow smiling man with flat gray eyes and a horseman’s easy seat, inventorying my settlement with the same calculating gaze he’d turned on it last summer.

“Calder Voss,” I said.

“Mister Ashvale.” Voss touched his hat, polite as ever, the eternal field agent, and his eyes never stopped moving, counting my people, my buildings, my well. “You’ve grown the place. Impressive. The Director likes to see a thing properly developed before acquisition. Reduces the work.”

“That’s enough, Voss,” Crale said. His voice was the second horror. Soft. Soft to the point of menace, a voice that sounded as if nothing had ever required him to raise it. He looked at me across the gate, and there was nothing in his pale eyes at all, not cruelty, not anger, not even contempt. Contempt would have been something. There was only assessment. He looked at me the way a man looks at a column of figures that has come out wrong and will need correcting.

“You’re the holder of record,” he said. It wasn’t a question. “Ashvale. Thorn. Inherited from one Aldric Ashvale, deceased.” He produced a paper from inside his immaculate coat, unhurried. “I’ll be brief, because I find brevity is a courtesy. I have a writ from the county registry establishing the Iron Compact’s claim to the Greenvale aquifer as a continuous hydrological asset, and to the surface parcels overlying it as necessary to its extraction. Yours among them. The writ is lawful and stamped.” He held it up, then lowered it. “I’m not here to read you law, Mister Ashvale. I’m here to make you an offer, because the Compact prefers a clean acquisition to a contested one. Contested acquisitions damage the assets. I’d rather not.”

“Make your offer,” I said, quiet.

“For the parcel and its conduit assets,” Crale said, and he opened a ledger, a real ledger, leather-bound, and consulted it the way a man consults a price list, “the Compact will pay.” And he named a sum.

It was an enormous sum. It would have bought ten farms. It would have bought the whole valley twice and left change. He named it like a man reading a load scale, flat and exact, and then he went on, and this was the third horror, the one that turned my stomach to ice, because he began to itemize.

“The figure accounts for the land, the water rights, the standing improvements, and the conduit assets thereon.” He ran one gray-gloved finger down the ledger. “Which my survey assesses as follows. One adult female confirmed conduit, high yield, this would be your livestock handler, the one with the luminescence, designated primary. One infant conduit, projected highest yield in the registry, designated critical, priced separately given the developmental risk. Six adult females, unconfirmed but resident on remembering ground, designated probable, priced at standard acquisition rate against future confirmation. The cook. The herbalist. The hunter. The builder. The field hand. The quarry worker. One adult female, the new one, the rigger, tested null at our own facility, designated zero-yield, included at no charge as a courtesy.” He closed the ledger. “Your household count. I’ve priced them. It’s a fair number, Mister Ashvale. More than fair. I don’t haggle and I don’t deceive. That is what they’re worth, and I’m offering you the full figure.”

He had just priced my family. He had stood at my gate and read my wife and my daughter and the women I loved out of a ledger as a cook and a hunter and a yield, and named a number, and he had done it without a flicker of malice, because to him there was no malice in it, there was only arithmetic. He could not see them. He had looked at Fern’s light and Willow’s eyes and Bramble’s whole warm heart and he had seen line items. The man was not cruel. Cruelty requires you to see a person and choose to hurt them. Crale could not see the person at all. There was only the yield.

It was a kind of fright I had no training for, and it wore gray gloves and spoke softly and thought it was being reasonable.

Behind me, on the wall, I felt the settlement hear it. I felt the silence go down the line as one woman after another understood what the gray man was reading out of his ledger, that he’d just stood at our gate and put a price on Bramble’s whole warm heart and Fern’s light and Willow in her cradle and called it fair. I heard Thistle’s breath go slow and dangerous beside me. I heard, further off, Sedge make a low sound in her chest like a mountain shifting. And I heard nothing at all from the high pines, which was Sorrel and Juniper going very still with arrows on the string, the two quiet ones reading the range to a man’s gray coat and waiting on my word.

I didn’t give it. Not yet. There was a thing to say first, and I wanted him to hear it.

“No,” I said.

Crale tilted his head a fraction. “No to the figure? I can review the assessment. If you believe a unit is undervalued”

“No to all of it.” My voice had dropped, the way it dropped when the danger in me was real, quieter than a shout, the voice the girls had learned meant something had gone hard and cold in me. “They’re not units. They’re not assets. They’re not yield. There’s no number, because they’re not for sale, because they’re not things, and the fact that you can’t tell the difference is the reason you’ll never set one boot past this gate.”

Crale looked at me a moment. Then he nodded, once, not in anger, in something worse, a kind of mild administrative regret. He turned to Voss. “Note the holder declined terms. Cooperative-acquisition window closed.” And Voss made a mark in a field ledger of his own, the way you’d note a supplier declining a contract, and Crale made the same mark in his, and the two of them recorded my refusal to sell my family like a line in a day’s accounts.

“Then we’ll execute the writ,” Crale said, turning back to me, mild as ever. “I had hoped to avoid it. Forced extraction damages the assets, and the conduits in particular are worth considerably more undamaged. The infant especially. But the writ provides for it.” He drew his gloves smooth. “I’ll make camp tonight and begin in the morning. I’d encourage you to reconsider overnight. The figure stands until dawn. After that the cost of the friction comes off the price.” He climbed back into his black carriage. “Good evening, Mister Ashvale. It’s a well-built settlement. It’ll process efficiently.”

The curtain drew shut. The column moved back down the road to make its camp. And the most chilling thing the Director did in the whole exchange was the only thing he did at all: he was reasonable, start to finish, and he meant to harvest us in the morning the way you’d harvest a field, and he’d have been honestly puzzled to hear it called a crime.



The valley came to us in the hours after, and it came because Crale had done in a day what I couldn’t do in a year.

His survey crew had been busy on the way south. They’d been planting claim-posts, the Compact’s stakes with the crossed-pickaxe brand, driving them into the ground across the whole valley, on Dunhill’s pasture, on the Brewer’s old fields, at the edge of Willowford itself, marking the whole of it as Compact water, Compact land, Compact property. And nothing I’d ever done had turned the valley toward me, not more than a year of kindness, not the salves that kept Maren’s hands working and Hollis’s wife happy, but a gray man planting a company’s stakes in their grandfathers’ ground turned them in an afternoon.

Dunhill rode in at dusk with his farmhands, eight of them, armed with the tool handles and the one old crossbow the Dunhill place owned. And behind him, to my genuine surprise, came a ragged handful of Willowford men, six or seven, with hunting bows and axes and faces set hard, led by Hollis the blacksmith with his heavy forearms and a hammer that wasn’t for shoeing horses.

“They staked a post in the square,” Hollis said, by way of explanation, not quite able to look at the goblins on the wall, still working through the village’s prejudice in one hard evening. “Right in the middle of Willowford. Crossed-pickaxe brand on it, big as a gravestone. Said the whole valley’s their water now. Said it to Maren’s face like she was nothing, like she hadn’t fed half that village on credit through three bad winters.” His jaw worked, the muscle jumping. “My wife uses your salves. The herbalist’s. The dark green one. Best thing I ever put on my hands, thirty years at a forge and they don’t crack now.” It cost him to say it, the admission that a goblin had given him something good, and he said it anyway, looking at his boots. “I don’t, I’m not easy about, about all this.” He gestured vaguely at the settlement, the green faces, the glowing greenhouse, the whole strangeness of it. “I’ve crossed the street so I didn’t have to nod at your people in the market. I’m not proud of it. But I’ll be damned twice before I let a company in gray coats tell me my own well is theirs to sell. A man’s got to draw his line somewhere, and I’d rather draw it next to a green-skin than behind a Compact stake.” He hefted the hammer, the one that wasn’t for shoeing horses. “So. Where do you want us.”

It wasn’t friendship. It might never be. But it was a blacksmith standing in a goblin settlement with a war hammer because he’d decided, hard and late and honest, which side of a line he wanted to die on, and I’d take it, the way I’d taken Dunhill, the way you take any root that finally goes into the ground.

“The south approach,” I said. “With Dunhill. That’s where they’ll push for the well.” I looked at the lot of them, the prosperous mean neighbor I’d hated and half-forgiven, the village men who couldn’t quite meet a goblin’s eye and had come anyway. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” Dunhill said, the same words Maren always used. “Thank the man who put a stake in my pasture.” But he swung down off his horse and walked into my settlement and sat at the fire-pit table to plan a battle, the second time he’d sat there, and this time nobody stiffened when he came through the gate.

