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Chapter 1: Dirt and Deed

The road to Greenvale had no signpost. Just a fork where the wagon ruts thinned to a footpath, and a leaning birch tree with three ax marks scarred into its trunk. Uncle Aldric’s directions, written in the margins of his will in handwriting that tilted hard to the right like the words were trying to walk off the page. “Turn at the birch with the cuts. Walk until you see the ridge. The land below is yours.”

Six months since he died. Four months since the letter reached me in Harrowgate. Two months of saving every copper from dock work and odd carpentry to buy enough supplies to survive the first weeks. And now, three days of walking with a tool sack cutting into my shoulder and a folded deed in my chest pocket, I stood at the fork and looked at the birch tree and the three honest cuts in its bark.

The cuts were old. Deep. Made with a heavy blade by someone who wanted them to last. Uncle Aldric marking the path to his home, because the road to it was too small to name.

I turned left and kept walking.

The path climbed through mixed forest, birch and ash giving way to thicker oak as the ground rose. Late spring meant everything was green and urgent, the canopy buzzing with insects, the undergrowth reaching for my ankles like it had somewhere it wanted me to go. Brambles snagged my trouser legs. Fiddlehead ferns uncurled in the shade. I stepped over a fallen log colonized by shelf mushrooms and startled a wood pigeon off a branch. It clattered away through the leaves, offended by my presence.

Good soil country. I could smell it in the air, that mineral richness that meant things wanted to grow here. The earth under my boots was dark and soft, crumbling where the path had eroded, full of worms and rootlets and the silent machinery of fertility. I grabbed a handful and squeezed it in my fist. It held together, then crumbled cleanly when I opened my fingers. Not clay, not sand. Loam. The kind of soil people wrote about in farming almanacs as the ideal. I’d read that page in my secondhand almanac so many times the ink was wearing off.

Harrowgate never smelled like this. Harrowgate smelled like salt and fish offal and too many people packed into too few rooms. I’d been born there, if you could call it that. No father I’d ever met. A mother who stayed until I was seven, then didn’t. I came home from the docks one evening, the room was empty, and it stayed empty. After that it was boarding houses and dock bosses and winters spent hoping the cough in my chest was just cold air and nothing worse.

I’d learned to carry crates before I learned to read, and I’d learned to read only because Old Vanner at the chandlery thought it was bad luck to employ someone who couldn’t sign a receipt. He taught me letters by having me copy shipping manifests until my fingers cramped. By fourteen I could read and write and calculate weight and price faster than most clerks. By sixteen I was managing cargo transfers for the night shift. By eighteen I was doing carpentry repairs on the warehouse when the regular builder was too drunk to show.

Twenty-one years of Harrowgate. Twenty-one years of salt air and splinters and sleeping in rooms that smelled like other men’s sweat, eating food that tasted like whatever was cheapest that week, saving coppers in a tin under my bed because the boarding house didn’t have locks. Every winter I told myself this was the year things would change. Every spring I was still on the docks.

Uncle Aldric was a name on a letter once a year. A card at midwinter with stiff, formal well-wishes and occasionally a pressed flower from his garden that crumbled to dust by the time it reached the coast. A distant relative my mother had mentioned before she vanished. I’d met him twice as a boy, both times brief, both times awkward: a tall weathered man who smelled like earth and wood smoke and didn’t know how to talk to children. I remembered his hands most clearly. Huge, scarred, stained with soil so deep no amount of scrubbing would shift it. Working hands. Hands that had built things and held tools and turned dirt into something alive.

When the solicitor’s notice arrived telling me this man I barely knew had left me forty acres of farmland in a valley I’d never heard of, I’d read it three times, folded it into my shirt, and handed my dock boss my resignation that afternoon. He’d laughed. Said I’d be back in a month with my tail between my legs, begging for my shift back.

I’d walked out without answering. Some things don’t need a reply.

I didn’t know how to farm. Not really. I knew soil from reading the almanac, and I knew how to build things and fix things and swing a hammer and split wood and haul loads that would make a mule complain. The rest I’d figure out. I had Aldric’s notes in the margins of his will, a basic almanac that was missing three chapters and smelled like mildew, and the stubbornness of a man who’d run out of other options.

The ridge came into view through a gap in the trees, and I stopped.

Below me, Greenvale opened up like a bowl turned on its side and filled with late-afternoon light. Rolling meadows running down to a distant tree line, the glint of water from what had to be the creek, and scattered across the valley floor, the patchwork of farms that made up the region’s life. Some prosperous, their fields geometrical and clean-fenced, smoke rising from solid chimneys in thin white lines that the wind bent westward. Livestock dots on green squares. The organized geometry of people who knew what they were doing and had been doing it long enough that the land had shaped itself around their intentions.

One operation in particular caught my eye on the valley’s south side. Large. Well-ordered. Two barns, maybe three, stone-walled paddocks, and fields that stretched across what had to be a hundred acres of prime bottomland. The fences were white-washed, the crop rows precise, and even from the ridge I could see the gleam of a metal weather vane catching the sun. Whoever owned that spread was the biggest player in the valley, and they wanted everyone to know it.

Then I looked east, toward the valley’s edge where the meadows gave way to wild forest, and I saw my inheritance.

My stomach dropped about two inches.

The farmhouse was stone, which was something. Two rooms, from what I could see at this distance, with thick walls and a chimney that still stood straight. Stone meant it wouldn’t rot, wouldn’t burn easily, and wouldn’t fall down on my head while I slept. In Harrowgate, that qualified as luxury. That was where the good news ended.

The fields were waist-high with wild grass and thistle, forty acres of potential buried under years of neglect. From the ridge I could see where the field boundaries had been: stone markers and the ghostly lines of old furrows still visible under the weed carpet. Someone had worked this land for years, maybe decades, and then the work had stopped. The good soil was still there, hidden beneath a tangle of growth that had claimed every inch of cleared ground and was working on the rest.

Fences leaned at angles that suggested they’d given up long ago, posts rotting, crossbeams sagging or gone entirely. I counted three sections of complete collapse just on the visible perimeter. The barn was large, easily the biggest structure on the property, but its roof had caved on the north side, leaving a gaping hole open to sky and rain. From up here, the collapsed section looked like a wound in the building’s side.

A well stood in the yard between house and barn, its pump handle hanging at a broken angle.

The creek ran along the eastern boundary, willow trees trailing their fingers in clear water. That was beautiful. Late afternoon light turned the water gold where it caught the sun, and the willows threw long shadows across a stretch of mossy bank that looked peaceful enough to make a man forget his troubles. Birds flitted between the branches. Something splashed in the shallows.

I stood on the ridge for a long time, looking at it all. The beauty of the creek and the ruin of the farm and the prosperous operations in the valley below that showed me exactly how far I had to go. The distance between what this place was and what it needed to be stretched out in my mind like a road I couldn’t see the end of.

Then I shifted the tool sack on my shoulder, adjusted the strap where it had worn a raw spot through my shirt, and started down the hill. Distance was just a measurement. I’d walked three days to get here. The rest was more walking.

Up close, it was worse. The farmhouse door hung on one hinge, the bottom scraping a groove in the packed-earth floor when I muscled it open. The windows had no glass, just wooden shutters, one of which had blown off entirely and lay rotting in the weeds outside. Inside: two rooms divided by a half-wall of mortared stone. A hearth big enough to cook in, the firebox blackened with decades of use. Cobwebs stretched between the ceiling beams thick enough to catch a bird. A wooden table missing a leg, propped on a flat stone. Three chairs, one with a broken back.

The air smelled of dust and old stone and the faintest ghost of wood smoke, as if the hearth remembered every fire it had held.

But the roof was sound. The walls were three feet of fitted stone. The chimney drew clean air when I held my palm over the firebox. Whoever had built this house, probably Aldric or his father, had built it to stand. Everything else could be fixed. The bones were good.

I dropped my sack by the hearth and walked the property.

It took the better part of two hours. I was thorough because I needed to be. This was my land, and I couldn’t fix what I didn’t understand.

The south field was the most accessible. Closest to the house, gently sloped, with the creek bending near its lower edge for easy water access. Under the weeds, the soil was everything I’d hoped for from the ridge: dark, loose, worm-worked, rich with the rotted organic matter of years of undisturbed growth. I dug my fingers in to a depth of eight inches before hitting anything harder than earth. Good drainage. No hardpan. I could get an acre or two cleared and planted this season if I moved fast. Late for most crops, but root vegetables and greens could still catch the growing season. My almanac said anything planted before the solstice had a chance.

The north field was rougher. Rockier soil, steeper slope, and the forest pressed closer here. The trees threw shade for part of the day, which would limit what could grow. But along the field’s edge, I found wild herb patches that someone, probably Aldric, had encouraged: rosemary gone woody and thick, mint spreading in an aggressive carpet, something with purple flowers that I didn’t recognize but that smelled sharp and medicinal.

I found animal tracks along the north fence line. Deer prints, rabbit trails, the delicate marks of what might be wild turkey. And something else. Deep, clawed prints sunk into hard-packed earth by the post nearest the forest. Whatever had made them was heavy, four-legged, and moved with a spread stride that suggested serious size. The claws had torn the ground. Not just walking. Running.

I measured the print against my hand. It was wider than my palm spread.

I filed that away and kept walking.

The creek was everything the ridge had promised. Clear water running over a gravel bed, deep enough to fill buckets easily, shallow enough to wade in most places. The willows grew thick along the bank, their trailing branches creating a green curtain that turned the creek into a private corridor of dappled shade and moving water. Moss covered the rocks. Minnows darted in the shallows. I knelt and tasted the water: cold, clean, with a mineral edge that meant it was running from a spring uphill.

Good water. That mattered more than anything else.

Behind the farmhouse, I found the remains of what had been a garden. Stone borders still marked the beds, and a few surviving plants poked through the weeds: a scraggly rosemary bush, some hardy thyme, and what looked like the thick stalks of rhubarb refusing to die. A wooden potting bench leaned against the house’s back wall, weathered but intact. Drying racks for herbs had collapsed into a pile of sticks.

Aldric had been a gardener. Maybe more than a farmer. The care in those stone borders, the variety of the surviving plants. Someone had loved this ground.

The barn came last. I’d saved it because I’d known it was the biggest job and I’d wanted the rest of the picture first.

Inside, it was cavernous. Solid timber frame, hand-hewn beams fitted together with a precision that said the builder cared about the work and had the skill to back up the caring. Mortise and tenon joints, pegged, not nailed. The work of a man who expected his grandchildren to use this barn. The collapsed section was the north roof, where water damage had rotted the supports over years of leaky shingles left unrepaired. Three main beams had given way, bringing down a section maybe twenty feet across. Repairable, but not quickly. I’d need timber, and I’d need help lifting it, or a rope-and-pulley rig and a lot of patience.

The rest of the barn was dry. The floor was thick with old hay that smelled of dust and dried grass and the faintest memory of livestock. Along the west wall, stalls still held their partition boards. A hay loft above was intact, the ladder to it missing two rungs but climbable.

And in the barn’s back corner, behind a stack of lumber that partially concealed it from the main space, I found what I’d been half-expecting since the ridge.

Sleeping nests in the hay. Several of them, body-sized and shaped by repeated use, pressed into comfortable hollows. Thin blankets folded with careful precision beside each nest. A cold fire pit near the west wall, ringed with stones and positioned where its glow would be invisible from the barn’s openings. Scraps of dried root vegetable peel in a small pile. A wooden cup, cracked along the rim and mended with pine resin. A scrap of cloth that might have been a bandage, stained with something dark.

I crouched by the fire pit and touched the ashes. Cold, but not ancient. Days old. A week at most.

Four someones had been living in my barn. The blankets were threadbare but folded with the kind of precision that said their owners had very little and took care of every bit of it. The fire pit was hidden because the people who built it expected to be punished if they were found. The sleeping nests were positioned where you’d miss them unless you walked to the back of the barn and looked behind the lumber.

These weren’t bandits. Bandits didn’t fold their blankets or mend their cups with pine resin. These were people who expected to be found and expected what came after to be bad.

I stood up and walked back to the farmhouse.

The evening was settling over Greenvale. Purple shadows stretching across the valley, the last of the sunlight turning the creek to copper, bats emerging from the forest edge to hunt the insects rising from the meadow. It would have been peaceful if my mind weren’t chewing on the four blankets and the hidden fire pit.

I could wait for them. They’d been gone when I arrived, but the nests said they’d been here recently. They might come back tonight, or tomorrow, or they might have seen me from the trees and run for good.

If they came back, they’d see the light from my chimney. They’d know someone was here.

I made a decision. I’d leave the barn door unlatched. I’d keep my fire burning. And I’d deal with whatever happened at dawn, when people make better choices than they do in the dark.

The hearth drew well once I cleared a bird’s nest from the flue. I stacked kindling from the barn’s scattered lumber, struck a spark with my flint, and coaxed a flame that grew into a steady blaze. The light pushed shadows into the corners and made the stone walls glow with a warmth that almost disguised how empty the room was.

I ate my road rations sitting on the floor with my back against the hearth’s warm stone. Hard bread. Dried meat that required committed chewing and serious jaw strength. A wrinkled apple I’d been saving since the last village, which was sweeter for the wait. Not a meal to remember, but the heat from the fire on my face and food in my stomach felt like something close to luxury after three days on the road.

While I ate, I looked around the room and made lists in my head.

The table could be fixed. Cut a new leg from a straight branch, peg it in, sand it level. Half a day’s work. The chairs needed new joints on two of the three, but the doweling was quality construction. A few hours each. The door hinge was the easiest fix: a new pin, which I had in my tool sack. The missing shutter I could rebuild from barn lumber in an afternoon. The windows, I’d leave open for now. Summer was coming, and the ventilation would keep the stone from sweating.

Beyond this room, the list got longer. The well pump first, because water was everything. A man could live without a lot of things, but water wasn’t one of them. Then the fences, at least around the south field, to keep out whatever had left those tracks near the north line. Clear enough ground to plant late-season crops before the window closed. Root vegetables, greens, maybe beans if I found some seed. Patch the barn roof enough to keep the rain off the good half. Fix the chimney cap before autumn. Dig a root cellar for winter stores. Build a chicken coop, once I found chickens to put in it.