Maren’s nephew arrived in the dark with a satchel of everything his aunt knew of Compact tactics, scrawled fast on a dozen pages, how they fought, how they broke a line, where they were soft. And Willowbrook and the valley braced together for the dawn, the settlement and fifteen-odd human neighbors and a baby who said old words, against forty soldiers and a survey crew and a man in a black carriage who thought we were a field to be brought in.

We turned the satchel into stations by lantern light. Hollis and the Willowford men took the south fence where the ground dipped soft, because a blacksmith knew how to swing through mud without losing his feet and because men who’d been ashamed to look at goblins needed a simple job with no speeches in it. Dunhill put his farmhands behind them with flails, axe handles, and the old crossbow, grumbling the whole time that no one at Willowbrook understood proper fence geometry, which was Dunhill’s way of admitting he’d stand there until the fence fell on top of him. Maren’s nephew, pale and proud and trying not to shake, copied Nettle’s smoke marks onto a clean scrap and carried them between stations until Thistle told him he was a runner now and Pip protested the theft of her entire profession.

The human men learned our whistle calls badly and then better. Two of them flinched when Sedge came through with a shoulder-load of spare rails, then looked embarrassed and took the rails from her when she barked at them to stop standing pretty. One Willowford boy, no older than seventeen, asked Fern if the ground really would hold a man’s boots if she told it to, and Fern, who could have frightened him, only said, “I ask. It decides.” That did not reassure him, but it made him stand where she pointed, which was enough.

By midnight the posts had names. South fence, smoke line, well line, longhouse door, high pine, north fallback. By midnight the valley men knew that Bramble’s kitchen was where you went if you were bleeding and Nettle’s colored clay pots were not to be kicked unless you enjoyed blindness. By midnight, the awkwardness had not vanished, but it had work clothes on. Men who would not have sat at my table a month ago were passing water buckets to goblin women and asking where to stack stones, and nobody had time to decide what it meant. Meaning could come later, if later came.

The threat wasn’t a rumor on a ridge this time. It was a man at my gate with forty soldiers and a ledger, camped in plain sight, who’d told me to my face he meant to harvest my family in the morning. There was no distance left between us and it. It was present and terrible in a way nobody could talk around, and it was sleeping in tents a half-mile down the south road, waiting for the light.



The war council ran late, and Pip nearly got herself assigned to the front line by sheer force of will.

“I want a fighting post,” she announced, planted in front of Thistle’s chalked board with her arms crossed. “Not running messages. A real one. With the others.”

“You’re a runner,” Thistle said, not looking up from the board. “You’re fast and you’re small and you carry word between the posts under fire. That’s the job. You don’t hold a line.”

“I held a pitchfork against a wolf,” Pip said. “And against a Compact enforcer last winter. That’s twice I held a line.”

“And both times,” Thistle said, “somebody had to save you afterward.”

“Saving me builds team cohesion,” Pip said, with great dignity. “It’s a bonding experience. Everyone feels closer to me after.”

Dunhill, who had never in his life gotten used to these people and was watching the exchange with the expression of a man at a foreign play he’d paid good money for and now regretted, leaned over to me and muttered, “Is she always like this?”

“She’s the favorite,” I said. “She’ll tell you herself.”

“I AM the favorite,” Pip called over, having heard, because Pip heard everything, “and a favorite belongs ON THE LINE, where the morale is needed most. Morale is a weapon. You can’t put a price on morale. Tell him, Thorn, tell him you can’t put a price on morale.”

“The gray man would try,” Sorrel said, dry, from the doorway, where she’d come in to collect arrows. “He’d find a number for it.”

That landed wrong, too true and too near, and the whole table went quiet a beat, and then Pip, who could read a room better than anyone gave her credit for, said briskly, “Well, my number’s very high, so I’m staying on the line,” and the moment passed into a groan, which was the kindness of her, turning the dread back into a joke before it could pool. But she took the runner’s post in the end, because Thistle gave her the quiet look that meant this is how you stay alive and how you keep us alive, and even Pip knew when Thistle’s quiet meant it, and she went off muttering about cohesion with a pitchfork she absolutely intended to use anyway.

The council broke. The posts were set. The valley lay down to steal what sleep it could before the dawn and the Director and the forty men.

And Sedge came and found me, with Juniper at her shoulder, and the two of them took me to the barn.



It was the night before the battle, and Sedge would not waste a second of having her girl back.

That was the whole of it, and she said it plain. “The fight could take her from me again,” she said, in the lamplit barn, the hay sweet around us, the settlement quiet outside and the Compact camped down the road. “I dug for two days once and gave up and carried it for years. I just got her back three days ago. I’m not spending the night before a battle lying awake being scared. I’m spending it with the two people I love most in the same place at the same time, because I might not get another chance, and I refuse to have wasted it.”

Sedge couldn’t stop touching Juniper. She’d been like that since Greywater, but tonight it was open, her broad moss-green hands moving over Juniper’s arms, her shoulders, her honey plait, like she had to keep confirming she was solid and real and here. And Juniper, who’d flinched from every touch when she came to us, leaned into it. She counted once, soft, “one,” the old reflex when Sedge’s hands first found her bare skin, and then she stopped, because Sedge’s hands were the one set of hands captivity had never trained her to count against.

Then Juniper turned her pale eyes on me.

“The depot promised me rescues,” she said, in her spare assessing voice, but there was warmth running under the spareness now, the warmth I’d watched come up by inches over three days. “Handlers liked to see what hope did to a body before they took it away again. They told me Sedge had forgotten me. That she walked out of the quarry and kept walking because the dead were easier to carry than the living.” Her hand found Sedge’s wrist, where those broad moss-green fingers rested on her arm. “They were wrong. She dug for me. You came because she asked. Tomorrow the man who kept ledgers may try to put us all back in one.” A beat, and her mouth barely moved, the joke arriving dry and almost invisible, and under it something real and chosen. “I won’t spend tonight standing alone in the middle of a cell in my head. I want her behind me because she was mine before the cave-in. I want you here because you opened the door and did not ask me to hurry what trust I had left. Both of you. I want to be held by both of you while I’m free enough to choose it. Come here.”

She’d chosen. Not from caution, not from Sedge’s trust standing in for her own, but from want and grief and the battle waiting outside. She wanted old history and new rescue in the same circle, the woman she had lost and the man who had brought her home.

I went to her.



It was a duet of contrasts, the two of them, and the contrast was the whole beauty of it.

Sedge, broad and muscular and packed with quarry strength, moss-green and jet-black braid. Juniper, tall and long and lean, slate-green and honey-gold plait. The titan and the rigger, two bodies the same hard life had made in opposite shapes, and between them me, the man who’d brought them back into the same room after the cave-in took it from them.

Sedge came at me first, because Sedge always came first, with her grin and her hunger, and she wrestled me down into the hay with all her usual strength and challenge, pinning my wrists for the joy of it before I rolled her and pinned her back and she laughed up at me, delighted to be overpowered by the one person who could. I gave her exactly her lane, the rough endurance she’d taught me to match over these months, drove my cock into her wet pussy hard and deep with my hands gripping her broad moss-green hips, burying myself to the root in the slick heat of her, and she met every drive of mine with a thrust of her own, hips slamming up, her powerful body working against me with a strength no other woman in the house had, her pussy clenching tight around me and refusing to let me draw back easy.

She rode my cock when she wanted to ride and let me drive when she wanted that, trading control back and forth like a wrestling hold, her muscular body flexing and gleaming, her massive chest heaving, her jet-black braid come loose and whipping, her copper eyes blazing up at me. She slammed herself down on my length and ground, taking every inch. She came with a roar that Juniper smothered with a kiss, her pussy gripping and pulsing around me, and she didn’t stop, came again a few minutes later, insatiable, three rounds in her the way there was always three rounds in her. But tonight there was something under the strength that hadn’t been there before, something raw and close to the surface, because she wasn’t just hungry now, she was a woman who’d dug for two days and given up and gotten the impossible back, and she was holding it with both hands and her whole body and every bit of her strength, like if she just held on hard enough nothing could ever take it again.

And while Sedge took me hard, Juniper kissed her through it.

That was the thing that undid me more than anything either of them did to me directly, the sight of the two of them together, the years of history in it, the tenderness they showed each other that belonged to them alone. Sedge, who could split stone, gone gentle in a way Juniper drew out of her, cupping Juniper’s face. Juniper, who flinched from the world, melting into Sedge’s hands. The two quarry lovers reunited after a cave-in and years of grief, touching each other soft and sure in the lamplight while the battle waited outside, and I got to be the man who’d made it possible, moving between them, giving each one her lane.

Then it was Juniper’s turn, and Sedge held her through it.

I laid Juniper back against Sedge, and her long slate-green legs came up and wrapped me high, the leg-anchor, the rigger’s grip, and I notched my cock against her slick pussy and sank in slow and deep the way her body needed, the opposite tempo to the way I’d taken Sedge, filling her by inches until she was stretched full around me, and Sedge gathered her up from behind, cradled her against that broad strong chest, wrapped both massive arms around her and held her open and safe, and murmured into her honey hair the whole time.

“You’re safe,” Sedge breathed, holding her, her hands roaming Juniper’s long body, finding her breasts, her belly, soothing and claiming at once. “You’re home. You’re not going anywhere, I’ve got you, I’ll never stop digging again, you hear me, never again, you’re home, you’re home.” And Juniper, with her legs locked around me and Sedge’s arms around her and the two people who loved her here holding her at once, front and back, surrounded, lost her stillness entirely, came undone the way she’d come undone the night before but deeper now, with nowhere to fall because she was held on every side. Her trained calm shattered. She moved, she gasped, she said things with no shape to them, her pussy clenching down on every stroke of my cock. Her feet found me as I drove into her, her strong rigger’s feet pressing flat to my thighs and working at me, the soles that had gripped my cock the night before now urging me deeper, and she shook apart between the two of us with Sedge’s name and mine both broken in her flat voice gone ragged, her long legs locking tight as her pussy convulsed around me, more undone than the night before, safe in the place where she’d once been most alone.

I came with the two of them tangled around me, my cock buried deep in Juniper as I spilled, pumping her full while her clenching heat milked me and Sedge’s strong arms held the both of them, and we ended in a heap in the sweet hay, spent and breathing, cum slicking the join of us, the lamplight low, the battle a half-mile and a few hours away and entirely outside the warm circle of us.



After, Sedge held Juniper against her chest with the time and gentleness Greywater had not allowed.

Juniper lay against her, her pale eyes wet though her voice stayed dry, and she said, “You stopped digging.”

“I’m sorry.” Sedge’s arms tightened. The old wound, raw as the day it tore. “Juniper, I”

“Don’t.” Juniper put one long finger against Sedge’s lips. “Don’t be sorry. I’ve thought about it for years, what I’d say to you if I ever saw you again, and I worked it out somewhere on that horse.” She looked up at her. “You stopped digging because the air ran out and you’d have died for nothing. And then you found a man who’d dig for both of us instead.” Her pale eyes found mine, and she reached out, the rigger who never trusted easy, and she took my hand and held it. “You couldn’t reach me under the rock. So you spent all this time building a place strong enough that when the rope finally came, it could reach all the way to a depot two days east and pull me out. That’s not giving up. That’s the long dig that reached me.” Her fingers laced through mine. “The line will come when it comes. This is ours.”

“Nobody takes her again,” Sedge said, fierce and low, her copper eyes finding mine over Juniper’s head. “Or you. Or Willow, or Bramble, or any of it. I dug for two days once and lost. I’m not letting go of my family again. When that man in the gray gloves comes for us, he finds out what it costs to put my family in a ledger.”

“Nobody takes her again,” I said. “Nobody takes any of it. We hold the line, and the line holds.”

Juniper settled between us, her long body fitting against the both of us, her honey plait spilled across Sedge’s broad shoulder, and she reached out and tested the railing of the loft beside the hay, the reflex, the rigger checking a weight before she’d trust it, and then she let her hand fall away because there was nothing left in the barn she needed to test. She’d tested it all. It held.

“I spent years deciding what I’d do with the rest of my life if I ever got out,” she said into the quiet, dry, her pale eyes on the dark rafters. “I never once came up with this. A barn. Two people holding me. A baby that says words at me in a language nobody knows. A farmer who took a knife in the side for a stranger.” A pause. “I’d have called it a worse lie than the rescues the interrogators promised. Too kind to be real.” Her hand found mine in the hay, and Sedge’s arm tightened over the both of them. “It’s real, though. I keep testing it and it keeps being real.”

“It’s real,” Sedge said, fierce and soft. “Sleep. I’ve got you, and nobody gets to write this down as theirs.”


Chapter 11: Hold the Line

Dawn came gray and still, and with it came Crale’s people to execute the writ.

They moved at first light, unhurried, professional, the way you’d move to bring in a crop, and that was the worst of it, the lack of fury. There was no war-band howl, no charge, no men working themselves up to violence. Just forty armed men forming up in the gray dawn with the bored competence of a work crew starting a shift, checking their kit, falling into files, while the black carriage sat behind them and the gray man in the gloves watched from its window and, I had no doubt, made notes. They had done this before. To them it was a job of work with an early start, the clearing of a parcel, and they expected it to take the morning and not much more.

I stood at the gate with Thistle and read the division as it formed, my breath fogging in the dawn chill, the cut on my old wound aching where I’d torn it on the ride home, and Juniper called it down from her pine to confirm what I was seeing.

“They’re splitting,” she called, level and clear. “A push for the well. Voss leading twelve armed men and the six surveyors with the chains and the stakes, coming wide on the east, for the source.” A beat. “The rest, twenty-eight, straight up the road for the gate and the longhouse. To clear the settlement.” Her voice didn’t waver. “Forty fighters total. Twelve with Voss for the well. Twenty-eight for the houses. Six surveyors who won’t fight. I have the east. Sorrel has the road.”

“Confirmed,” Sorrel called from her tree. “Twelve and the chains, east. Twenty-eight, road. I see all of it.”

Twelve for the well. Twenty-eight for the settlement. Forty men, every one of them counted before the first blow, because Nettle had drilled it into me and because the count was how we all came home. I fixed it in my head like a tally in a fence post and called the posts to ready.

“They want the well most,” I called down the line. “The source is the prize. Voss’s push is the dangerous one. Sedge, Fern, the well is yours, hold the source. Sorrel, Juniper, break the east push from above. Thistle, the gate and the gap, hold the road. Nettle, the smoke. Dunhill, when Voss commits to the east, you hit his flank from the south fence. Pip, you run word and you stay alive.” I drew the long knife and the short axe. “They came up our road. They don’t go back down it whole. Hold the line.”

The Compact came on, and the line held, and here is how it held, every blow of it, because I owe it to the people who fought to set down exactly what each of them did.



Sorrel and Juniper broke the well push from above before it ever reached the source.

They were the two best eyes in the valley and now they were the two deadliest things in it, perched in their pines higher than any man could reach, raining down ruin on Voss’s twelve as they came wide across the east field for the well. The survey crew came with them, six men burdened with chains and stakes, soft men, clerks of the land, and they were the first to learn that the sky over Willowbrook had teeth.

Sorrel’s bow sang. I heard it from the gate, the flat hard note of her string, again and again, steady as a metronome, no haste in it, and every note was a man going down. Her first arrow took the lead man through the shoulder and spun him into the mud, and her second found the thigh of the guard walking beside the chain crew and folded him over in front of the surveyors screaming, and she worked methodically down the push, not killing, hunting, the way she hunted rabbits, an arrow every few seconds, picking the legs and the shoulders and the hands that held the weapons, leaving men alive and ruined and out of the fight. They couldn’t find her. They loosed a few wild bolts up into the pine and hit nothing but bark, and her bow sang again, and another of them sat down clutching a leg.

And Juniper weaponized height the way only a rigger could. She had no bow, but she had a sling and a sack of rigging-weights, the heavy iron pieces she used to true a line and tension a rig, and she dropped them. From forty feet up, straight down, with the cold exact precision of a woman who’d spent ten years judging to the inch exactly how a weight falls and where, she rained iron on the men below her, and there is nothing in a soldier’s training that prepares him for death coming straight down out of a tree. A two-pound rigging-weight off a forty-foot pine hits like the hand of God. One man looked up at the wrong moment and went down with his collarbone shattered, the weight driving him into the dirt. Another took an iron off the crown of his helmet and the helmet rang like Sedge’s hammer and he sat down hard in the mud, blinking, and didn’t get up. Her sling cracked a third off his feet at thirty yards with a stone the size of an egg. She called her drops before she made them, calm and even, “left man, the tall one, dropping,” like she was reading weather, and then the man would fall, and the survey crew’s nerve, which had never been much, began to come apart.

“Three down from me,” Juniper called, flat, reloading her sling. “Sorrel’s got three bleeding. The push is slowing. They don’t like the sky.”

“Keep them off the well,” I called back. “Don’t let one reach the cap.”