Months of work. A year, honestly, to get the place to anything resembling functional. And that was if everything went right, which in my experience it never did.

But the soil was good. The water ran clean. The walls were solid stone and the hearth drew true. Those were the things that couldn’t be fixed if they were wrong. Everything else was just work, and work was the one thing I’d never been short on.

This dirt was mine. Nobody was taking it.

I finished my meal, banked the fire to last the night, and laid my bedroll on the cleanest patch of floor I could find. The tool sack made a lumpy pillow, but I’d slept worse. Much worse. The stone floor was dry and the hearth radiated stored heat. The night sounds of Greenvale filtered through the open window: crickets in steady chorus, the distant call of an owl, wind moving through the willows along the creek. Water over stones. The soft rustle of night animals going about their business.

Different from Harrowgate’s dockside racket. Quieter. Bigger. The silence of a place that had plenty of room for a man and didn’t care whether he was there or not.

I was half-asleep when I heard it.

Movement in the barn. Not loud. A faint scrape of something against wood. The creak of old timber under light weight, the kind of sound a barn makes when someone steps carefully across its floor. Then, so quiet I almost missed it over the crickets, the low murmur of voices. More than one. More than two. Speaking in a language I didn’t recognize, the words soft and quick and worried-sounding. A hushed argument, carried on in sharp and frantic tones, the voices of people who desperately needed to talk and were terrified of being heard.

They were back. Whoever had been sleeping in those hay nests had returned and found smoke coming from the farmhouse chimney and a stranger’s bedroll on the floor.

I lay still, breathing evenly, and thought it through. Multiple people, from the sound. Hiding, careful, afraid of being discovered. The sleeping nests had been orderly, the fire pit carefully concealed. These weren’t bandits. Bandits didn’t fold their blankets, didn’t mend cracked cups, didn’t whisper.

Refugees, maybe. Travelers with nowhere left to go, squatting in a dead man’s barn and hoping nobody would notice.

My hand rested on the hatchet at my belt. Just in case. I was practical, not stupid.

But I didn’t get up. I didn’t charge into the barn with a blade and demands. Whatever was happening out there would still be happening at dawn, and whatever conversation needed having would go better in daylight, with nerves settled and nobody startled into doing something regrettable. They’d survived here for days or weeks without trouble. One more night wouldn’t change anything.

I might have imagined it, but through the wall, I thought I heard a voice, pitched low and warm, say something that sounded like a reassurance. And then, fainter still, the sound of someone singing. Barely audible. A melody I didn’t know, in a language I couldn’t follow. But the sound of it was unmistakable. A lullaby.

Someone was singing the others to sleep.

I lay in my bedroll and listened until the singing faded into the night sounds and the barn fell quiet. My first night on my own land. My dirt, my stone walls, my leaking barn with its hidden occupants.

Tomorrow I’d find out who they were. Tonight, I fell asleep to a stranger’s lullaby drifting through the wall, and I didn’t dream of Harrowgate.


Chapter 2: Green Strangers

I woke before dawn out of habit. Dock workers rise early, and the body doesn’t forget just because you change the scenery. The fire had burned to embers, the farmhouse cold, stone walls holding the night’s chill like a cellar. Gray light seeped through the window where the shutter was missing, and somewhere outside a songbird was working through its dawn repertoire with more enthusiasm than talent.

I rolled my bedroll, splashed creek water on my face from the bucket I’d filled the evening before, and chewed the last of my hard bread. It was stale enough to qualify as building material. I ate it anyway and called it breakfast.

Then I pulled on my boots, tucked the hatchet into my belt, and walked to the barn.

The morning was still. Mist hung in the valley, turning the willows along the creek into smudged watercolors and softening the ruined fences into something almost intentional. My breath came in faint white puffs. The grass was wet and the ground soft under my boots as I crossed the yard.

The barn door was ajar. It had been closed when I’d left it.

I eased it wider and stepped inside.

The light was dim, filtered through gaps in the intact roof and the open wound of the collapsed section. Hay dust floated in pale shafts of morning light. The fire pit was cold.

The hay nests behind the stacked lumber were empty. Blankets folded with meticulous precision. No sign of occupation except the deliberate tidiness of people who’d learned to leave no trace.

They’d run. Heard me arrive, waited through the night, slipped away before dawn.

I stood in the empty barn looking at the four folded blankets and the cold fire pit with its careful stone ring, and felt something unexpected. Disappointment. Which made no sense, because I should have been relieved. Four fewer problems to solve. Four fewer mouths competing for the food I didn’t have enough of.

But the neatness of those blankets. The care someone had taken with the fire pit. The wooden cup, cracked and mended with pine resin, sitting beside a nest like it had been placed there with thought. These were people who took care of what little they had. People who tidied their space even when they knew they might be running by morning.

A sound behind me. The scrape of bare feet on packed earth.

I turned.

She hadn’t run after all.

She was the size of a child, but she wasn’t a child. That was the first thing my brain registered and the second thing it corrected. Four-foot-nine of compact fury. Olive-green skin that caught the dim barn light with a warm undertone, like aged bronze under a patina. Choppy auburn hair sticking up in every direction, cut with something sharp and no mirror. Gold eyes that blazed with hostility thick enough to taste. Pointed ears pressed flat against her skull. A snarl that showed elongated canines, sharp and prominent, the most overtly goblin thing about her.

She held a broken fence post like a club, both hands white-knuckled on the wood, and her bare calloused feet were planted in a fighter’s stance. She wore a leather band wrapped across a small, firm chest and cut-off leggings that left thick, muscular thighs exposed. A tool belt hung at her narrow hips, the pouches empty, and scars ran in parallel lines across both forearms. Old scars. Deliberate. The kind made by someone else as punishment.

A goblin. She was a goblin.

I’d seen goblins before. A few times on the Harrowgate docks, chained in work gangs, unloading cargo under the watch of men with sticks. Small, green-skinned, barely acknowledged. I’d never spoken to one. They were a fact of the docks like rats and weather: present, unremarkable, invisible unless you looked.

This one looked like she wanted to kill me, and from the way she held that fence post with the natural grip of someone who’d swung weapons before, she could probably give it a solid try.

I raised both hands, palms out. The hatchet stayed in my belt. “Easy.”

“Get off our land.” Her voice was low for someone her size, gravelly, the words clipped short like she was rationing them. “We were here first.”

“It’s my land, actually. I have the deed.”

“Paper.” She spat the word like it tasted rotten. “Paper doesn’t mean dust-for-brains when you’re standing in someone else’s home.”

Movement behind her. Another figure emerged from behind the stacked lumber, and whatever I’d been about to say died in my throat.

She was taller than the fierce one, maybe five-one, but still a foot shorter than me. Deep emerald-green skin, warm-toned, like the underside of a forest leaf held up to sunlight. Dark green hair, glossy and thick, pulled back in a working bun that left her pointed ears exposed. Her face was rounder, softer, with warm brown-gold eyes that crinkled at the corners. Lines around those eyes. Not age exactly, but experience. The lived-in face of someone who’d held too many people together for too many years.

And her body.

The threadbare shirt she wore was losing a war with the chest underneath it. Massive, heavy breasts strained the fabric with every breath, the buttons threatening mutiny, deep cleavage shadowed even through the worn cloth. When she moved, those breasts shifted with a weight that drew the eye involuntarily. Below the straining shirt, wide hips flared from a soft waist, and the makeshift skirt she’d fashioned from a feed sack draped over curves that belonged on a woman a foot taller. On a five-foot-one goblin frame, everything was concentrated, compressed, amplified. Bare feet below the skirt’s hem, small and sturdy, dusted with barn hay.

She put a hand on the fierce one’s shoulder. Gentle but firm. The authority of long practice.

“Thistle. Enough.”

Thistle. The fierce one’s name. She didn’t lower the fence post, but she stopped advancing. Her hot stare stayed on me, measuring, waiting for an excuse.

Behind them, two more faces appeared, and my barn suddenly felt very small and very crowded with people I hadn’t expected.

One peeked around the lumber stack with the biggest eyes I’d ever seen. Huge amber irises in a bright lime-green face so vivid she almost glowed in the dim light. Copper-red hair tangled with dried leaves and flower petals, cut short and wild around a face dominated by those enormous eyes and a grin that was already forming despite the tension. She was tiny. Four-foot-seven at the outside, and practically vibrating with the effort of staying behind the lumber when every particle of her wanted to bounce out.

She wore a cloth band across a small, perky chest and a short wrap around her hips, and that was it. Bare midriff, bare arms, bare feet, bare legs. More skin than cloth by a considerable margin. Her lime-green skin gleamed even in the low light, bright and smooth and unblemished. Her ears were perked straight up, pointed tips quivering.

The last one hung further back in the shadows. Darker emerald skin, near-black green hair in a neat braid, magnifying goggles pushed up on her forehead like a second pair of eyes. She watched me with sage-green irises that catalogued everything they touched. A leather-bound journal clutched against her chest.

Below the journal and the work apron she wore, a generous bust pressed against the fabric. But it was her lower body that caught the eye. Wide hips, thick thighs that strained the fitted leggings she wore, and when she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, the leggings stretched tight across a spectacular round rear that made the fabric look like it was holding on for dear life. She was shorter than the tall one but curved in a way that was denser, heavier, concentrated in her hips and thighs and that remarkable backside.

She didn’t step forward. She wrote something in her journal without looking down, her quill moving in quick strokes, watching me over the top of the leather binding.

Four goblin women. Living in my barn.

The tall one stepped forward. Her warm eyes met mine, cautious but not hostile. Measuring. Deciding.

“My name is Bramble,” she said. Her voice was warm contralto, the kind that could fill a room or quiet one. “These are my girls. We’ve been sheltering here. We didn’t know anyone was coming.”

“Thorn Ashvale. This was my uncle’s farm.”

“Was?”

“He’s dead. It’s mine now.”

Something flickered across her face. Calculation. Fear, controlled and hidden quickly, the fear of someone who’d gotten very good at hiding it. She glanced back at the others: Thistle still gripping her weapon, the bright one bouncing on her toes, the dark one writing in her journal with the intensity of someone documenting a crisis.

Bramble looked back at me. “Then I expect you want us gone.”

It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of fact delivered with flat resignation. The way she said it told me everything about what their life had been. People arrived. People told them to leave. That was how things worked, and she was already calculating how far they could get before dark, already prioritizing who needed food most.

I looked at the four of them.

Thistle’s scarred forearms, those parallel lines that no one does to themselves. The little bright one’s left arm held carefully at her side, a grimy bandage wrapped around a wound that needed cleaning. The dark one’s fingers stained with ink and yellowish residue of herbal salve, self-applied. And Bramble’s wrists, where threadbare sleeves rode up just enough to show rope-burn scars circling both.

“When did you last eat?” I said.

Bramble blinked. Her composure cracked for half a second. Something raw showed underneath before she smoothed it back.

“Three days,” she said quietly.

The little one’s ears drooped. The one with the goggles stopped writing. Thistle’s jaw clenched in a way that wasn’t hostility. Shame.

Three days. In my barn. With a wounded girl and threadbare clothes and folded blankets and a fire they were afraid to light.

“Come inside,” I said. “I’ve got enough for today.”

I turned and walked back to the farmhouse. Behind me, silence. Then the sound of a fence post hitting the ground.

Then four sets of bare feet on wet grass.

Inside, I opened my supply sack and laid out what I had. Not much. Dried meat, a slab of hard cheese, a few strips of journey bread. Enough for one man for two days, or five people for one meal if they were careful.

They weren’t careful. They were starving.

Bramble tried to ration. I could see her instinct kick in: divide the food, give the others more, keep the smallest portion for herself. But the smallest one grabbed a strip of meat and tore into it with a ferocity that put her goblin teeth to good use, chewing so fast she barely swallowed before the next bite.

“Pip, manners,” Bramble said.

Pip. The little bright one’s name.

“Mpfh,” said Pip, through a mouthful of cheese. Her amber eyes were closed in something approaching religious ecstasy. Her pointed ears stood straight up.

Thistle had taken a piece of bread. She ate it standing by the door, facing the yard, watching. Guarding. Even here, even now, she was watching for danger. She ate with the fast, mechanical efficiency of someone who’d learned that food could be taken away if you didn’t finish it quickly.

The dark one with the goggles sat against the wall, eating slowly and precisely, tearing her bread into measured pieces and chewing each one thoroughly. Between bites, she wrote in her journal. I caught a glimpse of the page: neat, tiny handwriting in what looked like a catalog format. Observations. She was documenting the farmhouse.

Bramble ate last. She watched the others finish first, made sure everyone had enough, then allowed herself the remaining strip of meat and a piece of cheese. She ate it slowly, savoring it, and I realized that the savoring was not luxury but habit. A woman who’d learned to stretch every bite because she never knew when the next one was coming.

When they’d finished, Bramble looked at me. The wariness was still there, but something else had joined it. Not gratitude, exactly. She was too guarded for gratitude. Assessment. I’d fed them. Now she was figuring out what I wanted in return.

“We won’t stay long,” she said. “A day to rest. Then we’ll move on.”

“Move on to where?”

Silence. The question sat in the room like a stone. Bramble didn’t answer because there was no answer. They had nowhere to go. The mountains behind them, hostile villages ahead, and every direction full of people who saw their green skin and reached for a stick or a chain.

“I need workers,” I said. I kept my voice practical, matter-of-fact. A business proposition, not charity. Charity they’d refuse. “This farm is forty acres of ruin. I can’t rebuild it alone. Not the fences, the fields, the barn, the well. Not before winter.”

Bramble’s eyes narrowed. “You’re offering us work.”

“I’m offering a deal. You stay. You help rebuild. You earn your keep. No strings, no chains, no servitude. You work, you eat, you sleep under a roof instead of in a barn. If you want to leave, you leave. Nobody stops you.”

“And if your neighbors find out you’ve got goblins on your land?”

“Then they’ll learn to mind their own business.”

Thistle snorted from the doorway. She didn’t turn around, but her ears swiveled toward me. Listening.