Thistle held the gap, and the gap was the spine of the whole defense.

The main body, the twenty-eight, came up the road for the gate in a hard armored press, and they came confident, because forty men against a farm is no kind of fight, and they had done this before in other valleys, cleared other settlements, and they expected green-skins to scatter and wail. They met Thistle instead.

She’d chosen the choke between the gate and the longhouse weeks ago, walked it, measured it, drilled it in the dark a hundred times, the killing ground where the ground itself did half her fighting, a narrow throat of packed earth between stone wall and stone longhouse where twenty-eight men couldn’t bring their numbers to bear because the gap wouldn’t let more than three stand abreast. She met them in it with her hatchet and a blackthorn club, small and fierce and scarred, four foot nine of olive-green muscle, her choppy auburn hair wild, her fangs bared in a snarl that was pure goblin and pure threat, and the first man who came at her expecting an easy thing got the club across his knee with a crack I heard from the gate. His leg buckled and he crashed into the press behind him, and the hatchet-butt to his jaw sent him staggering back out of the choke instead of through it.

She fought the way she built, economical, every motion load-bearing, nothing wasted. The second man she checked with a rotation Sedge had taught her over a winter of sparring, a turn that took her inside his reach and brought the elbow up under his chin and the club around into his ribs as he reeled, folding him backward into the men behind him without dropping him. The third she let push past a half-step and hooked his ankle, putting him face-first into the wall hard enough to break his nose before he stumbled back into his own line. And Ferris was at her shoulder the whole time, the steady Brackridge miner with the scarred ear-tips, no fighter but strong and willing and unmovable, plugging the other half of the gap with a mining pick and his own broad body, taking blows meant for her on his shoulders and giving back nothing pretty but enough, the two of them a cork in a bottle, and the twenty-eight became exactly what Thistle had promised they’d become: not an army, a frustrated shoving crowd of men who could only come at her three at a time and make it hurt three at a time.

“They can’t widen it,” Thistle barked, bleeding from a cut over her eye, grinning her terrible grin. “The ground won’t let them. Hold the gap and the forty’s just a crowd.”



Sedge held the well, and nothing on earth was moving Sedge off the well.

She stood on the capped well with her sledgehammer and her body between the source and the world, immovable, the titan in her element, planted like one of her own quarry stones, and the men who’d come for the well had to come through her, and there was no through her. When the first of Voss’s push made it past the arrows and the falling iron and reached the cap, she met him with the hammer. She didn’t swing it like a weapon, with a fighter’s economy. She swung it like a woman opening a slab, the way she’d opened ten thousand stones, full and certain and from the hips, the whole moss-green mass of her behind it, and the man got his shield up and it didn’t matter, the shield folded and his arm folded under it and he went down. The man behind him stumbled hard over the wreckage, blocked and cursing, delayed but still on his feet.

A second got past while she was mid-swing and got a hand on the iron lock, scrabbling at the stone cap with a pry-bar, and Sedge dropped the hammer and took him by the back of the neck with one huge moss-green hand, the way she’d take a sack of grain, and she lifted him off his feet and threw him, just threw him, the way she threw roof timbers up to a waiting wall, and he sailed ten feet through the air and landed in a heap on the churned ground and stayed there, the pry-bar spinning away. She picked the hammer back up. She set her feet on the cap. And she was something out of an old story, the giant at the gate, the thing the songs warn you about, a broad green mountain of a woman fighting for the family she’d found and reclaimed, and nothing the Compact owned was going to move her off that stone.

“Two more down at the well,” she roared, planting herself back on the cap. “Come on. Come and try for it. This is my family’s water. Come and TRY.”

Fern was beside her, and Fern was doing the other thing, the thing I’d seeded on the greenhouse bench the morning I left.



Nettle choked the approaches, and her biology did the work of ten men.

She’d set her pressure-plate smoke bombs on every avenue weeks ago, buried the trigger-boards just under the dirt where a marching boot would find them, and she’d mapped the safe lanes so her own people knew where not to step, and as the Compact’s men pushed forward in their disciplined files they found them, boards underfoot that gave with a crunch and burst, and the capsaicin concentrate she’d cooked twice as hot as last winter’s, the stuff that could blind a wolf, bloomed in roiling orange clouds across the approaches. Men marched into it at a confident pace and came out the other side not marching at all, blind and retching and clawing at their own streaming eyes, weapons forgotten, useless, dragged back coughing by fellows who then breathed it themselves and went down too. Three men on the north line walked into a single cloud and none of the three came back up the line; they sprawled choking in the mud until Ferris’s pair dragged them clear and bound them, and the north approach simply stopped being an approach, a wall of orange smoke and the sound of grown men sobbing for air.

And the blades. Nettle had salved the defenders’ weapons with her paralytic, the mild contact poison brewed from the deep-stone herbs, so that every cut Thistle and Sedge and the rest opened did more than bleed, it weakened, sapped the grip and the coordination within seconds, and men who took a shallow wound and thought it nothing found their sword arms going slow and stupid a breath later, their fingers losing the hilt, and they never understood why, never connected the scratch to the failing, and that was Nettle too, the herbalist, fighting the whole battle from the greenhouse with chemistry and forethought while the rest of us fought with iron, the deadliest of us all and never once in the line.

Pip ran the whole field of it under fire, the relay, one of the most dangerous jobs on the field and the one nobody else was small enough or fast enough to do, carrying word from the gap to the well to the high posts and back, her tiny lime-green body flashing across the open ground between fights too fast for any man to catch, ducking under swings, sliding through gaps, fearless because fear would have slowed her and slow was dead. She kept the whole defense talking to itself, kept Thistle knowing what the well needed and Sedge knowing where the gap strained and the high posts knowing where to aim, and a battle where the parts can talk to each other is a battle the smaller force can win.

And when a Compact man broke clean through near the longhouse, past the smoke and the mud, and went for the door where Bramble held the children and the elders, Pip didn’t run for help and didn’t freeze. She put her head down and ran at him, four foot seven of her against an armored man, and she hit him from behind with the pitchfork low and hard, a good solid driving hit with all her small weight behind it, and he went down at the threshold and stayed down. The third time in her life she’d held a line with a pitchfork. This time, nobody had to come save her after. She stood over him a half-second, amber eyes huge, as astonished as anyone, and then she threw her fist in the air and shrieked “THAT’S THREE!” with savage delighted joy and was already running with her next message before the man had finished falling.

“Pip dropped one,” Thistle yelled from the gap, half-disbelieving. “Pip actually dropped one”

“COHESION!” Pip shrieked, vanishing toward the well with word.



And Fern turned the ground itself against them, and this was where the land showed what it could do without making the fight easy.

She stood at the well with her hands in the earth and her silver-white hair blazing, and she did the thing she’d shown me in the dark before I rode east, except aimed now, deliberate, pushed outward with intent. She didn’t throw fire or call lightning. The land didn’t work that way and never had. What she did was wake the ground, and the ground did not want the Compact on it.

The field-mud under the attackers’ boots went soft and sucking, all at once, dry ground turning to swallowing muck between one step and the next, and men who’d marched up the road in good order found themselves mired to the ankle and then the shin in earth that gripped like a closing fist and would not give their feet back. They hauled at their own legs and the ground held them. Roots heaved up out of the soil like slow blind snakes and wound around their ankles and pulled. The grass grew up around them in a single surging instant, knee-high, then waist-high, coarse and clutching, a meadow rising in seconds to tangle a hundred legs. And the well-water itself rose at Fern’s call, surged up cold and luminous green through the very seams of the capped stone and ran out sheeting across the ground at the attackers’ feet, fouling their footing, turning the whole hard-packed approach to the source into a treacherous glowing bog.

And the strangest thing, the thing the Compact men’s faces could not make sense of even as it killed their assault: the defenders never slipped. Thistle planted her bare feet in the same mud that swallowed armored boots and it held her firm as a floor. Sedge stood on the streaming cap and the water ran around her like she was a stone in a brook. The ground that grabbed and mired and tripped the invaders held its own people up gentle and sure, because the land knew its own, because goblin women had lived and birthed and died on this dirt for generations longer than the Compact had been a name, and the dirt remembered them, and it was choosing sides, and the side it chose was ours.

It did not end the fight for us. The men could still swing blades, still drag one another loose, still curse and shove and kill if we gave them room. But they fought mired and tangled and off-balance, and a force that can’t keep its feet is a force that’s already half-beaten, and Fern’s gift bought the line the edge it needed without winning the fight for it. The land defended its own because goblin women had lived and died on it for generations and it remembered them, and Fern was the hand it remembered them through.