Pip was already bouncing. “I like him,” she announced through the last of the cheese. “He’s got food and he doesn’t yell. Can we stay? Bramble? Can we?”

“Pip,” Bramble said.

“He’s big, though. Did you notice how big he is? His hands are enormous. He could probably carry the whole table with one arm. I bet he could carry me with one arm. Could you carry me with one arm? Not that I’m asking you to, I’m just wondering because you’re really tall and I’m not and…”

“Pip.” Bramble had been interrupting this particular stream of consciousness for years, and one syllable was all it took.

Pip closed her mouth. It lasted approximately three seconds. “His eyes are nice too. Green and brown at the same time. Is that normal for humans?”

The one with the goggles, the dark-haired one with the journal, made a quiet sound. Not a laugh. A contained exhalation that might have been amusement. She was writing furiously.

Bramble studied me. Her eyes moved across my face with the careful attention of someone who’d learned to read people the way other people read books. Looking for the lie. Looking for the angle. Looking for the thing I wasn’t saying.

“Why?” she asked.

“Why what?”

“Why help us. You could sell us. You could use us. You could hand us to whoever’s looking for us and collect a finder’s fee. Why feed four goblins you’ve never met and offer them a place on your land?”

It was a fair question. She deserved a straight answer.

“Because I’ve got forty acres of dirt and nobody to work it with. Because you’ve got skills I need and nowhere else to use them. Because it’s my land and I’ll have whoever I want on it.”

I paused. Then, because she was still watching me with those careful eyes, looking for the angle: “And because nobody should eat their dinner standing by a door, watching for the next person who’s going to take it away from them.”

That one landed. I saw it hit. Bramble’s throat worked. Thistle’s shoulders went stiff at the door. The one with the journal stopped writing.

Pip said, very quietly, “I told you he was good bread.”

A beat of silence. Then Bramble’s mouth twitched. “Good bread,” she repeated, and something in her voice was warmer. “We’ll see.” She looked at the others. Thistle hadn’t moved from the door, but she hadn’t objected. The dark one adjusted her goggles and gave a small nod. Pip was already standing up.

“We stay today,” Bramble said. “We eat. We rest. And if you’re still offering tomorrow, we’ll talk about work.”

“Fair enough.”

The afternoon that followed was the strangest of my life, and it was also the most productive.

Nobody had decided to start working. No one gave an order or drew up a plan. It just happened, the way water finds its level.

Pip was first. She couldn’t sit still. Within twenty minutes of finishing her food, she was outside, circling the property with the kinetic energy of a hummingbird that had gotten into someone’s sugar jar. She mapped the place by running it: the fence line, the field boundaries, the creek, the barn, the yard. Came back breathless, copper-red hair even wilder than before, and started talking.

“The south field has the best soil, I can tell by the color, and the weeds are mostly clover and dock, which means it’s nitrogen-rich, right, Nettle? And there’s a family of rabbits in the southeast corner near the creek but they’re not a problem if we fence properly, and the creek is cold and deep enough for fish, I saw minnows, and there’s wild garlic growing along the bank, tons of it, and…”

“Nettle?” I said.

The one with the goggles looked up from her journal. Sage-green eyes. Wary but present. “Nettle,” she confirmed, in a voice so quiet I almost missed it. “Pip is correct about the nitrogen content. The clover dominance indicates healthy rhizobial activity in the root zone, which suggests the soil has been fallow long enough to restore its…” She caught herself. Pushed the goggles up her forehead with one finger. “The soil is good.”

Nettle. The scholar. The one who spoke like a textbook when she was nervous and then caught herself doing it.

She was looking at the herb garden behind the house. I could see it in the way her sage-green eyes kept drifting to the kitchen door, the way her fingers twitched on her journal. She wanted to get her hands in that soil the way Pip wanted to run the perimeter.

“The garden’s out back,” I said. “Aldric left some plants alive. Rosemary, thyme, rhubarb. Probably more I can’t identify.”

Nettle was through the door before I finished the sentence.

Bramble watched her go with the faintest smile. Then she turned to the kitchen. The hearth, the table, the cobwebs, the dust. I saw her assess the space the way a general assesses a battlefield: everything wrong, everything that needed fixing, and the order in which it had to happen.

“This kitchen is a disgrace,” she said. Not to me. To the room itself, as if the cobwebs had personally offended her.

She started cleaning. Not asking for permission. Not waiting for instructions. She found a rag in my tool sack, wetted it from the bucket, and attacked the kitchen with the focused aggression of someone who’d been itching to get her hands on a hearth for weeks. Cobwebs came down. The table was scrubbed. She repositioned the stone propping up the missing leg with a precision that leveled the surface better than it had been since the leg broke.

My eyes tracked her before my brain caught up. She was efficient, purposeful, every gesture economical, and the whole time she was working, her body was in motion in ways that the threadbare clothing couldn’t conceal. Her massive breasts swayed when she scrubbed the table, pulling the shirt taut, the fabric whispering against skin with every stroke. When she bent to stoke the fire, her wide hips shifted, the makeshift skirt stretching over curves that made the rough fabric look like it was trying its best but failing. Bare feet on the packed-earth floor, sturdy calves, the apron she’d improvised from a flour sack tied at her waist and immediately straining across her chest.

Our eyes met across the kitchen. She held the contact for a beat longer than was necessary, then turned back to the fire with her expression unchanged except for the faintest deepening of color across her cheeks. A darker green, spreading from her neck to her ears.

Goblins blushed green. I noted it and said nothing.

Outside, I could hear Pip chattering to someone. Probably herself, since I was fairly sure the rabbits didn’t talk back.

I went to fix the door hinge. I had the pin in my sack. It was a ten-minute job: knock out the old pin, clean the hinge, seat the new one, test the swing. When I finished, the door hung straight and closed properly for the first time in what might have been years.

Thistle was watching me from across the yard. She sat on an overturned bucket near the barn, arms crossed, her sharp gaze tracking every move I made. She hadn’t spoken since the barn. She hadn’t helped. She was watching.

I met her gaze. She held it, jaw set, like backing down from eye contact would be losing something she couldn’t afford to lose.

“The barn door hinge is worse than this one,” I said. “Rust-frozen. Needs oil and a good hammer.”

“I know.” Her voice was flat. “I’ve been looking at it for three weeks.”

“There’s oil in my sack. Hammer too.”

She stared at me for a long time. Then she stood up, walked to the farmhouse, found the oil and hammer in my tool sack without asking where they were, and walked to the barn. I heard the sound of metal striking metal. Then the grind of a hinge being worked loose. Then silence. Then the smooth, clean sound of a barn door swinging on a properly oiled hinge.

She came back, put the oil and hammer exactly where she’d found them, and went back to her bucket without a word.

But the barn door worked.

By evening, the farmhouse was unrecognizable. Bramble had scoured the kitchen to a state that exceeded anything it had probably seen in Aldric’s time. The hearth was clean, the flue cleared, the table level and scrubbed. She’d found wild onion and garlic along the creek, combined them with the dried meat from my supplies, and produced a stew that had no business tasting as good as it did given the ingredients she’d had to work with.

We sat at the table. All five of us. Bramble at the head nearest the hearth, Pip beside her, Nettle across with her journal propped against a cup, me at the other end. Thistle ate standing by the door. She wouldn’t sit. Not yet.

Bramble served the stew in the only bowl, the wooden cup, and three tin cups from my sack. She served me last, after everyone else had food. The portion she kept for herself was the smallest.

I moved half my stew to her bowl when she wasn’t looking. She noticed. Looked at me. Didn’t say anything. But she ate it.

Pip talked. Pip talked about the creek and the rabbits and the soil and the south field and the way the sunset looked from the barn’s good side and did anyone know what the purple flowers in the north field were because they smelled amazing and she’d put one in her hair and also she’d found a nest of baby mice in the barn and they were very cute and shouldn’t be disturbed.

“They eat grain,” Thistle said from the door. Her first voluntary words in hours.

“They’re babies,” Pip said. “You can’t kill babies, Thistle.”

“They grow into grain-eating adults.”

“So do I. Are you going to kill me?”

Thistle’s mouth opened. Closed. Something flashed across her face for a fraction of a second. Amusement, quickly murdered.

Nettle, without looking up from her journal: “The purple flowers are Salvia verbenaca. Common clary sage. Historically used as a wound cleanser, a digestive aid, and in certain folk traditions, a fertility enhancer.” She paused. Her ink-stained fingers drummed once on the journal’s binding. “It has an extensive root system that indicates the garden bed was cultivated for medicinal purposes.”

“Fertility enhancer?” Pip said, grinning. “That sounds…”

“It’s a plant, Pip.” Nettle’s ears were burning green.

I ate my stew and watched them. The chatter, the eye-rolls, the careful positioning of four women who’d been living on top of each other for weeks and had developed a rhythm around their differences. Pip the noise, Thistle the silence, Nettle the data, Bramble the gravity that held them all in orbit.

Four goblin women at my kitchen table. Green skin in four different shades, from Pip’s bright lime to Bramble’s deep emerald to Nettle’s dark forest to Thistle’s olive warmth. Pointed ears that moved with their emotions: Pip’s standing straight up, Bramble’s relaxed, Nettle’s swiveling between speakers, Thistle’s still pressed flat. The glint of canines when Pip grinned wide or Thistle scowled. The way their bodies moved in the firelight: Bramble’s curves straining her shirt, Pip’s bare shoulders catching the warmth, Nettle bent over her journal with her spectacular rear pressing against the bench, Thistle’s compact muscle coiled and ready even while eating.

This was the strangest day of my life. Twenty-one years, and this was the first day I hadn’t wanted to end.

Bramble collected the dishes. She hummed while she cleaned them, something low and wordless that turned the kitchen into a warmer place.

Pip fell asleep on the table, head on her arms, her wild hair spreading across the wood like a flame on dark timber. She was tiny enough that it looked natural, like a child who’d played too hard.

Nettle excused herself to check her garden one more time before dark. I heard her talking to the plants in that quiet precise voice. Cataloguing. Greeting.

Thistle hadn’t moved from the door.

Bramble finished the dishes and came to stand beside the table, drying her hands on her makeshift apron. In the firelight, her deep emerald skin had a warmth that made the shadows gather in the hollows of her collarbones, in the valley of her cleavage where the shirt’s second button had given up the fight. She looked at sleeping Pip, and her expression softened into something so tender it felt private.

“We’ll stay,” she said. “We’ll work. And if you’re good bread, Thorn Ashvale, we’ll keep working.”

“I’ll try to be good bread.”

“See that you are.” She paused. “Thistle won’t trust you for a while. Don’t take it personally. She trusted once and it cost her.” Bramble’s eyes dropped to the scars on Thistle’s forearms, visible in the firelight. “Give her time.”

“All the time she needs.”

Bramble studied me for another moment. Then she gathered Pip up like a child, cradling the tiny goblin against her chest, and carried her toward the barn. Pip mumbled something and nuzzled into the curve of Bramble’s neck without waking.

Nettle followed, journal under her arm, with a quiet “Goodnight” that was barely a whisper.

Thistle was last. She stood in the doorway, gold eyes finding mine across the room. She held the look for three seconds. Then she turned and walked into the dark without a word.

I sat at the table and listened to them settle in the barn. Whispered voices. The rustle of hay. Then quiet.

Five people on one piece of dirt. Four of them green.

I fixed the table’s missing leg before I went to bed. Found a straight branch in the barn’s scrap pile, cut it to length, pegged it in, sanded the base flat against the floor. The table stood level on its own for the first time in years.


Chapter 3: First Roots

The routine found us before we found it.

I woke at first light to the sound of Bramble in the kitchen. She’d been up before me, which was annoying because I thought I was an early riser. But the fire was already burning, a pot of water warming on the hearthstone, and Bramble was sorting through the last of our supplies with the focused efficiency of a woman taking inventory of a siege.

“We’ve got two days of food left,” she said without turning around. Her ears had swiveled toward me when I came through the doorway. “Three if we stretch it and nobody complains.”

“Nobody will complain.”

She turned and gave me a look. “You haven’t lived with Pip when she’s hungry.”

Outside, the sun was just clearing the ridge, throwing long golden shadows across the overgrown fields. The air smelled like wet grass and the mineral tang of creek water. A perfect morning. Warm enough to make you forget, for about thirty seconds, that you were sitting on forty acres of ruin with four days of food and no income.

Pip appeared from the barn at a sprint, copper-red hair flying, amber eyes huge with morning energy. She had a flower tucked behind one pointed ear and something green smeared on her cheek that might have been grass or might have been breakfast. With Pip, it was hard to tell. Her left arm still wore the grimy bandage, but Bramble had rewrapped it with clean cloth last night, and Pip was moving it without favoring it. Healing fast.

“Morning!” She bounced to the water bucket and splashed her face, then shook like a dog, sending droplets flying. “I found three more wild garlic patches along the creek and something that might be wild carrot but Nettle needs to check because she said if I eat the wrong root one more time she’s going to let me get sick and just take notes.”

“Where is Nettle?”

“Garden. She’s been there since before dawn. I think she slept out there. There are slug trails on her leggings.”

Nettle, I was learning, had two modes: near-invisible silence and hyperfocused absorption into whatever plant had caught her attention. She’d found the remains of Aldric’s herb garden the previous afternoon and hadn’t truly left it since.

I walked around the farmhouse and found her on her knees in the dirt, goggles down over her eyes, bent over a scraggly plant with her nose three inches from the leaves. Her dark green braid hung over one shoulder, the end resting on the ground. Her journal lay open beside her, pages covered in precise sketches and tiny handwriting.

She was bent forward at the waist, and the fitted leggings she wore stretched taut across wide hips and a rear that seemed designed by someone with strong opinions about what men liked to look at. The dark emerald fabric strained over each curve, the seam working hard. I looked. I was a twenty-one-year-old man standing three feet behind a woman whose body had been built for exactly this kind of involuntary attention.

I looked away before she noticed. Mostly before she noticed. Her ears twitched.

“I’ve identified fifteen surviving species,” she said without turning around. Her voice was quiet, precise, the voice of someone reporting data. “Seven culinary herbs, four medicinal, two ornamental, and two I need to cross-reference with my notes from the camp herbalist’s library.” She paused. Adjusted her goggles. “He, the previous owner, was knowledgeable. The garden design shows understanding of companion planting and root depth stratification.”

“My uncle. Aldric.”

“He was skilled.” High praise, from her tone.

“I’ll take that. What do you need for the garden?”

She turned then. Sage-green eyes behind the goggles, wide and startled that I’d asked. As if the question were unusual. As if people didn’t normally care what she needed.

“Compost,” she said after a moment. “Aged manure if available. Fresh mulch. The existing beds need clearing and amendment. I can work with what’s here, but the yield difference between cultivated and uncultivated soil is…” She caught herself. Pushed the goggles up. “I need better dirt.”

“I’ll get you better dirt.”

She stared at me for two heartbeats longer than was comfortable. Then she turned back to her plant, ears faintly darker green at the tips, and didn’t say anything else.

I found Thistle on the roof.

She’d climbed up at some point during the night or early morning using the barn’s lumber stack as a ladder, and she was crouched on the ridge beam surveying the property with the alert stillness of a hawk on a fence post. Her choppy auburn hair caught the morning light, and her gold eyes swept the fence line, the tree line, the distant ridge.

“Good vantage point,” I called up.

“I know.” She didn’t look down. “North fence is worst. Four complete breaks in the first hundred yards. Something’s been pushing through. Something big.”

The tracks I’d found yesterday. “I saw prints. Clawed. Bigger than my hand.”

“Razorfangs.” Her voice was flat, but her ears perked forward. “Pack hunters. Shoulder-height. Smart enough to test fences.” She paused. “If you’ve got livestock, they’ll come. If you don’t, they’ll come anyway once they learn people are here.”

“You know them?”

“Killed one in the camp. They used us as bait.” She said it without inflection, the way she might have said the weather was cloudy. Then she looked down at me for the first time. “Your fences won’t stop them. Not like they are.”

“Then we fix the fences.”

Her jaw unclenched by a fraction. Not softening. More like a faint recalibration of her assessment. She climbed down the lumber stack with the sure-footed grace of someone who’d spent a lot of time in high places, dropped the last four feet to the ground, and landed light on calloused bare feet.

Standing in front of me, the size difference was ridiculous. I stood six-one, a foot and four inches taller than the top of her choppy hair, which barely reached my chest. She had to crane her neck to meet my eyes, which she did with a defiance that suggested she’d fight gravity itself if it looked at her wrong.

“I’ll need tools,” she said. “Real ones. Not that bent nail you call a hammer.”

“There’s a smithy in Willowford. I’ll see what I can get on credit.”

She grunted. Which, I was beginning to understand, was Thistle’s version of enthusiastic agreement.

We fell into work without a plan. No one assigned tasks. No one drew up a schedule. Each of them found what needed doing and did it, settling into the gaps like they’d always been there.

Bramble cleaned. The kitchen, then the farmhouse’s second room, then the porch, then the well housing. She attacked grime with the systematic aggression of a woman who’d spent eight years cooking in someone else’s filthy kitchen and finally had one of her own to make right. Between cleaning bursts, she organized. Food supply sorted by type and shelf life. Water hauled from the creek in four trips, stored in every container she could find. Firewood collected, split, stacked by the hearth.

I worked the south field with Pip.

She was fast. Faster than she had any right to be, given her size. While I hacked at the waist-high weeds with a scythe improvised from a barn blade lashed to a pole, Pip darted through the fallen growth pulling roots, shaking loose soil, tossing stones to a pile at the field’s edge. She worked in her cloth band and short wrap, bare midriff gleaming lime-green in the morning sun, and she moved with a bouncing, tireless energy that made me feel slow and enormous by comparison.

She also talked the entire time.

“You know what’s good about this field? The slope. See how it angles toward the creek? That means natural drainage when it rains, which means the roots won’t rot, which means you can plant tubers here without worrying about waterlog. Nettle told me that. She knows everything about soil. She’s been studying it since she was a kid in the camp. There was this old man who taught her, he was really smart but also really sad, and he died, and Nettle doesn’t talk about him but she writes about him in her journal sometimes. I saw his name once. Orin. Don’t tell her I told you.”

“I won’t.”

“Also, I found three rabbits. They’re living in the southeast corner. I named them. The big brown one is Turnip, the little gray one is Pepper, and the other one is Rock, because Thistle said I shouldn’t name things I might have to eat and I said I’d eat a rock before I ate Turnip, and then she said I was rock-brained and I said at least my brain matched the rabbit.”

“Pip.”

“Yes?”

“Breathe.”

She grinned, wide enough to flash the tiny fangs behind her other teeth, and went back to pulling roots. Her ears stood at full alert, bouncing as she worked. Every few minutes she’d glance over at me, catch my eye, and her grin would widen. The attention wasn’t subtle. She wanted to be seen working, wanted to be noticed. Every stretch was a little longer than necessary, every bend from the waist a little more pronounced. Her cloth band rode up on one side, and she adjusted it with a movement that involved more hip-shifting than was strictly required.

I was a man. I noticed. Her vivid green skin caught the sun like it had been made for outdoor display. Small perky breasts shifted under the thin cloth band when she moved, nipples faint peaks against the fabric. The wrap skirt sat low on her narrow hips, the gap between skirt and band exposing a flat stomach and the pronounced V of her hip bones.

She caught the direction of my stare and didn’t look away. Her bright gaze held mine, and her grin shifted into something warmer. Not shy. Not embarrassed. Pleased. Validated.

Then she went back to pulling roots, humming tunelessly, and I went back to hacking weeds and telling myself to focus on the work.

By midday, we’d cleared a quarter acre. Not much, but the dark soil underneath was everything I’d hoped: rich, loose, ready to produce. Pip stood on the cleared ground with her bare feet in the dirt and her face turned up to the sun and looked happier than I’d seen her.

“It’s good dirt,” she said. “It wants to grow things.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

A rabbit appeared at the edge of the cleared ground. The big brown one, Turnip, Pip’s favorite. She crouched immediately, moving with the slow deliberation of someone approaching a holy relic, and produced a dandelion leaf from somewhere in her wrap skirt.

“Come here, Turnip. Look. Lunch.”

The rabbit watched her with the flat, suspicious eyes of a creature that had survived this long by trusting nothing. Pip extended the leaf, cooing. Her ears were perked straight up. She inched closer on her knees.

The rabbit sniffed the leaf. Considered it. Then, with a speed that surprised everyone including itself, it lunged forward and bit Pip’s finger instead of the dandelion.

Pip shrieked. The rabbit bolted. The dandelion leaf floated to the ground.

“It bit me!” She held up her finger, which showed a small red crescent. “Turnip bit me! After everything I’ve done for him!”

From the roof, a sound I hadn’t heard before. Short, sharp, and immediately suppressed. Thistle, laughing.

Pip’s head whipped around. “Did you just laugh?”

“No.” Thistle’s face was stone. Her gaze was locked on the horizon with the intensity of someone who was absolutely not smiling.

“You laughed! Bramble! Thistle laughed at my pain!”

“I didn’t laugh. The wind made a sound.”

“There is no wind!”

Thistle said nothing. But her ears were up, and the corner of her mouth was fighting a battle it wasn’t quite losing.

I spent the afternoon fixing the well pump. The mechanism was simpler than I’d feared: a leather valve seal had rotted and the pump rod was rusted in place, but the pipe was clear and the water table high. I replaced the seal with leather from my boot repair kit, oiled the rod, and worked the handle until it moved freely.

The first pump brought nothing. The second, a grudging trickle. The third, a full gush of cold clear water that splashed into the stone basin and kept coming.

Pip cheered from the field. Bramble appeared in the doorway, drying her hands on her apron. Even Nettle looked up from the garden, goggles pushed onto her forehead. And from the roof, where Thistle was inspecting the chimney cap, I heard a grunt that might have been approval.

Water. Running water in the yard, twenty feet from the kitchen door. A man could live without a lot of things, but water wasn’t one of them. With this pump working, we had irrigation for the garden, drinking water without walking to the creek, and Bramble could cook with clean water instead of hauling buckets.

I stood there pumping water into the basin, watching it overflow and run in a clear stream across the packed earth of the yard, and felt a tension drain out of my shoulders that I’d been carrying since the ridge.

We were going to make this work.

The evening meal was the first real one. Bramble had spent the afternoon turning our remaining supplies, foraged greens, wild garlic, and creek water into a stew that filled the farmhouse with a smell that made my stomach growl from twenty yards away. She’d found a flat stone to use as a pot lid and had kept the stew simmering for hours, the low heat breaking down the dried meat into something tender and building layers of flavor that no simple ingredients had any right to produce.

“A kitchen without laughter is just a fire pit,” she said, setting the bowl in the center of the table. The improvised dishes were laid out with the care of a formal dinner: cups for stew, flat bark pieces for the wild greens, a handful of garlic shoots arranged on a clean cloth.

We sat at the table. All five of us this time. Bramble at the head near the hearth, her domain. Pip beside her, legs swinging because her feet didn’t reach the floor from the bench. Nettle across from me, journal reluctantly closed, goggles pushed up, sage-green eyes taking in the scene with the expression of someone cataloguing a moment she wanted to remember. Me at the other end.

And Thistle.

She stood by the door. Stew in hand. Feet planted. Not sitting.

The silence stretched. Bramble didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. The empty spot at the table said it for her.

Thistle held out for approximately forty-five seconds.

“It’s just a seat,” she muttered, and sat down at the corner of the table with the aggressive posture of someone prepared to leave at any moment. She ate with her back to the wall, eyes on the door.

But she sat.

The stew was extraordinary. I said so, and meant it. Bramble’s expression softened for a beat, the hard lines around her eyes easing, something like pleasure flickering before the careful mask she wore slid back into place. “It’s nothing. Proper ingredients and I’d show you nothing.” She paused, brown-gold eyes warm in the firelight. “But thank you, dear. You’re good bread, you know. I can tell. Rancid butter doesn’t fix well pumps for people he’s just met.”

Dear. The endearment fell from her mouth like it was nothing, just how she talked, a habit worn smooth by years of looking after people. But something about the way it landed in the room, the naturalness of it, the warmth, made the table feel different. Like the word had turned five strangers eating stew into something closer to a household.

Pip ate three servings and talked through every bite, a running commentary on the flavor (“It’s like the garlic is dancing with the meat, Bramble, how did you do that?”), the texture (“The greens are perfect, just wilted, not mushy, I hate mushy”), and the general state of her happiness (“This is the best thing I’ve eaten since the camp cook dropped a whole chicken into the fire pit by accident and we stole the good parts before he noticed”).

Nettle ate precisely, small bites, thorough chewing, and between bites she offered quiet observations about the wild garlic’s essential oil content and its antimicrobial properties “which, as a secondary benefit, should reduce the incidence of gastrointestinal disturbance common in transitional diets.”

“She means we won’t get sick from eating new food,” Pip translated.

“I know what she means, Pip.”

Thistle ate without speaking. Fast, efficient, the food gone in minutes. But she accepted seconds when Bramble served them, and she didn’t leave the table.

When the stew was finished and the dishes cleared, Bramble sat back and looked at the room. The clean kitchen. The level table. The fire burning steady. Four green-skinned women and one human man, and outside the window, the sound of the creek and the first stars appearing over the ridge.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “we need seeds. Flour. Salt. Nails. And something to patch the barn roof before the rain comes.”

“Willowford’s two hours’ walk south. I’ll go in the morning.”

“Alone.”

“Yes.”

“We stay hidden.” It wasn’t a question. Bramble’s voice had the flat certainty of someone stating a survival rule, not a preference. “If that village is like every other village, green skin means trouble. Until we know otherwise, we’re not here.”

I nodded. She was right. I’d heard enough tavern talk in Harrowgate about goblins to know that four of them living on a farm would raise questions I didn’t have good answers for yet.

“I’ll say I’ve hired workers. Keep it vague.”

“Vague is good.” She stood, cleared the last of the dishes, and began the evening routine that I was already starting to recognize: dishes washed, fire banked, leftover food covered for morning, the kitchen put to bed with the same care she put it to work.

Pip was curled on the bench with her knees pulled up, red head resting on her folded hands, asleep between one sentence and the next. Her eyes had closed mid-word, and the unfinished thought hung in the air like a candle that had guttered out.

Nettle excused herself to check her garden. I heard her through the window, talking to the plants in her quiet precise voice. Reassuring them that the compost was coming.

Thistle stood at the door, looking out at the darkening yard. Her gaze tracked the tree line, the fence line, the shadows pooling around the barn. Patrolling, even at rest.

Pip stirred when Bramble touched her shoulder, blinked once, and followed Bramble to the barn on unsteady feet, listing sideways until Bramble’s arm caught her.

I sat on the porch step and listened to the valley settle. Crickets. The creek. An owl calling from the willows. The quiet sounds of four women settling into hay nests for the night.

One day of real work together. One cleared quarter acre. One fixed well. One meal that tasted like something worth coming home to. One table where five people sat, and one fighter who’d joined them despite herself.

A scraping sound. Thistle, coming to stand at the other end of the porch. She didn’t sit. She leaned against the post, arms crossed, staring at the dark.

We stood in silence for a while. It wasn’t uncomfortable. Thistle’s silences had texture: hostile, suspicious, guarded. This one was just quiet. Two people standing in the dark, listening to the same night sounds, not needing to fill the space with words.

“The fence on the north line,” she said finally. “I can rebuild it. But I need posts. Eight-footers. Green wood, not that rotten stuff.”

“There’s ash in the forest. I can fell and split the timber.”

“Good.” She pushed off the post. Walked toward the barn. Stopped. Without turning around: “The stew was good.”

Then she was gone, her small shape melting into the dark, bare feet silent on the grass.

I stayed on the step until the barn went quiet and the stars were thick overhead. Then I went inside and banked the fire.


Chapter 4: Willowford

I left before dawn, while the valley was still wrapped in mist and the willows along the creek were gray ghosts against a paler gray sky.

Bramble was awake. Of course she was. She pressed a wrapped bundle of foraged greens and the last strip of dried meat into my hands at the door, and her fingers lingered on mine for a second longer than the handoff required. Her skin was warm. Warmer than I expected.