“I can’t hold it long,” Fern gasped, her face streaming, the glow under her skin pulsing with the strain. “It’s so much ground, Thorn, it’s so much more than the field, I can’t”

“You don’t have to hold it long,” I called, fighting through a knot of mired men toward the gap, taking a cut across the forearm from a slow paralytic-sapped blade. “Just long enough.”



Dunhill hit the flank, and the territorial alliance turned the numbers.

When Voss committed his push to the east and the well, his flank came open to the south fence, exactly as we’d planned, and Dunhill and his eight farmhands and Hollis and the Willowford men came over that fence into the soft underside of the survey push, and the fight turned. They weren’t soldiers, the valley men, but they were furious and they had the angle and Fern’s mud held the Compact men fast while the farmers laid into them. Hollis’s hammer smashed a spear haft out of a man’s hands, a farmhand’s flail hooked a shield and dragged it wide, and Dunhill’s horse shouldered two men back into the sucking ground. The three who had already been limping from Sorrel’s arrows stopped being a push and became ballast, and the cold satisfaction of men defending their own water went through Voss’s flank like a wedge.

Voss, agent that he was, read it instantly. He’d nearly reached the well, a smaller file of his men pushing through the bog toward the cap with the surveyors and their chains, and for one bad moment they were close, ten feet from the source with Sedge and Fern the only thing between them and it. But Juniper saw it from the pine and called it, and Sorrel turned her bow on it, and the iron weights fell, and the file broke against the high-line death before it reached the cap.

And Voss, watching his push come apart in the mud under the arrows and the falling iron with Dunhill in his flank, did the smart thing, the thing that kept him alive: he ordered a withdrawal. Disciplined, controlled, no rout in it, calling his survivors back out of the bog and the smoke in good order, the field agent cutting his losses. He survived because he knew when a thing had failed and didn’t throw good men after a lost push. He met my eyes once across the field as he pulled back, and there was no hatred in it, just a calculation revised, and he tipped his hat to me, the bastard, and withdrew.



The assault was breaking when Willow answered, and what she did I will never be able to fully explain, only set down as it happened.

It was the worst moment, the hinge of the whole thing. Voss’s push was breaking but the main body had finally forced the gap, Thistle down on one knee bleeding, Ferris dragging her back, two men through the choke and into the settlement proper with the longhouse door in reach, and Bramble inside it with the children and the elders and her iron skillet, the last line, and for one heartbeat I thought we’d lose the door.

And inside the longhouse, in her mother’s arms, Willow opened her mouth and said a word.

A clear word, round and old, one of the carved-symbol words from the bottom of the well, the language no living goblin remembered, and she said it loud, loud as a baby could, and her dark eyes filled with a steady green glow, not the flash, a held burning light that lit the longhouse windows from within.

And the thing in the deep passage answered her.

Below the farm, far below, in the worn-smooth dark where the slow stone heartbeat lived, something woke fully and answered the child, and a single low pulse came up through the bones of the valley, felt by every soul on that field, goblin and human alike, attacker and defender both, a deep slow note too low to hear, felt in the chest and the teeth and the marrow, the heartbeat of something ancient and vast noticing that its own were under threat.

It was not an attack. It didn’t throw anyone down or burn anyone up or split the ground. It was a presence, simply, immense and old and awake, turning its attention upward for the length of a single slow heartbeat, the way a sleeping thing the size of a hill might shift and half-open one eye at a sound near its den. And the feel of it stopped every living thing on that field cold. I felt it go through me, up from the soles of my boots through the bones of my legs and into my chest and my back teeth, a single low note below all hearing, vast and patient and aware, and the part of me that was an animal wanted to lie down flat in the mud and be small. The Compact men felt it and went white and froze mid-swing, soldiers who’d never in their lives stood on ground that noticed them. The defenders felt it too. The field held still for one beat of that buried stone heart, attacker and defender, goblin and human, every soul close enough to feel it caught in the same held breath.

And then the defenders used the second, because we knew, in some place under thought, that the thing below was answering for us and not against us, that it was the land’s own heart and the land was ours, and that knowledge let us move in the frozen instant while the Compact men could only stand and shake.

Thistle came up off her knee in the gap and put down the man who’d been about to reach the longhouse door, the club coming around before he’d unfrozen. Sedge stepped off the well and broke the mired push at the gap with two swings of the hammer. Sorrel and Juniper, who’d felt the pulse and used it faster than anyone because the two quiet ones lived closest to their own instincts, loosed arrow and iron into the frozen line and broke its nerve, men flinching back from the sky as the spell of the stillness let go. And the assault, which had been breaking, shattered all at once, the held breath of the whole field breaking with it, the Compact press turning from an attack into a rout between one heartbeat and the next.

In his black carriage, Crale felt it too. I saw him through the drawn curtain, saw the gray immaculate man flinch, the first crack in that bottomless calm, and it did not crack into fear. It cracked into hunger. He had just felt, with his own bones, the thing he’d come to harvest confirm that it was real, and real beyond his projections, vast and old and buried under the very dirt he meant to own, and his pale eyes through the curtain went bright with a want that was worse than any rage. He’d come for a yield. He’d just felt how much bigger the yield was than his ledger guessed. And the cracking of his calm into that cold hunger was the most frightening thing in the whole terrible morning.



The assault broke, and the field cleared, and the count reconciled the way I’d sworn it would.

Forty men had come up the south road at dawn. By the time the sun cleared the ridge, thirteen of them were down in the mud or roped at the wrists: three choked blind in Nettle’s smoke and bound, three put down by Sorrel’s arrows, three by Juniper’s falling iron and sling, two stopped by Sedge at the well, one by Thistle at the longhouse threshold, and one by Pip’s pitchfork at the longhouse door, the third time and the last one anyone would ever call her a runner who couldn’t hold a line. More limped away with Thistle’s bruises on them or were dragged back by their own when Voss called the retreat, but they left the field. The other twenty-seven broke and ran, routed when the gap held and the flank turned and the ground gripped their boots and the stone heart pulsed under the valley, streaming back down the south road in no order at all, and the six surveyors dropped their chains and fled with them. Forty men. Thirteen down or taken. Twenty-seven running. Every one accounted, the way I’d promised the team on a cold ridge a week before.

Crale did not rage.

That was the last horror of him, and the one that promised the worst. His men routed and his push broken and the thing he’d come for revealed as bigger than he’d dreamed, and he simply had his carriage turn, and he had Voss recall the survivors in good order, and he withdrew, calm as he’d arrived, because to Halvard Crale this had not been a defeat. It had been a failed first attempt at a procurement, an operation that had run into more friction than projected, a line in a ledger to be revised and refiled.

He paused his carriage at the gate as it turned, and he drew the curtain back, and he looked at the settlement, at the well, at the longhouse where Bramble stood in the door with the glowing-eyed child on her hip and the iron skillet still in her hand, and he made a note. An actual note, in his leather ledger, gray glove moving across the page. Then he looked at me, and he spoke in that soft unhurried voice across the wreckage of his own assault.

“You’ve confirmed the asset’s value beyond my projections,” he said. No anger. Something like gratitude, which was worse. “Considerably beyond. I felt it. The deep reading. I didn’t know it ran that deep.” He closed the ledger. “The Compact will not send a field team next time, Mister Ashvale. Forty men was the appropriate tool for a settlement. It’s the wrong tool for what’s actually here. I’ll requisition the right one.” He inclined his head, courteous to the last. “Thank you for the demonstration. It was instructive.” And the curtain drew shut, and the black carriage rolled north, away, and that calm grateful withdrawal was scarier than any threat he could have screamed, because a man who thanks you for showing him how much there is to take is a man who is coming back with something far worse than soldiers.



We held. But there was no clean victory in it, because there never is, and the cost was real and grounded and ours to carry.

The south field was trampled to ruin, Pip’s bean crew’s work churned to mud under forty pairs of boots. Thistle had a cut over her eye that would scar and a gash along her ribs, bruised on the same side as always. Sedge’s shoulder had reopened. Ferris had taken a blade across the arm holding the gap, and two of the refugees were hurt, one badly enough that Nettle worked over him for an hour before she’d say he’d keep the leg. I had a cut on the forearm and the old one on my side torn open again, and Dunhill had lost no men but had two farmhands hurt, and one of Hollis’s Willowford men had a broken arm he’d wear proud the rest of his life.