“Be careful,” she said. Her brown-gold eyes searched my face in the pre-dawn dimness. “Keep it vague. Buy what we need. Don’t mention us.”

“I know.”

“I know you know. I’m saying it anyway.” She paused. Her expression shifted, the careful steadiness she wore slipping just enough to show something underneath. Worry. Plain, undisguised worry for someone she hadn’t decided she trusted yet. “Come back.”

It wasn’t a command. It was something closer to a request, and from Bramble, whose voice could command a kitchen with a syllable, the softness of it landed in my chest.

“I’ll be back by evening.”

She nodded. Stepped back. The matriarch’s bearing settled back over her. By the time I turned at the edge of the yard, she was in the kitchen, and I could hear her building the morning fire.

The walk to Willowford took two hours through rolling meadowland that would have been beautiful if my mind weren’t chewing on supply lists. Seeds: root vegetables, greens, beans if I could get them, anything that could still make the growing season. Nails: pounds of them, different gauges. Flour and salt, because Bramble’s stew deserved real ingredients. Rope. Tar for the barn roof. And tools, if I could afford them, because Thistle’s contempt for my hammer was not entirely unjustified.

The path crossed two other farms before it reached the village road. The first was modest, well-kept, a middle-aged couple’s operation with tidy fields and a border collie that watched me pass without barking. The second was larger, with workers already in the fields and the smell of livestock carrying on the morning air. Nobody waved. Nobody called out. The regional attitude toward strangers was apparently the same as the regional attitude toward signposts: silent and unhelpful.

Willowford materialized from the mist like a village in a folk tale. Two hundred people, give or take, clustered along a central street that ran between a creek bridge and a hillside chapel. Stone buildings mostly, with timber-framed upper stories and thatched roofs. A smithy with its forge already smoking. A tavern called the Greenvalley Rest with a painted sign showing a man sleeping under a tree. And, at the end of the main street near the bridge, a general store with a hand-lettered sign: MAREN’S GOODS & SUPPLY.

I went to the store first.

The bell above the door announced me, and a woman emerged from behind a shelf of tinned goods with the expression of someone who’d been counting inventory and didn’t appreciate the interruption.

Old Maren, I assumed. Early sixties. Short and wiry, built tight, the way strong women get when decades of lifting and hauling compress all that power into a smaller frame. Gray hair in a tight bun. Reading glasses on a chain around her neck. Apron over a plain dress. Sharp blue eyes that scanned me top to bottom and completed a full assessment before I reached the counter.

“You’re Aldric’s nephew,” she said. Not a question.

“Thorn Ashvale.”

“Maren Tulley. I knew your uncle.” She adjusted her glasses. “He mentioned you once. Said you’d either show up when he died or you wouldn’t. Looks like he won the bet.”

“He bet on me showing up?”

“He bet against it, actually. I won.” She didn’t smile, but something around her eyes shifted. “What do you need?”

I pulled out the list I’d scratched onto a scrap of hide with a charcoal stick. Seeds, nails, flour, salt, rope, tar, basic tools. Maren read it with the careful attention of a woman who’d been running a general store for thirty years and could tell a man’s whole situation from his shopping list.

“You’re rebuilding,” she said.

“Everything.”

“Aldric let it go the last two years. Couldn’t manage alone. I offered to find him hired hands, but he was stubborn.” She reached under the counter and produced a ledger. “He had credit here. Twelve marks remaining. Not much, but it’ll get you started.”

Twelve marks. Enough for seeds and nails, maybe flour, not enough for tools. I’d have to improvise.

Maren moved through the store with the practiced efficiency of someone who knew the location of every nail and every seed packet by memory. She pulled items and stacked them on the counter: turnip seed, carrot seed, beet seed, lettuce and chard. A sack of nails, mixed gauge. A small bag of flour and a cone of salt wrapped in cloth. Rope, twenty feet. A tin of waterproofing tar.

“Tools I can’t cover with twelve marks,” she said. “But Hollis at the smithy sometimes trades for labor. Tell him Maren sent you.”

“I appreciate that.”

She paused in the act of wrapping the flour. Her eyes found mine and held. “Your uncle was a good man. Quiet. Kept to himself. Didn’t bother anyone.” She said this with the careful emphasis of someone delivering a warning inside a compliment. “Greenvale is a small valley, Thorn. People talk. Whatever you’re doing up at that farm, do it quietly.”

My stomach went cold. “Is there something specific I should be quiet about?”

She set the flour down and folded her arms. “I’m an old woman who runs a store. I hear things. Three weeks ago, someone reported green figures in the eastern forest near your uncle’s land. Last week, Dunhill’s foreman brought it up at the tavern. Said goblins were nesting in the old growth. Dunhill wants a hunting party, but nobody’s organized one yet because there’s no proof and it’s planting season.”

Green figures. Near my land. Three weeks ago. The same three weeks Bramble and the girls had been hiding in my barn.

“Goblins,” I said. Keeping my voice flat.

“Goblins.” Maren’s eyes were steady. “Now, I don’t know what you’ve got up at that farm, and I’m not asking. But Garret Dunhill is the biggest landowner in this valley. He controls the water rights on the north fork, which feeds every farm downstream. He has opinions about goblins, and he has the influence to make those opinions other people’s problems.”

“What kind of opinions?”

“Opinions that end with chains or worse. He’s not a cruel man in the way you’d recognize. He’s convinced he’s right. Goblins are vermin to him, same as wolves or crop blight. Something to be managed. Removed.” She picked up the flour and resumed wrapping. “Whatever you’ve got up at that farm, keep it quiet.”

I loaded the supplies into the empty grain sack I’d brought for the purpose. Maren tallied the total against Aldric’s credit. Eight marks spent, four remaining. She wrote the balance in her ledger with precise strokes.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Don’t thank me. Come back with money next time.” She paused. “And Thorn. Your uncle would’ve been proud you came.”

I left the store and stood on the main street for a moment, letting the morning bustle flow around me. A few villagers on errands, a cart loading at the smithy, two women carrying wash baskets to the creek. Normal life. The kind of place where nothing happened fast and everyone knew everyone else’s business.

I stopped at the smithy. Hollis was a big man with a leather apron and forearms built from swinging a hammer twelve hours a day. Maren’s name got me through the door. I offered labor in exchange for basic tools: a decent hammer, a handsaw, a set of fence staples. He looked me over, assessed the calluses on my hands, and agreed to a day’s work next week in exchange for the tools plus a used spade he was going to scrap anyway.

Deal made. I loaded the tools into the sack on top of the supplies and adjusted the strap across my shoulder. Heavier going back, but the weight felt good. Productive.

I was passing the tavern when I heard them.

Two men at a table near the open window, eating their morning porridge. Working men. Weather-beaten faces, heavy boots, the thick hands of farmhands. They wore the same style of leather vest, and something about their bearing said they worked for the same employer.

“… eastern woods again last night. Dunhill says he saw them from the ridge. Green-skins, four or five, moving through the tree line.”

“Thought they cleared out after the last sweep.”

“New group, maybe. Or the same ones holed up somewhere. Either way, Dunhill wants them gone before they start breeding. You know how they are. One becomes ten becomes a hundred.”

“Should just burn the east forest and be done with it.”

“Can’t. The new landowner’s up there. Aldric’s nephew or something. Showed up a few days ago.”

“He know about the vermin?”

“Dunhill’s going to talk to him. Neighborly visit, like.” The man chuckled. “You know how Dunhill’s neighborly visits go.”

I walked past without changing my pace. My jaw was tight. My hand had closed around the sack’s strap hard enough to whiten the knuckles.

Green-skins. Vermin. Breeding. Burn the forest.

Casual hatred. So natural to the men saying it that they didn’t even recognize it as hatred. Just common sense, to them. Common sense that ended with chains on small green wrists.

I walked the two hours back to the farm in a silence that had weight.

The sun was well past noon when I crested the rise and saw the chimney smoke. Bramble’s fire, burning steady. The sight of it, that thin line of gray rising against the blue sky, settled me more than it should have.

Pip saw me first. She was in the south field, up to her elbows in the dirt we’d cleared yesterday, and the moment she spotted me on the path she was on her feet and running. She reached me at full sprint, grabbed the supply sack before I could adjust it, and tried to take it from me. It weighed more than she did.

“You’re back! What did you get? Is that flour? Bramble is going to cry, not really cry, but she’s going to make that face, you know the one, where her mouth does the thing and her eyes get shiny. What’s in the sack? Can I carry it? It’s heavy. You’re strong. The sack is bigger than me. Did you see the village? Were there other people? Were they nice? Did anyone ask about us?”

“Pip. Breathe.”

She grinned, wide and bright enough to flash her small fangs, and bounced alongside me all the way to the farmhouse.

Bramble was at the door. She’d been watching the road. I could tell because her apron was clean and her hands were dry. She’d stopped working to wait for me, and Bramble didn’t stop working for anything.

I set the sack on the table and opened it.

Her face when she saw the flour. Maren was right: she didn’t cry. But her mouth did the thing. Her lips pressed together, and her eyes went bright, and she picked up the small sack of flour and held it against her chest like it was something precious. Which, to a woman who’d cooked with nothing but foraged weeds for three weeks, it was.

“Salt too,” I said.

She opened the salt cone and held it under her nose. Inhaled. Her eyes closed. When they opened, they were wet, and she turned away quickly and began organizing the supplies on the counter with movements that were too brisk to be casual.

“Seeds,” she said, her voice carefully steady. “Good. Turnip, carrot, beet, lettuce, chard. Nettle will want to plan the beds. Nails. We need those for the fences. Tar for the roof.” She paused at the tools. “A real hammer. Thistle will be insufferable.”

“It’s a good hammer.”

“I’m sure she’ll tell you exactly how good it is compared to your old one.” Bramble set the tools aside and turned back to the flour. Her hand rested on the sack. “I’m making bread tonight. Real bread. Not flatbread, not bannock. Bread.”

From behind the house, Nettle appeared in the kitchen doorway. She’d heard the commotion, or more likely heard Pip’s voice carrying across the property. Her pale eyes went to the seed packets on the table, and her expression underwent a transformation that I hadn’t seen before: pure, unguarded excitement.

“Are those beet seeds?” She crossed the kitchen in three quick strides and picked up the packet, turning it over, reading the printed label with the intensity of a scholar examining a rare manuscript. “Beta vulgaris. Hull-less variety. These will germinate in eight to ten days at current soil temperature.” She looked up at me. Her goggles had slid down her forehead. Behind them, her eyes were shining. “I can design the planting beds tonight. If we sow by the end of the week, we’ll have a harvest before the autumn equinox.”

“Whatever you need.”

She clutched the seed packets to her chest, braid swinging, and retreated to the garden. I heard the scratch of her quill on journal paper before she’d even sat down.

Pip had already stolen a pinch of salt and was licking it off her finger with the blissed-out expression of a cat in a sunbeam. “Salt,” she breathed. “Bramble. Salt.”

“I know, dear. Give that back before you eat the whole cone.”

Thistle appeared from the direction of the north fence. She’d been working on it all day with the inadequate tools she’d had, and her hands were raw. She walked into the kitchen, saw the hammer on the table, picked it up, and tested its weight. Swing. Balance check. Tap against her palm.

She looked at me. Her expression was unreadable.

“It’s adequate,” she said. From Thistle, that was a standing ovation.

She took the hammer, the nails, and the fence staples, and walked back to the north fence without another word.

I sat down at the table and ate the foraged greens Bramble had packed me for the road, and I told her about Willowford.

Not all of it. Not the tavern conversation. I told her about Maren, about the credit, about Hollis and the tools. I told her about the village’s size and layout. I told her the road was clear and the people seemed ordinary.

Then I told her about Dunhill.

“Maren says he’s the biggest landowner in the valley. Controls the north fork water rights, which means every farm downstream depends on his goodwill.” I kept my voice even. “He’s heard reports of green-skinned figures in the eastern forest. Near our land.”

Bramble’s face changed. Not dramatically. The warmth didn’t leave her eyes, but her jaw tightened and the lines around her mouth went sharp, like stone behind a hearth fire.

“How long ago?” she asked.

“Three weeks. His foreman’s been talking about it in the tavern.”

“Three weeks.” She set down the cloth she’d been using to wipe the counter. “That’s when we arrived.”

“I figured.”

She was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice was different. Flatter. She spoke the way she might describe a road she’d traveled too many times, each landmark memorized and hated.

“This is how it starts, Thorn. It’s always the same. First someone sees us. Then someone talks about it. Then someone important decides we’re a problem. Then the important person visits, all smiles and reasonable tone, and explains that goblins can’t stay here. And then the smiles stop, and the chains come out.” She looked at me. “That’s how it happened at every camp. Every labor site. Every place we’ve ever tried to stop running.”

“This isn’t a camp.”

“No. It’s not.” Her voice softened fractionally. “But the man with the water rights doesn’t know that.”

From outside, through the window, I heard Thistle’s hammer driving nails into fence posts. Steady, rhythmic, aggressive. She couldn’t have heard our conversation from the north fence, but something about the urgency of those strikes said she didn’t need to hear it. She knew. They all knew. You didn’t survive what they’d survived without developing a sense for the weather changing.

The hammering stopped. A silence. Then Thistle’s voice, carrying from the fence line, low and hard and meant for no one in particular.

“Let them come.”

The hammering resumed. Harder than before.

“Maren mentioned something else,” I said. “Dunhill’s water rights claim. She said it’s disputed. My uncle had a counter-claim. There might be paperwork somewhere.”

Bramble’s eyebrows rose. “Paperwork.”

“Legal documents. If Aldric had a claim on those water rights, it means Dunhill’s control isn’t absolute. It means he can’t cut us off without a fight.”

“Where would these documents be?”

“I don’t know. Maybe in Aldric’s things. Maybe filed somewhere in Willowford. Maybe lost.”

Bramble looked toward the garden, where Nettle’s quiet voice could be heard cataloguing seed varieties. “Nettle is good with documents. She read everything in the camp herbalist’s library. If there’s paperwork to find, she’ll find it.”

A thread for later. A weapon, maybe, if it existed. For now, filed away.

Evening came. Bramble made bread.

The farmhouse filled with a smell so good it pulled everyone indoors like gravity. Flour, water, salt, wild yeast she’d cultivated from the air in a covered cup over two days. She kneaded the dough on the clean table with the focused intensity of a woman performing sacred work. Her hands moved with the practiced rhythm of eight years at a hearth: push, fold, quarter-turn, push, fold. The dough went from shaggy to smooth under her fingers.

She let it rise by the fire, punched it down, shaped it, and slid it onto the flat hearthstone to bake.

The bread came out golden-brown with a crust that crackled when she tapped it. She set it on the table and cut it with Thistle’s sharpest knife, steam rising from each slice, and served it with the last of the wild greens and a drizzle of rendered fat she’d saved from the dried meat.

The room went quiet. A quiet that had nothing to do with silence and everything to do with five people tasting something that mattered.

Pip was first to speak. Predictably.

“Bramble. This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten in my entire life and I’m including the time I found half a honey cake in a guard’s bin.”

“It’s bread, dear.”

“It’s not just bread. It’s bread with love in it. Can you taste the love, Thorn? I can taste the love.”

“I can taste the flour,” Thistle said, mouth full, already on her second slice.

Nettle, without looking up from the bread she was eating with precise bites: “The wild yeast culture has produced a notably complex flavor profile. The fermentation period, while abbreviated, has generated sufficient organic acids to create a sourdough-adjacent taste that is quite remarkable given the limited…”

“Nettle,” Pip said. “Just say it tastes good.”

Nettle adjusted her goggles. “It tastes good,” she said, very quietly, and went back to her bread.

I ate three slices. The bread was perfect. Not the perfection of a bakery, which I’d rarely been able to afford anyway, but the perfection of something made with care and skill by someone who knew exactly what she was doing. Each bite was warm and dense and slightly tangy from the wild yeast, and the butter melted into the crumb in a way that made my eyes close.

When I opened them, Bramble was watching me from across the table. Her eyes were warm. The careful steadiness was still there, but thinner. More translucent. Behind it, something that looked like satisfaction. The pleasure of a woman who’d fed a man who appreciated it.

“Good bread,” I said.

Her mouth twitched. “Good bread.”

After the meal, the evening scattered everyone. Pip dozed against Bramble’s side. Nettle retreated to the garden. Thistle was already outside, patrolling the fence line in the failing light. Bramble woke Pip with a touch and guided her toward the barn, the lantern swinging in her other hand.

I sat on the porch step with my back against the post and watched the stars come out. Greenvale was dark at night. No city glow, no dock lanterns. Just stars, and the creek, and the fireflies beginning their summer work in the meadow beyond the south field.

The porch step creaked. Bramble sat down beside me. Not close. A foot of space between us. But present. Here, instead of in the barn.

She’d let her hair down. I hadn’t seen it that way before. Dark green and glossy, it fell past her shoulders and caught the starlight in subtle highlights. With the bun gone and the apron off, she looked different. Softer. The lines around her eyes were gentler without the kitchen’s intensity to sharpen them.

“The girls are asleep,” she said. “Well. Nettle’s talking to a rosemary bush, but she’ll sleep eventually.”

I snorted. “She talks to plants?”

“She talks to anything that doesn’t talk back. It’s safer.” Bramble’s voice was warm in the dark. “She’s the smartest person I’ve ever known, Thorn. She can identify two hundred plants by leaf shape alone. She can tell you the mineral content of soil by tasting it. She catalogued every herb in the camp’s apothecary by the time she was twelve.” A pause. “She’s also never had a real conversation with anyone except the old man who taught her, and he died two years ago.”

“Orin.”

Bramble looked at me. “How do you know that name?”

“Pip told me.”

“Of course she did.” Bramble sighed, but fondly. “Nettle won’t talk about him. She writes about him. The journal is full of things she can’t say out loud.”

We sat in silence for a while. The creek murmured. A bat swept overhead.

“You need a root cellar,” Bramble said. “Before autumn. If we’re going to store a harvest, we need cool storage. And a smokehouse for meat, if we ever have meat to smoke.” She paused. “I’ve been planning a kitchen I can’t afford. It’s a bad habit.”

“Plan it anyway.”

“A smokehouse. A root cellar with stone walls, good drainage. Dried herb racks in the kitchen. A real pot, not the camp piece I’ve been using. An oven, eventually. A pantry with shelves.” She stopped herself. “I sound like a woman planning a life she hasn’t earned.”

“You sound like a woman who knows how to run a kitchen.”

Her breathing stilled. Not dramatically. A small thing, a pause in the rhythm of her inhale that I might have missed if I weren’t sitting this close.

She looked at the dark outline of the south field, where tomorrow we’d plant the seeds I’d carried home. Her fingers twisted in the fabric of her skirt.

“It’s been a long time since I planned anything past tomorrow,” she said. “In the camps, you didn’t plan. You survived. You got through the day and hoped the next one came.” She paused. “Having seeds to plant. Having a kitchen to plan for. It makes me think about things I trained myself not to think about.”

“Like what?”

She shook her head. Stood up. The careful armor settled back into place, not impenetrable, but firm enough to hold. “Another night, Thorn. Goodnight. Tomorrow we plant seeds.”

She walked to the barn. I watched her go: the sway of wide hips, the glossy fall of dark green hair, the way her bare feet moved silently on the grass. The moonlight caught her deep emerald skin and turned it into something luminous.

At the barn door, she paused. Looked back. Her expression was lost in the dark, but her voice carried.

“Thank you. For the flour.”

Then she was inside, and the barn settled into its nightly quiet, and I sat on the step and listened to the valley.

My jaw set.

They’d have to go through me.


Chapter 5: Growing Season

Two weeks blurred into a rhythm that felt older than any of us.

Dawn: Bramble at the hearth, fire crackling, porridge or bread or whatever she’d conjured from our slowly growing stores. The smell of cooking was the farm’s heartbeat, the first thing every morning, the signal that today was real and yesterday’s work had mattered. She hummed goblin melodies while she cooked, low and warm, and the sound drifted through the stone walls like the house itself was singing.

Morning: work assignments that nobody assigned. Thorn and whoever was building that day in the fields or on the fences. Pip foraging, tending, running. Nettle in the garden, cataloguing, planting, whispering to seedlings. Thistle constructing, repairing, patrolling. Bramble managing all of it from the kitchen, which she’d transformed from a cobwebbed disaster into the organizational nerve center of the entire operation.

Midday: sun on the south field, sweat on skin, the satisfying ache of muscles used properly. Hard work under open sky. Hard enough to leave your body tired and your mind quiet.

Evening: the table. All five chairs. Bramble’s cooking, which got better as the supplies improved and her garden partnership with Nettle started producing fresh herbs. Conversation that ranged from Pip’s unfiltered observations about everything to Thistle’s grudging contributions to Nettle’s botanical dissertations. And the slow, warm deepening of something between five people who were learning to share a life.

Night: the porch step. The creek. The stars. And the slow unraveling of walls.

The farm was changing. You could see it.

The south field was planted. Three acres cleared, furrowed, seeded, and watered from the well and the creek. Neat rows of turned earth that darkened with moisture and showed, after seven days, the first tender green spears of seedlings pushing through. Turnip greens. Carrot tops, thread-thin and delicate. Beet shoots, dark-veined and sturdy. Every morning Nettle inspected them with her goggles and made notes and declared them “progressing within expected parameters,” which Pip translated as “they’re growing and she’s happy.”

The fences held. Thistle and I had rebuilt the entire south perimeter and half the north, replacing rotted posts with fresh ash I’d felled from the forest edge. She worked with a precision that bordered on artistic: each post plumbed straight, each crossbeam notched clean, each joint fitted with the tolerance of a master carpenter. She was small and her arms were scarred and she could drive a fence staple flush with three strikes.

The barn roof was patched over the collapsed section. Not rebuilt properly, that would take seasoned timber and a week’s work, but tarred canvas stretched over a frame of green ash poles that kept the rain off the good half. Thistle had designed the frame. I’d hauled the poles. Between us, we’d sealed the structure in two days.

The well pump ran true. Bramble had clean water in her kitchen. Nettle had irrigation for the garden. The livestock, such as it was, had a drinking trough.

The livestock was Pip’s doing. She’d befriended the wild goat, Clover, which now followed her around the property like a large ugly dog and had been penned in a makeshift corral near the barn. She’d also caught three wild chickens using a trap of her own design involving a basket, a stick, a length of string, and a trail of grain. The chickens now lived in a coop that Thistle had built in four hours of aggressive carpentry, and they produced two eggs a day, which Bramble treated like gold.

The garden was Nettle’s masterwork. Behind the farmhouse, the overgrown beds had been transformed into organized rows of herbs, medicinal plants, and the beginnings of a kitchen garden that connected her domain to Bramble’s. She’d composted, mulched, transplanted, and cultivated with the focused intensity of someone building a library one book at a time. Fifteen species had become twenty-three. Drying racks had been rebuilt. A new potting bench, constructed by Thistle and positioned exactly where Nettle specified, stood against the house’s back wall, covered in drying specimens and jars of herbal preparations.

Every day I walked the property, I saw something new. A repaired fence post. A cleared drainage ditch. A new herb bed. Eggs in the kitchen. Seedlings an inch taller. The farm was waking up, and the five of us were the ones shaking it awake.

The changes weren’t just physical. The routines had settled into something deeper.

Bramble’s kitchen had become the heart of the operation. She’d organized the pantry by a system I didn’t fully understand but respected: dry goods on the highest shelf, preserved herbs in clay jars at eye level, fresh produce rotated daily. She’d carved a notch into the door frame where she tracked our food stores, a mark for every day’s rations, and the marks were getting further apart as the garden started producing. She sang while she worked, those goblin melodies in a language I couldn’t follow, and the sound of her voice through the open window had become the thing that told me everything was running right.

Pip had claimed the south field as her territory. She knew every row by heart, every seedling by sight. She’d named the three rabbits who lived in the southeast corner and argued passionately against any suggestion of relocation. She’d taken to sleeping with a flower tucked behind her ear and waking before even me, which was saying something, because dawn for a dock worker meant dawn meant business. I’d find her in the field at first light, barefoot, lime-green skin dewy with morning moisture, counting seedlings and reporting to anyone within earshot that the turnips were “doing great” and the carrots were “trying their best.”

Nettle’s garden had crossed from recovery into creation. She’d built a cold frame from scrap lumber and old glass I’d scavenged from the barn, and inside it, seedlings that couldn’t handle the outdoor temperature grew in careful rows. Every bed was labeled in her perfect tiny script. Her journal was never far from her hands.

Thistle’s contribution was everywhere, invisible until you looked for it and then impossible to miss. She’d reinforced the barn’s support beams with angle braces she’d designed herself, built a tool rack by the door, a wood storage lean-to against the barn’s south wall, and a drainage channel around the farmhouse foundation that kept the rain from pooling against the stone.

She never talked about any of it. She just did it, and moved to the next thing, and if you complimented the work, she grunted and walked away.

The afternoon was hot. Late-spring heat that promised summer was coming and coming hard, the sun pouring down on the south field like it was trying to bake the seeds right out of the ground.

I was turning soil in the upper field, shirtless, sweat running down my back in rivulets that followed the channels of muscle. The work was rhythmic: spade in, lever, turn, break, repeat. Repetitive enough to empty my head and heavy enough to fill my muscles.

Pip was working the lower rows, weeding between the seedling lines. She’d abandoned her cloth band an hour ago.

I noticed because I was facing her direction, and because Pip did not do things subtly.

She’d replaced the cloth band with a strip of fabric so narrow it barely qualified as clothing. It covered her nipples and approximately nothing else. Her small perky breasts sat high on her chest, her bright green skin gleaming with sweat in the afternoon sun, the fabric clinging just enough to show the hard peaks of her nipples pressing through. Her wrap skirt was rolled down to her hip bones, exposing the flat plane of her stomach and the V-lines where her waist met her hips. Every time she bent to pull a weed, which was constantly, the skirt rode up, showing the tight curve of her bare ass and the backs of her lean, toned thighs.

She was working. Genuinely working, and working hard. But she was also performing, and she knew I knew, and I knew she knew I knew. Every stretch was a display. Every bend was choreographed to present her body from its best angle, which was most of them. She’d positioned herself in the rows closest to where I was working, and she glanced over her shoulder every few minutes to confirm I was watching.

I was watching.

Her skin caught the sun like it had been designed for outdoor exhibition, that vivid green turning electric in direct light. Unblemished, bright, gleaming with sweat that collected in the hollow of her lower back and the lines of her collarbones. When she stretched upward to ease her back, her chest lifted, the tiny strip of fabric shifting, one small breast threatening to escape. Her copper-red hair was wild with sweat and exertion, stuck to her neck and forehead, a flower tucked behind one perked ear.

She caught me staring and grinned. Wide, shameless, delighted.

“You’re so slow for someone so big,” she called. “I’ve done three rows. You’ve done one.”

“Your rows are weeds. Mine are trenches.”

“Excuses.” She bent forward to grab a particularly stubborn root, and the wrap skirt rose to a degree that was technically still wearing clothes but only technically. Her pert little ass was right there, bright green and taut, and she held the position for several seconds longer than pulling a root required.

My spade went into the ground at an angle that was not, strictly speaking, productive.

“Focus, Thorn,” she sang, and bounced to the next row.

I focused on the work. Mostly.

Nettle came out to check the seedlings around midday. She walked the rows with her goggles down, crouching to examine plants, making notes, pressing her fingers into the soil to test moisture content. Professional. Absorbed. Oblivious to everything except the data.

Or almost everything.

I’d moved to turning the row adjacent to Nettle’s herb bed, and I needed to relocate her potting bench to access the soil behind it. I told her, and she stood to help. The bench was heavy, old wood, and lifting it required getting close. We each took an end.

When we lifted, she stepped in to adjust her grip, and her body pressed against my side. Her breast, heavy and full beneath the work apron, pushed against my arm. Her hip, wide and warm, settled against mine. She was wearing those leggings, the ones that clung to every curve of her lower body like paint on sculpture, and where her hip met mine I could feel the heat of her through the thin fabric.