But Willowbrook held. The well was ours. The longhouse door never fell, and on the other side of it Bramble stood the whole battle with the iron skillet in one hand and a kitchen knife in the other and her body between forty soldiers and a room full of children and old people, and she’d promised they did not get past that door, and they did not, and the one who tried lay at her threshold under Pip’s pitchfork. The children never saw a Compact face. The family was whole, all eight women bleeding and battered and upright.

And the valley had fought as one thing in a way none of us could step back from now. Goblin and human together over a shared well against a company that meant to own them all, a blacksmith’s hammer beside a hunter’s bow, a prosperous farmer’s flail beside a quarry-woman’s sledge, green hands and brown hands hauling the same wounded out of the same mud. That was a thing that couldn’t be un-fought now. A line had been crossed that the valley couldn’t step back over. Whatever Crale brought next would come at a valley that had learned, in one gray morning, that it was one valley after all.

Bramble came out of the longhouse with Willow on her hip, the baby’s eyes gone dark and ordinary again, just a tired baby now, and she walked across the bloody trampled ground to where I stood, and she looked at the cut on my arm and the torn place on my side and the wreck of the field and the survivors of a corporate army streaming away north, and she reached up and laid her hand flat against my chest.

“You came home,” she said. “And then you held the gate. Both.” Her brown-gold eyes were fierce and wet. “I told you that was the deal.”

“I held the gate,” I said. And I put my hand over hers, and below us, faint now, fading back into the deep, the slow stone heartbeat went on, patient, awake, and no longer entirely a secret to anyone who had stood on that field.


Chapter 12: Eight Roots

The days after the battle were for mending, and Willowbrook mended the way it did everything now, all together and out loud.

The wounded healed under Nettle’s salves faster than wounds had any right to, the aquifer-fed compounds closing what should have festered. Thistle’s cut over the eye scarred clean, a thin line through one eyebrow she pronounced “an improvement,” and dared anyone to disagree. Sedge’s shoulder knit. The badly hurt refugee kept his leg, and within a week was sitting up at the long table complaining about the soup, which Bramble took as the finest sign of recovery there was, and made him a worse soup the next day on purpose, just to keep him cross enough to heal.

There was a strange lightness over the settlement those mending days, the giddy disbelieving lightness of people who’d looked at a thing they were sure would kill them and lived. They laughed too easily. They cried too easily. Hollis’s Willowford men, the ones who’d never stood inside a goblin settlement before the battle, came back the day after to help mend the fence they’d fought behind, and stood around awkward and red-faced until Bramble fed them, and then they weren’t awkward anymore, because nobody is awkward with their mouth full of good bread, that was a law of the world Bramble had proven a hundred times. One of them taught Pip a card game. Pip taught him the goblin curse, by accident, having learned it from Willow, who’d learned it from Thistle, so that the curse had now completed a full circuit through the entire valley and come back changed, and Bramble put her face in her hands.

The south field was a churned ruin, forty pairs of boots having undone a season of Pip’s bean crew’s work, but Pip already had a plan for it, drawn in the dirt with a stick, and Fern already had her hands in the soil, and a field that had Fern’s hands in it was a field that would not stay ruined long.

And the valley, when it counted itself, found to its own astonishment that it had held. No one had died. Hurt, yes, broken arms and torn shoulders and one bad leg, but no graves, on either side, which for a thing that size was close to a miracle, and the credit for it ran in two directions: to Sorrel and Juniper, who’d hunted the Compact’s legs and shoulders instead of their throats, and to Fern, whose gripping ground had stopped a battle from becoming a slaughter.

Mending had its own rotations. Nettle claimed the farmhouse table for triage and ruled it with blood on her sleeves, spectacles slipping down her nose, and a terror so focused it looked like competence unless you knew her. She changed dressings, measured fevers, checked pupils, sniffed every wound for corruption, and wrote dosage marks directly on bandages when frightened patients kept forgetting. Bramble fed people in the order Nettle named them and ignored every protest, including mine. “Bleeding men don’t vote,” she said, and put broth in my hand.

Thistle and Ferris repaired the south gap together with matching bandages on opposite arms, both pretending not to favor the injured side and both too stubborn to call the other on it. Sedge reset the gate beam one-handed while Juniper stood on the crossbar above her and corrected the angle by half an inch, and the two of them bickered like women who’d been robbed of ten years of ordinary arguments and meant to make up for it by autumn. Sorrel walked the field and retrieved every arrow she could find, cleaning the blood from each shaft with quiet care. Juniper gathered the dropped iron weights from the mud, tested their lines, and rewove the frayed ones before she slept.

The human wounded stayed too. That mattered. Hollis’s man with the broken arm sat under Bramble’s awning while Nettle set the bone, white-faced and sweating, and when Fern brought him willow tea he took it with his left hand and said thank you without stumbling over what she was. Dunhill’s farmhands helped salvage Pip’s bean poles, awkward at first and then less awkward when Pip ordered them around like she’d hired them personally. By the second afternoon, the south field had three neat salvage piles, one bad joke shared between two species, and a row of new stakes driven straighter than the old ones because Dunhill couldn’t bear crooked work even on someone else’s land.

At night, after the wounded slept, the family did the quieter mending. Bramble checked each of us with her hands, not for injury, for presence, palm to cheek, cheek to hair, forehead to chest. Fern sat by the well and sang under her breath until the green light steadied. Thistle woke twice reaching for the hatchet that wasn’t there, and I put it where she could touch it without getting out of bed. Sedge slept with one hand on Juniper’s ankle. Juniper slept through it and did not pull away.

The joint counter-claim landed at the county seat that week, and it landed in changed soil. With the settlement, Dunhill, and a dozen Willowford signatures Maren had gathered aligned behind it, and with the Compact’s own survey crew having been driven off in the act of armed claim-jumping, witnesses and all, the registry had no choice but to set the Compact’s challenge against ours and rule on neither for now. Legal limbo. The same limbo Uncle Aldric’s water claim had sat in for fourteen years. But limbo was a kind of victory, because limbo bought time, and time was the thing we needed most, and the Compact’s clean stamped writ was suddenly a contested mess that no magistrate would touch in a hurry.

It wasn’t safe. But it was time, and I’d built a whole life out of less than time.



I walked the settlement on the third morning after, the way I did, and I let myself count what we’d made.

Stone farmhouse, smoke from Bramble’s chimney. Longhouse and the new annex both, sleeping near thirty, glass windows, carved cornerstones, a roof that wouldn’t leak at the valley joint because a rigger had fixed it. Greenhouse glowing faint even in the morning sun. The extended barn, the smokehouse, the chicken run, the goat pen with Salt and Pepper-the-goat in it and Pepper-the-rabbit pointedly elsewhere. The quarry cut to the north. The capped and locked and now battle-tested well, the source, held. The high pine with Juniper’s platform at the top of it, the highest watchpost in Willowbrook, where one of the two best eyes anywhere watched the south road. The fields recovering. The fire-pit commons where a valley had planned a war and a baby had said her first curse. The perimeter Thistle had held without me and then with all of us against forty men.

From a caved-in barn and a dry well and four starving fugitives hiding in the hay. A summer, a winter, a spring, and the start of another summer.

I’d come up this road with a deed and a tool sack and a secondhand almanac with three chapters missing, a poor man from Harrowgate who’d never had a thing that was his, looking for a fresh start on some dirt nobody else wanted. I had not been looking for eight women and a baby and a valley and a thing in the deep that knew my daughter’s name. A man rarely finds what he goes looking for. If he’s very lucky, he finds the thing he actually needed instead, and doesn’t recognize it until it’s already grown roots all through his life and he couldn’t tear it out if he tried.

I wouldn’t have tried. I stood in the middle of it and counted it twice and went to find breakfast.



Dunhill rode up at midweek, alone, and the visit found a new country between us.

He walked the settlement with his pricing eye, the way he always did, but it was different now, slower, and what he was pricing wasn’t the property. He surveyed the battle damage and the repairs, the patched gap, the cleared field, the well that had held, and he was quiet a long time.

“Your people fought well,” he said finally.

I waited, because I’d learned to wait with Dunhill the way I’d learned to wait with Juniper, and the waiting paid.

“The valley fought well,” he amended, and it cost him something to amend it, and it meant everything that he did. The valley. All of it. Goblin and human, the settlement and the village and his own farmhands, one thing. He’d started saying it that way without quite deciding to, and I don’t think he heard himself do it, which was the proof it was real.

He renegotiated the trade, broader and fairer than before, Nettle’s compounds at honest rates for his fields and Maren’s store and Hollis’s hands, and then, on his way to his horse, gruff as a man passing a kidney stone, he hauled a small cask off his saddle and set it on the fire-pit table.

“Cider,” he said, not looking at me. “My own press. For the wounded. The ones that fought.” He climbed onto his horse. “Don’t make it a thing.” And he rode south before I could make it a thing, and it was a rare thing, Garret Dunhill giving a cask of his own cider without a bargain attached, a cask for the wounded of a goblin settlement, and Bramble cried a little when she tapped it, and called him a good loaf under a hard crust, which from Bramble was nearly a sainthood.



Maren came on foot at the week’s end, openly, up the south road with her basket and her sharp blue eyes, and she held Willow on the porch and let the baby grip her weathered finger.

Willow looked up at the old woman and said one of her round old words, soft, and her dark eyes pulsed green, and Maren went very still, and her tired eyes went wide, and for a moment the sharpest woman in the valley had no words at all.

“I’ve kept that store thirty years,” she said quietly. “I knew your uncle. I’ve seen most everything this valley’s got to show.” She looked at the green light fading in the baby’s eyes. “I never saw that. Lord, Thorn. What is she.”

“We don’t know yet,” I said. “We’re finding out slow.”

“Find out faster than they do,” Maren said, and there was the steel under the grandmother, and she set Willow gently in my arms and drew a folded paper from her basket, and her face was grim. “Because I’ve got news, and it’s the bad kind dressed up worse.” She handed me the paper. “My county contact. Crale’s report went up the chain. All the way up. The Compact has changed the file on Greenvale.”

I read it. And the cold came back, the deep cold, the shape of the war ahead.

The Compact was done sending ordinary soldiers. Forty men had been the wrong tool, Crale had said so himself, and the men above him had believed him. They’d reclassified the valley from an acquisition target to a deep-extraction priority. The county writ had bogged down, so they were reaching higher now, petitioning for a Crown charter and a royal grant that would let them call the valley a protected extraction site if some distant seal came down in their favor. Maren’s contact thought that paper fight would take months. Crale was not waiting months.

The letter laid out the next shape of the war in a clerk’s cold hand: chain wagons, well-drills, soil borers, reinforced cages, engineers trained to cut into living aquifer stone, and a recovery crew that did not come to seize a farm but to strip a source out of the ground and carry its conduits away breathing.

There were route notes too, copied in Maren’s crabbed hand from whatever fool clerk had left them where her contact could see. North fork bridge load limits. Wagon widths. A list of iron collars sized for goblin necks, and a separate cradle-frame notation that made my hand close hard enough to crease the page before I made myself breathe. They had requisitioned canvas screens for a field laboratory, three auger crews, and a stone-boring engineer out of the northern mines. Not lawyers. Not negotiators. Men who knew how to cut into living rock and keep specimens breathing on the way out. Maren’s contact had copied one margin note exactly: adult conduits preferred ambulatory; infant conduit transport stabilized before departure; source sample secured first.

I read it twice and wanted to tear the paper in half. I folded it instead, because rage was not a plan and the paper was.

The threat had gone from soldiers to extraction. From forty men to machines built for the deep places of the world.

“They’re not coming to scare us off,” I said.

“No,” Maren said. “They’re coming prepared to take the well apart and take your girls with it. The charter is the door they’re trying to buy, but the people coming through it are iron, rope, cages, and hands reaching for Willow. Crale asked for a specialist out of the northern depots, one they use when a site fights back.” She put her hand on my arm. “You bought yourself time in the registry. Spend it well. Because the next fight isn’t just a wall, Thorn. It’s the ground under the wall, and the thing under the ground, and whatever kind of butcher they send for both.” She looked out at the settlement, the green faces, the mended walls, the baby in my arms. “But you’ve got the settlement, Dunhill, Maren, and men who stood beside you now. That’s worth more than forty men. Maybe it’s worth more than their machines too. We’ll find out.”

She stayed for supper. She held the baby again. And she walked home in the dusk with her basket lighter and her ledger of valley secrets a little heavier, the intelligence lifeline that had found Juniper and now found the shape of the war to come.



Each of my eight found her own way to mark the surviving of it, over those mending days, and I want to set down where each of them landed, because they earned it, every one.

Bramble at the family table, Willow nearly weaned now, the baby pulling herself up on the table edge to steal bread off the board with her tiny green fists. Bramble watched her daughter steal bread and watched me across the room, and her hand drifted low to rest on her own soft belly, the private question still unanswered there, the contract still uncertain of its outcome. “We’re going to need an even bigger table,” she said, and she was radiant when she said it, the loneliness that had walked into my barn last summer burned all the way out of her.

Pip out in the trampled south field, leading her crew of refugee adolescents in the rebuilding, bossy and patient and genuinely good at it, the disposable camp-child who’d survived by being impossible to throw away, now the one the young ones followed up and down the muddy rows. “Bean. Not-bean. You GOT it. Race you to the end.” The field would be greener than ever by autumn. She’d see to it.

Nettle in the greenhouse, her journal open to a fresh page titled, in her precise hand, The Deep: Provisional Notes. She was afraid and fascinated in equal measure, which for Nettle was a kind of bliss. “It answered, Thorn,” she said, not looking up. “The thing below. It answered Willow in front of everyone on that field. It knows we’re here now, all of us, and I don’t know if that’s protection or attention, and the difference matters enormously, and I cannot stop thinking about it.” She pushed her goggles up, her sage-green eyes bright. “Juniper says she’ll take me down the passage when the danger’s past. I have to know what it is before it decides what we are.” The question lodged in all of us and shone there, sharp and impossible to ignore.

Thistle on the rebuilt perimeter line, carving the tally into the longhouse cornerstone, keeping count in knife cuts, a mark for every soul under Willowbrook’s roofs. The settlement marks crowded the old stone now, and set a little apart from the rest, deliberate, eight more. The family. She ran her scarred fingers over the eight. Above her, Juniper was up a ladder re-checking a roofline, and the two of them argued amiably about pitch the whole time Thistle carved, the second builder and the third, a rivalry that was going to be very funny for years. “Not bad,” Thistle said, of the settlement, of the survival, of all of it. From Thistle, it was a parade with banners.

Fern walking the recovering fields, her hands trailing the churned earth, and the crops coming back up green and strong under her palms faster than any planting should, her glow steady and unafraid. “The land fought for us,” she told me, wonder in her low voice. “I’ve never seen it do that before. It grew a bog under their boots because they were a threat to its own.” She looked at her own glowing hands. “It’s waking up, Thorn. All the way up. And it’s on our side.” She wasn’t afraid of what she was anymore. She’d helped save them with it. That had changed something at the root of her.

Sorrel down out of the high pine more than she used to be, talking easily, the silent hunter who couldn’t stop telling stories of the rescue now, mostly to make Juniper roll her eyes. “And then she dropped a two-pound weight off forty feet and hit a man square on the helmet and he just sat down, just sat down in the mud like he’d decided to have a rest.” She sat at the family table without being asked, every night now, her bow leaned in the corner. “I’m staying,” she said, which wasn’t news to anyone, but she liked saying it, the girl who’d come with no words choosing to say the biggest one out loud.

Sedge whole at last, working the quarry with Juniper rigging above her, the two of them moving the way they must have moved before the cave-in, before everything, a rhythm years of grief had broken and a rescue had mended. She caught me watching and grinned the proprietary grin. “You dug for both of us,” she said. “We’re yours. She knows it now too.” From forty feet up the quarry face, Juniper called down, flat and dry, “I’m assessing the load.” Sedge laughed, big and on time. “She’s yours,” she told me. “She’s just assessing how she likes saying it.”

And Juniper, on the high pine platform she’d built with her own hands, the highest watchpost in Willowbrook, sat with her back to the trunk and her long legs hanging over the edge of the drop that would have killed anyone else, perfectly at ease where the ground was forty feet down. The rigger who’d spent ten years on the edge of falling, who’d survived by never looking down. She put one hand on the railing she’d rigged and tested it, the reflex, checking the weight before she trusted it. It held. Below her, Sorrel called something from the lower branches and Juniper answered without counting first. That was new too. A voice from below, a drop under her heels, and no numbers needed to keep herself together. She looked at the railing a moment. And then, deliberately, she leaned back against it and let it take her whole weight, and she looked out over the valley that had become a thing strong enough to catch her, and she let herself lean.



That night, with the settlement safe around us and the wounded mending and the high summer thick and warm, the family gathered in the barn, and Bramble turned it into a celebration with that warm kitchen-command certainty of hers.