She froze. Went completely still, the bench held in air between us, her light eyes wide behind her goggles.

“Optimal positioning,” she said. Her voice had gone high and tight, the botanical terminology surfacing like a reflex. “The, the bench should be oriented northeast for maximum morning sun exposure on the drying racks, which requires, requires a fifteen-degree rotation from the current axis.”

“Nettle.”

“The soil pH in this quadrant suggests slightly alkaline conditions, which would benefit the thyme cultivars but may need amendment for the more acid-loving species such as the Vaccinium…”

“Nettle. Where do you want the bench?”

She pointed. The points of her ears had flushed a deep, mortified green. We set the bench down. She retreated to her garden without another word, bending over a rosemary bush with a focus that suggested the future of the known world depended on her assessment of its new growth.

The view, as she bent over, stopped my spade mid-stroke. Her wide hips in those leggings, the fabric stretched so taut across her round, generous rear that every curve was defined. Thick thighs pressing together below. The leggings did nothing to hide the shape of her, nothing at all, and the way she crouched and bent in the garden meant that shape was on constant display from every conceivable angle.

She glanced back. Caught me. And instead of looking away, she held my gaze for two heartbeats. Her ears darkened further. Her eyes went wide, then narrowed, then went wide again, like she was having an argument with herself about what to do next.

Then she turned back to the rosemary and scribbled furiously in her journal.

I went back to work. My spade bit into the earth with renewed focus, but the image of those pale eyes holding mine stayed lodged in my brain like a thorn in a boot. Nettle was a mystery wrapped in botanical terminology. Every other woman I’d known showed interest through flirtation, through touch, through words. Nettle showed interest by cataloguing my metacarpal width in her journal and holding eye contact for two extra heartbeats before fleeing to her rosemary bush.

It shouldn’t have been attractive. It was.

The chicken coop was done. Thistle had built it in a day, using the new hammer and nails and a combination of barn lumber and fresh-cut branches. It was small, practical, overbuilt by a factor of three, and featured a door that closed with a latch she’d carved from a piece of hardwood.

I was helping her install the crossbeam for the roosting bar when the closeness caught up with us.

The beam was overhead. I held it in position while she drove the peg. She was standing on an overturned bucket to reach, which put her at approximately my chin height instead of her usual chest height, and when she leaned forward to set the peg, her body shifted against mine. Compact, toned, smaller than seemed possible for someone with that much fight in her. Her bare shoulder brushed my chest. Her choppy auburn hair smelled like sawdust and something wild, like crushed leaves.

She drove the peg with three clean strikes. The beam seated perfectly.

For a moment, neither of us moved.

“Watch your elbows, dirt-brain,” she said. But her voice was different. Rougher. And she didn’t step away immediately.

“Good work on the coop,” I said.

She looked up at me. On the bucket, with me standing next to her, the height difference was still a foot. Her eyes caught the afternoon light and flashed, and the hostility thinned for a beat. What was underneath it wasn’t hostility at all.

“It’s adequate,” she said. The word she’d used for the hammer. But she said it differently this time. Softer.

Then she stepped off the bucket and shouldered the hammer. But she didn’t walk away. She stood there for a moment, testing the roosting bar with one hand, running her palm along the wood she’d shaped. Something in her posture had loosened. She picked up the bag of staples and held it out to me.

“North fence. You’re helping.”

Not a question. Not quite a demand. An invitation, in the only language Thistle spoke.

Evening. Bramble’s stew, improved by fresh herbs from Nettle’s garden: rosemary, thyme, wild sage. The flavor was richer, more complex, and Bramble served it with bread and the butter Pip coaxed from Clover’s grudging cooperation twice daily.

“I want a root cellar,” Bramble said, passing bread. “Before autumn. If we’re going to store a harvest through winter, we need cool dry storage underground. I’ve been looking at the slope behind the house.”

“That’s a good spot,” I said. “Natural drainage. We can dig into the hillside, line it with stone.”

“I can design the drainage,” Nettle offered. “The soil composition on the north slope suggests a clay sublayer at approximately three feet, which will provide a natural moisture barrier if we excavate correctly.”

“I’ll do the digging,” Thistle said. Then, as if realizing she’d volunteered without being asked, she added: “Someone has to. You’re all too soft.”

“I’ll help with the digging,” I said.

“You’ll slow me down.”

“I’ll risk it.”

The corner of her lips moved. Not a smile. Thistle didn’t smile. But the muscles made an attempt they abandoned at the last second.

Bramble served seconds. Her hand lingered on my arm when she set the bowl down, her fingers resting against my skin for a beat longer than necessary. Warm green skin on my sun-browned forearm. She met my eyes and held the contact, and for a moment the kitchen and the banter and the others faded and there was just her brown-gold gaze, steady and warm and carrying a loneliness so deep she’d built her whole life around pretending it wasn’t there.

“More bread, dear?” she said, and the moment folded back into the evening.

After dinner, Bramble asked me to walk the south field with her. She wanted to see where the seedlings were thickest, she said. Plan where the autumn crop would go. Practical reasons, delivered in a practical voice, but she’d let her hair down from its working bun, and she didn’t bring her apron.

We walked the rows in the failing light, the evening going gold and purple over the ridge, the creek singing its constant song. The seedlings were visible as lines of deeper green against the dark turned earth. Growing. Alive.

“A farm isn’t real until it feeds children,” she said.

I looked at her. She was staring at the field, and her expression was the one she wore when she’d said something before thinking and was deciding whether to take it back.

“It’s a goblin saying,” she said, walking a few more steps, her bare feet careful between the rows. “An old one. It means a home isn’t just walls and a hearth. It’s the sound of someone growing in it.”

Her voice was quiet. Careful. The voice of a woman approaching a subject that hurt.

“I want something for myself,” she said. “I’ve cooked for everyone else my whole life. I want a kitchen of my own and bread that’s mine and a table where my own people sit.” She turned her hands over, palms up. The rope scars on her wrists caught the last light. “They took things from us, in the camps. Things I don’t have words for yet. Not tonight.”

She looked at me. Her eyes bright in the fading day. Not crying. Holding.

“But I want them back,” she whispered.

My arm went around her shoulders before I’d decided to move it. She was solid and warm and she fit against my side like she’d been shaped for it. For a moment she stiffened, the instinct of someone who wasn’t used to being held, and then she softened. Leaned in. Her head settled against my shoulder, and her dark green hair spread across my arm, and I could smell the herbs and woodsmoke that clung to her always.

“You’ll have it,” I said. “All of it.”

She didn’t answer. But her hand found mine, and she held on, and we stood together at the edge of the south field watching the stars come out over a farm that was slowly, day by day, becoming real.

After a while, she pulled away gently. Her guard settled back, but it fit differently now. Looser.

“Thank you,” she said. “Goodnight, dear.”

She walked to the barn. The moonlight followed her across the grass and then she was inside, and the yard was empty.

Night settled over the farm. Crickets. Creek water. The distant call of something in the forest that might have been an owl and might have been something else.

I made my evening walk. The perimeter, the fence line, checking Thistle’s work and finding nothing to check because Thistle’s work was immaculate. The north fence, solid. The south fence, solid. The creek, running clean and cold.

The creek.

I stopped.

Pip was in the water. Fifty feet downstream from the usual crossing point, in a deep pool where the willows hung thick and the moonlight came through in silver fragments. She was waist-deep in water that gleamed like dark silk, her copper-red hair plastered to her neck, her skin luminous in the moonlight, that impossible green turned silver at the edges.

She wasn’t wearing anything.

I could see the curve of her shoulders, the water lapping at her collarbones, the upper swell of her small breasts above the water line. When she turned, her back was a smooth green line, the water running down it in silver rivulets. She was facing away from me, but her ears were perked high and angled in my direction.

She knew I was there. She’d chosen this spot because she knew I walked the perimeter every evening, and this was on my route.

I watched for three seconds too long. Then I turned and walked back to the farmhouse.

Behind me, very faintly, I heard her laugh. Soft and pleased and not at all disappointed.

She’d be back tomorrow. Same time. Same place.

And she knew I’d walk that route again.


Chapter 6: What They Left Behind

Rain came on the fourth week.

Not a light spring shower. A proper deluge that rolled over the ridge in a wall of gray and hammered the farm with the kind of sustained downpour that turned fields to mud and creeks to torrents. By midmorning the south field was pooling, the creek had risen six inches, and every gap in the farmhouse roof that I’d thought I’d fixed was weeping.

Nobody could work outside. For once, the farm forced us all under the same roof, and the farmhouse, which felt spacious enough for one man, felt very small with five bodies in it.

Bramble took this as an opportunity.

“Pip. Come here. You’re learning bread.”

Pip bounced off the bench where she’d been fidgeting for approximately eleven seconds. “I already know bread. You mix stuff and heat it.”

“That’s not bread. That’s an insult to grain.” Bramble pulled the flour sack from the shelf and set it on the table with the reverence she reserved for raw ingredients. “Bread is timing. It’s patience. It’s knowing when the dough is ready and not a moment before.” She handed Pip a bowl. “First. We make the sponge.”

What followed was an hour-long lesson that coated the kitchen, both participants, and most of the table in a fine layer of white flour. Pip was enthusiastic to a degree that bordered on structural damage. She kneaded with her whole body, throwing herself into the dough with the energy she usually reserved for sprinting across the property, and within ten minutes there was flour on her face, her chest, her hair, the ceiling, and Thistle, who was sitting six feet away sharpening a hatchet and trying to pretend none of this was happening.

“Fold, Pip. Don’t punch.”

“But punching is more fun.”

“Punching is for Thistle. Bread is for patience.”

Thistle didn’t look up, but her ears swiveled. “I don’t punch. I drive nails. There’s a difference, softer-than-clay.”

“Did you just call me softer-than-clay?” Bramble’s voice carried the warm authority of a woman who could end arguments with a look.

“You called me a puncher.”

“You are a puncher. That fence post in the barn had a dent shaped like your fist.”

“It was looking at me wrong.”

Pip erupted in laughter, sending a cloud of flour into the air. It settled on everything within six feet, including Nettle, who was pressed against the far wall with her journal, trying to preserve the integrity of her specimen sketches.

“The atmospheric flour particulate density has exceeded acceptable parameters for archival-quality documentation,” Nettle said, very precisely, brushing white powder off a page that featured a detailed sketch of wild sage leaf patterns.

“Translation?” Pip asked.

“She’s getting flour on her drawings and she’s upset,” I said.

Nettle looked at me. She was covered in a fine dusting of white that made her dark emerald skin look frosted. Her goggles had flour on the lenses. She looked ridiculous and, in the way of women who don’t know they’re beautiful when they’re flustered, entirely captivating.

“I am not upset,” she said, adjusting her flour-coated goggles. “I am merely noting that the current environmental conditions are suboptimal for precision work.”

“She’s upset,” Pip confirmed.

I laughed. Actually laughed, the sound pulling out of my chest before I could stop it, and the surprise of it caught me. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d laughed. On the docks, maybe. Years ago. But the image of Nettle, immaculate Nettle, the woman who catalogued everything and maintained perfect precision, sitting in a cloud of flour with white goggles and an expression of academic indignation, undid whatever mechanism had been keeping the laughter locked up.

Pip stared at me. “You laughed.”

“I noticed.”

“You never laugh. I didn’t think you could. Thistle, he laughed.”

“I heard,” Thistle said, still sharpening the hatchet, but the corner of her mouth had done that thing again. The almost-smile that she killed before it could fully form.

Bramble was watching me with warm eyes and an expression that suggested the flour disaster had been worth it for this moment alone.

The rain drummed on the roof. Steam rose from the kettle on the hearth. Flour settled on every surface. And for one strange, warm, flour-dusted moment, the farmhouse felt like a place where people had been laughing for years.

The bread went into the hearth. While it baked, the energy shifted.

Bramble was at the rain barrel outside, filling the water jug. She’d stepped out despite the downpour because the kitchen needed water and Bramble would walk through fire for a properly stocked kitchen, let alone rain.

She came back in soaked.

The thin cotton blouse she wore had gone transparent. Wet fabric clung to every inch of her upper body like a second skin, and her body was not built for understatement. Her massive breasts pressed against the soaked cloth, every curve defined, the dark green of her nipples visible through the fabric as clear as if the blouse weren’t there. Water ran down her cleavage in a stream that followed the deep valley between those breasts and disappeared into the waistband of her skirt. Her emerald skin gleamed wet, the color deepened by the water, and her dark green hair hung loose and dripping around her shoulders because the bun had come undone in the rain.

She stood in the doorway, water pooling around her bare feet, wringing out her hair, and the firelight hit the wet fabric and made it shine.

I stared. My eyes locked on her and refused to move. My hands, which had been holding a piece of fence lumber I was carving into a bracket, went still. I forgot to breathe. Blood rushed south with the subtlety of a kicked door.

I wasn’t subtle about it.

Bramble’s eyes met mine across the kitchen. Steady, fully aware. She didn’t blush. She didn’t cover herself. She didn’t turn away or make an excuse or pretend the wet fabric wasn’t showing everything.

She held eye contact. A tiny smile, barely there, tugged at her lips. A deliberate expression that said: Yes, I know what you’re seeing. Yes, I’m letting you see it.

Then she walked to the hearth, wrung out her hair over the fire where the water hissed on the stones, and pulled her blouse away from her chest with two fingers to let air circulate. The gesture did not reduce the view. If anything, it made the wet fabric cling tighter when she released it.

“Tea?” she said, her voice perfectly composed.

“What?”

“Tea. The drink. Made from leaves. Would you like some.”

“Yes.”

She smiled again. That small, deliberate, infuriating smile. And turned to make tea.

When the others weren’t looking, she hadn’t changed out of the wet blouse. It dried slowly through the afternoon, clinging and releasing by degrees, and every time she moved between the hearth and the table, her breasts swayed and shifted under the damp fabric in a way that kept drawing my eyes back no matter how hard I tried to focus on the bracket.

She knew. She absolutely, completely, deliberately knew.