She handed Willow to Agate at the longhouse door, the trust milestone gone routine now. “There’s milk in the jug, what’s left of it,” she said. “She’ll sleep through.” And Agate carried the baby off into the warm dark, and Bramble turned to the barn and walked in, and the lamplight caught her, deep emerald skin and dark green hair loose down her back, her massive breasts straining her blouse, the Matriarch surveying the eight bodies waiting for her in the hay.

“We took someone back from them,” she said, her warm contralto carrying. “We held the line. We threw a gray company off our well.” Her brown-gold eyes moved across all of us, fierce and bright. “We’ve got eight roots in this ground now. Eight.” Her gaze found Juniper, who sat composed in the lamplight, tall and slate-green among the warmer greens, and Bramble said the words she said for every new one, the ritual phrase, the same one she’d used for Fern and for Sorrel and Sedge. “Come here, rigger. You’re family.”

Juniper looked at her. Then she rose, and she came, the most careful woman about weight I’d ever met putting her whole weight on a thing she’d tested and found held.

Bramble began with me, the ritual open, the way she always did. She freed her breasts and drew my mouth to her, and the milk came thin now, almost gone, a last sweet trickle, and that made it tender, the ending of a thing right there on my tongue, the whole family watching the Matriarch nurse the man she’d chosen, the symbol that started everything.

Then she ran the room like the kitchen, and each lane came in its turn, woven, not listed, eight women and one man in the lamplit hay.

That was Bramble’s genius, the way she made plenty feel ordered and order feel warm. No one got lost in the size of it. She touched Pip’s hair before Pip went to her knees, because Pip needed an audience but also needed to know the audience loved her when she stopped performing. She set Nettle’s goggles on a clean folded cloth instead of letting them vanish into the straw, because Nettle could surrender better when the ritual objects were respected. She kissed Thistle’s bound wrists after tying them. She checked Fern’s canvas was spread where new shoots wouldn’t splinter under her back. She put Sorrel where the silent hunter could see the door and still choose to speak. She gave Sedge room enough to wrestle without crushing anyone. And before Juniper came in, Bramble held out a hand, waited until Juniper chose to take it, and said, low enough that only the nearest of us heard, “You can stop anywhere. Family means you get to choose the weight.”

Juniper looked at that offered hand, then at Sedge, then at me. “I know,” she said, flat, and the fact that she knew was the whole miracle.

Pip dropped to her knees first, because she always did, never one to wait her turn when there was an audience to be had, her exhibition oral for a watching ring of seven, both hands wrapped around my cock because one was never enough on her tiny frame, her lips stretched wide around the head and her amber eyes shining up at me and then cutting sideways to make sure everyone was watching, performing for every green-skinned woman in the barn, drooling and sloppy and gloriously proud, lime-green skin bright in the lamplight, her copper hair catching the gold. “Watch me,” she crowed, pulling my cock from her mouth just to say it, spit roping off her chin. “I’m the best at this, everybody watch, this is the part I’m best at.” And then she swallowed me down again to the root, and she was magnificent at it, and she knew it, and being watched being good at it was the whole of her joy.

Nettle stepped up when Pip had wound the room tight, and she removed her own goggles and set them aside, the chosen ritual, no wall left in it. “Protocol Ten,” she announced, bending over a hay bale, her spectacular dark emerald ass presented round and full in the lamplight, her near-black braid falling over one shoulder, and nobody was fooled by the word and nobody cared, least of all Nettle, who said it with a dry smile that knew it was a joke now and loved it precisely as a joke, the armor turned to costume turned to play.

Thistle offered her scarred wrists to Bramble’s rope without a fight, no provocation, no dare, no shove, the brat entirely gone, and Bramble tied the familiar knots she’d tied a hundred times, gentle and sure, and Thistle’s fierce gold eyes drifted closed and her shoulders came down and the breath went out of her in a long slow give, the warrior choosing the dark she used to have to be tricked into, asking now for what she once could only provoke.

Fern laid her canvas on the hay and rode and gushed, her silver hair blazing, and the barn floor sprouted green shoots up through the cracks between the boards the way it always did when Fern let go, a little ring of new growth spreading out from under her, and the whole family cheered like it was a festival trick, because they’d seen it a dozen times and it never once stopped being a marvel, and Fern laughed at the cheering, glowing, delighted, the woman who’d been so afraid of what she was now showing it off in a barn full of people who loved her for it.

Sorrel asked out loud for exactly what she wanted, the silent one, verbal and certain, narrating in the dark, and when I praised her she praised herself right back without missing a beat, “I’m good, I know I’m good, tell them,” telling the whole room herself, claiming her own voice in front of all of them, the arc that started with a feral girl who couldn’t say her name completing itself out loud in company.

Sedge wrestled me down into the hay and rode my cock hard, slamming her wet pussy down to the root and grinding, trading the hold back and forth, three full rounds, the endurance lane she’d built in me over these months of trying to wear me out and never quite managing, insatiable and grinning her huge proprietary grin, her pussy gripping and milking me every time she dropped, and there was joy running under the strength now where for a season there’d been only grief, because the woman she’d dug for and lost was sitting right there in the lamplight watching with her honey plait and her dry small smile, and Sedge had everything back, and she fucked like a woman who had everything back.

And Juniper. I laid her back and her long slate-green legs came up and wrapped me high, the leg-anchor, and I sank my cock into her tight slick pussy and her trained stillness broke the way it had the first night, and Sedge gathered her up from behind and held her through it, murmuring you’re home, you’re home, and Juniper’s strong rigger’s feet found me as I drove into her, soles pressing me deeper, and she lost her count entirely, her pussy clenching around me, surrounded and held, the contained woman uncontained among her new family.

Bramble took me last, and quiet, the director stepping into her own scene, the way she always closed it. She drew me down over her, her soft heavy body warm beneath me, her legs wrapping my waist, and she pulled my mouth to her breast and I nursed the last of her while I worked my cock into her deep, the tight wet heat of her swallowing every inch.

“Give it to me,” she breathed, low, the breeding words, the ones that didn’t change because they weren’t meant to. “All of it. Deep. I want your cum in me. I want to be carrying.” Her brown-gold eyes held mine, fierce and tender. “Maybe this is the one, love. Maybe it took already, maybe it takes tonight. Either way you put it in me and we keep trying till it does.” She drew me deeper, her pussy rolling up to meet every thrust. “Fill me up. Breed me. Give me another. That’s the deal.” And I came deep inside her, my cock pulsing and flooding her with cum, held there, her legs locking me in, taking every drop, her hand pressing flat against my low back to keep me seated and spilling, and whether a second child started in her that night or had started already or hadn’t started yet, none of us knew, and she wanted it that way, the question left open, the hope kept burning.



Nine bodies in the hay, eight women and one man, and the lamplight on all of us, and I lay in the middle of it and looked at the varied, beautiful, improbable family I had stumbled into.

Eight shades of green. Deep emerald and lime and dark emerald and olive, forest-green and tawny and moss and slate. Eight colors of hair fanned across the hay: dark green, copper-red, near-black, auburn, silver-white, dark-brown, jet-black, and one long plait of honey-gold. The most diverse the family had ever been, every one of them distinct, every one of them mine, every one of them here by her own choosing.

Pip was already talking. “Best. Night. Of all the nights.” She propped herself on one elbow, fangs flashing in a grin. “EVER. I said it last time too but this time it’s MORE ever.”

Thistle lay face-down against my shoulder, and she wasn’t gripping my shirt, her old tell, her two fistfuls of proof she wouldn’t be put down. She’d pressed her forehead to my shoulder instead, the goblin gesture, the trust, the whole of her arc in the difference between the grip and the press.

Nettle was journaling on Fern’s back, her hand a little unsteady, ink smudging, and I caught the entry: Group efficacy: exceeds all prior parameters. Sample size now eight. Methodology: sound. Recommendation: repeat indefinitely.

Sorrel narrated softly to no one, content, just making sounds because she could.

Sedge had one heavy moss-green arm thrown across Juniper, who lay against her, pale eyes open and calm, not counting, resting her full weight on the pile of us, the rigger who trusted by testing now leaning on all eight of us at once without checking the load.

And Bramble surveyed it all from where she lay, satisfied, the Matriarch who’d orchestrated everything, one hand resting low on her own belly and the private question in it.

“Same time next month,” Bramble said.

“Next WEEK,” Pip said.

“We have a settlement to rebuild, you lime-colored disaster,” Bramble said.

Pip beamed at the ceiling. “She loves me.”

“Test holds,” Juniper said, flat, into the warm dark, her hand finding mine in the pile of bodies and holding on.

“Told you,” Sedge said.


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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