The bread came out of the hearth perfectly. Bramble sliced it and served it with the last of Clover’s butter. Pip ate with rapturous commentary. Thistle ate in silence but took seconds. Nettle ate precisely and made notes about yeast cultures.

After the meal, the rain softened from a deluge to a steady drizzle. The farmhouse was warm. The fire crackled. Pip curled up on the bench with her head in Bramble’s lap, and Bramble stroked her copper-red hair absently while staring into the fire.

“Bramble?” I said. “Tell me about the camps.”

The room went quiet. Not a comfortable quiet. Everyone stopped moving.

Pip’s ears flattened. Nettle’s quill stopped moving. From the corner where Thistle sat with her hatchet, I heard the sharpening stone go still.

Bramble’s hand continued its slow rhythm through Pip’s hair. Her expression didn’t change. But her eyes shifted, going deeper, like someone descending into a room they’d been avoiding.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because I’m asking you to trust me with your lives. You should know that I understand what I’m protecting you from.”

She considered this. Looked at the younger girls. Pip had her eyes closed but her ears were angled toward Bramble, listening. Nettle’s journal was closed. Thistle hadn’t moved.

“The Ironhill Trading Company,” Bramble said. Her voice had changed. Flatter. Measured. She recited it from a distance she’d carefully constructed, the way you describe a country you left years ago and have no plans to revisit. “They operate labor camps in the northern hills. Logging, mining, road building. Legal operations, as far as the Crown is concerned. The labor force is another matter.”

She paused. Adjusted Pip’s head in her lap.

“Goblins. Captured from wild communities or bred in captivity. Legally, goblin enslavement is prohibited under the Accord of the Three Valleys, which was signed forty years ago and enforced never. In the northern hills, nobody checks. Nobody asks. The camps run on goblin labor, and the workers are classified as indentured contractors, and the indenture terms are perpetual, and nobody who matters cares enough to challenge the paperwork.”

Her voice was steady. Almost professional. Reporting.

“I was camp cook for eight years. Ironhill Camp Three, near the Brackridge mines. I cooked for the guards, the supervisors, the visiting merchants. Three meals a day, fifty men, with whatever supplies they gave me, which was never enough.” She looked at her hands. “Before the camp, I was a caretaker in a small goblin community near the Fernwood River. We were raided. I was fifteen.”

The room absorbed this in silence. Rain on the roof. Fire crackling.

“Pip was born in the camp,” Bramble said. Pip’s eyes were still closed, but her hand had found Bramble’s and was holding it. “Her mother died when she was three. I raised her.” A pause. “In the camp, babies who weren’t useful were relocated. That’s the word they used. Relocated. I made sure Pip was useful. Taught her to run errands, squeeze into tight spaces, carry messages. If you’re useful, you survive. If you’re invisible, you survive longer.”

I looked at Pip. Tiny, bright, bouncing Pip, who talked too much and couldn’t sit still and craved attention like oxygen. Every joke, every bounce, every flash of bare skin. “Please want me. Please don’t throw me away.” The behavior of a girl who’d learned before she could talk that being noticed was the difference between survival and being relocated.

“Nettle was captured from a wild community when she was a child,” Bramble continued. “She was assigned to the camp’s herbalist, an old prisoner named Orin. A human. He was the only person who ever treated her like she had a mind worth educating. He taught her reading, writing, botany, chemistry. Everything she knows.” Bramble’s voice softened. “He died two years ago. She hasn’t been the same.”

Nettle’s hands were folded over her journal. Her eyes were dry, but her goggles were pulled down, hiding whatever was behind them. Her mouth was a thin line.

“And Thistle.” Bramble looked toward the corner. Thistle hadn’t moved. Her eyes were fixed on the far wall. Her scarred forearms rested on her knees. “Thistle wasn’t born in the camp. She was free. Part of a roaming band in the eastern forests. The slavers ambushed them about a year ago.”

“I killed one of them,” Thistle said. Her voice was quiet. Not bragging. Stating a fact. “And I hurt two more before they put me down.”

“She fought,” Bramble confirmed. “In the camp, she kept fighting. Attacked guards. Refused orders. Escaped twice. They beat her.” She nodded toward Thistle’s forearms. “Those aren’t accidental. Those are punishment marks. Parallel cuts. A warning to the other workers about what happens when you resist.”

Thistle’s jaw went hard. She still hadn’t looked at anyone.

“They put her on the hardest labor to break her spirit,” Bramble said. “They failed. I reached her through food. Extra portions during solitary punishment. Didn’t ask for anything in return. It took weeks before she’d take the food without throwing it back at me.” The faintest smile. “She’s stubborn.”

“I’m right here,” Thistle muttered.

“I know, dear. I’m bragging about you.”

Thistle’s ears did something I’d never seen them do: they rose halfway from their flattened position, hovered, and pressed flat again. Like she’d started to relax and then remembered she didn’t do that.

“The escape,” I said. “Two months ago.”

Bramble nodded. “I planned it for months. Learned the guard rotations. Stockpiled food scraps. Made a route through the mountains.” She paused. Her jaw tightened. “Thirteen of us left. Four of us made it.”

The number sat in the room.

“The others?” I asked.

“Scattered. Caught. Lost in the mountains.” Her voice went very quiet. “Two didn’t survive the river crossing.”

Pip’s hand tightened on Bramble’s.

“We walked south for three weeks. Avoiding roads, villages, farms. Living on what Nettle could forage and what I could scavenge. When we found this farm, the barn was empty and the house was dark and nobody had been here in months.” Bramble looked at me. “We thought we’d found somewhere to hide. Then you showed up.”

“And here we are.”

“And here we are.” She was quiet for a moment. The fire popped. When she spoke again, her voice was different. Lower. The voice of someone reaching into the deepest room and bringing something out.

“There’s one more thing you should know. The camps didn’t just take our labor.” She looked at her hands. The rope scars on her wrists caught the firelight. “Goblin women weren’t allowed to keep pregnancies. They said we’d breed too fast. Take resources. Become a problem.” Her mouth set in a line. “They gave us teas. Every morning. To prevent us from carrying. Eight years of tea every morning. Eight years of cooking for their operations and never being allowed to build my own family.”

The room was silent. Pip’s hand gripped Bramble’s tighter. Nettle’s quill had stopped moving.

“When I got us out,” Bramble said, “when we ran, the first thing I stopped doing was drinking that tea.” Her voice cracked. “I want what they took from me, Thorn. A kitchen of my own. Children of my own. A life that’s mine.”

She looked at the fire. “I’ve told you this because you asked. And because you fed us and gave us a roof and you haven’t lied to us yet. But I need you to understand something, Thorn.”

She looked at me. The mask she wore like armor had fallen away completely. Underneath it, Bramble was tired and unbreakable and heartbreakingly determined.

“Everything they did to us, they did because they could. Because nobody stopped them. Because goblins aren’t people to them. We’re labor. We’re vermin. We’re a problem to be managed.” Her voice didn’t waver. “If Dunhill comes for us, he won’t come with chains. He’ll come with reason. He’ll explain that goblins are dangerous, that we’ll steal, that we’ll breed, that we’ll drive down property values. He’ll sound reasonable. And the village will agree, because it’s easier to agree with the man who controls the water than to think about whether the green-skinned women in the barn deserve to exist.”

“Nobody’s taking you back,” I said. “Not while I’m breathing.”

The words came out hard and flat and absolute. Not a promise made after consideration. The kind of statement that comes from somewhere below thought, from the same place that makes you swing a hammer or catch a falling child.

Bramble’s control broke. Not dramatically. Her throat worked. Her eyes went bright. The woman who’d held thirteen people together through hell and led four of them to this kitchen, this table, this hearth, looked at me like she’d been waiting years for someone to say exactly that and hadn’t believed it would happen.

Her hand found my forearm, the one I’d scraped on a fence nail yesterday, and her fingers wrapped around it and held. Not a grip. A claim. Her green skin warm against mine, her eyes closed. She held on for three breaths, her thumb tracing the edge of the bandage, and I felt the weight of what she was giving me. Not a touch. Permission. To see her like this. To see her at all.

Then she straightened. “Thank you,” she said. Her voice was steady again, but the steadiness cost her.

“Good bread,” I said, because I couldn’t think of anything else, and because it meant something between us now that it hadn’t before.

A warmth softened the set of her jaw. “Good bread.”

Thistle was the last one in the kitchen. The others had gone to the barn. The rain had stopped, and the evening sky was clearing to purple and gold.

She stood by the door, her gaze fixed on the yard. I was at the table, finishing the bracket I’d been carving.

“She doesn’t tell that story,” Thistle said. Her voice was rough. “She told it for you.”

“I know.”

“If you break that trust, I’ll crack you like shale.”

“I won’t.”

She studied me. Those burning eyes, hot and searching for the lie. Searching for the angle. The same thing Bramble had done in the barn that first morning, but without Bramble’s diplomacy.

Whatever she found, it was enough. She gave a short nod and walked to the door.

“Thistle.”

She stopped.

“You killed a man to protect your people. You fought back when nobody else did. And you’re still fighting.” I looked at her. “That’s not something to be ashamed of.”

Her back was to me. Her shoulders went rigid. Her hands clenched at her sides. For a moment I thought she was going to turn around and hit me, because emotional honesty and physical violence occupied the same space in Thistle’s brain.

She didn’t turn around. She didn’t hit me.

“Don’t make me soft,” she said, very quietly. No insult. No “dirt-brain.” Just the words, raw and honest.

Then she walked into the evening.

I sat on the porch step. The rain had left the valley gleaming, every surface washed clean and reflecting the sunset. The creek was running high, the willows dripping, the fields glossy with standing water that would drain by morning and feed the seedlings underneath.

Pip emerged from the barn and crossed the yard to the porch. She didn’t bounce. She didn’t chatter. She sat down beside me on the step, small and quiet, her copper-red hair damp, her amber eyes watching the sunset.

She leaned against my arm. Her head barely reached my shoulder. I could feel the warmth of her skin through my shirt, and the tiny tremor running through her that meant she was holding something in.

“Are they going to find us?” she asked. Small voice. The voice under the brightness.

I put my hand on her head. It covered half her skull, my fingers disappearing into her tangled copper hair. She was so small. A bird in a man’s hand.

“No,” I said.

“You can’t promise that.”

“I just did.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then she pressed closer against my arm, and her hand found my sleeve and held on.

“You’re home, Pip,” I said.

She didn’t answer. But her grip on my sleeve tightened, and her trembling stopped.


Chapter 7: Creek Water

The days after the rain were the hottest we’d had.

The sun came back with a vengeance, baking the waterlogged fields into a humid steam that turned the farm into a bath by midmorning. The air was thick and wet and smelled of warm earth and growing things, and by noon everyone was dripping.

Pip was in paradise.

She’d abandoned all pretense of wearing a full outfit. The cloth band was a narrow strip of fabric that covered her nipples and nothing else, and her wrap skirt had been rolled down so low on her hips that it was less a garment and more a suggestion. Her bright lime-green skin gleamed with sweat from dawn to dark, every inch of her compact little body on display as she bounced between the field rows, tending seedlings, pulling weeds, chasing a chicken that had escaped the coop for the third time that week.

“It’s hot,” she said, when Bramble raised an eyebrow at the outfit. Or lack thereof.

“It’s always hot when you want to be naked, dear.”

“Coincidence.”

“Mm.”

I worked the south field shirtless, turning soil in the newly cleared sections. The sweat ran down my back and pooled at my waistline, and the sun turned my already brown skin a deeper shade. The work was hard and good. It emptied the mind and filled the chest.

Pip worked the rows nearest to me. She had been doing this for days, positioning herself in my line of sight with the casual precision of a cat arranging itself in a sunbeam. Every stretch involved arching her back. Every bend from the waist featured her pert little ass rising in the air, the wrap skirt riding up to show the taut curves of her bare backside. When she crouched to weed, her knees spread wide and the wrap fell between her thighs, and the cloth band shifted across her small perky breasts with every breath.

She caught me watching. She always caught me watching. And every time, she gave me that grin, wide and shameless and delighted, her eyes sparking, ears perked straight up. The grin that said: Yes. Look. I want you to look.

The sexual tension had been building for a week, and I was done pretending I didn’t notice.

Not yet, though. Not the field. Not with Bramble watching from the kitchen doorway with that measured expression that suggested she had opinions about the situation and was keeping them to herself.

Evening came slow and golden. Bramble’s cooking filled the farmhouse, and the meal was the best yet: fresh greens from Nettle’s garden, herb-roasted root vegetables from the first early harvest, bread with butter, and a thick soup that tasted like the kind of thing that made you close your eyes and forget everything except the spoon.

Pip ate three bowls but was quieter than usual, which meant she was thinking about something. She kept glancing at me between bites, quick flicks of those bright eyes, and each time she caught my gaze she looked away with a smile she was trying to keep private. Nettle noticed. Nettle always noticed. Her quill moved faster.

Thistle ate two bowls and, unprompted, told the table that the south fence had held against a deer overnight. It was the most words she’d volunteered at a meal since the first week, and nobody acknowledged this because acknowledging it would have made her stop.

After dinner, Bramble cleared the dishes. The kitchen routine was smooth now, five people flowing around each other in a space designed for one, and the intimacy of it, the casual touches and murmured “excuse me”s and the way Bramble’s hip brushed mine as she reached past me for the water jug, had its own warmth.

“I’m going to bathe,” Pip announced. She said it to the room but looked at me. Amber eyes, direct, held for a beat longer than casual. “The creek. The deep pool.” She paused. “The water’s really nice this time of evening.”

The silence that followed was the loudest thing in the room.

Bramble looked at Pip. Then at me. Then back at Pip. Her eyes held a warmth that was part approval, part something more complex. She didn’t say a word.

Thistle muttered something that sounded like “shameless” and went to check the north fence.

Nettle’s ears went dark green, and she excused herself to the garden with the speed of a woman who desperately needed to be anywhere else.

Pip held my gaze for one more second. Then she turned and walked out the door, barefoot on the warm grass, copper-red hair swinging, the wrap skirt swaying on her narrow hips as she disappeared toward the creek.

I sat at the table and didn’t move.

Bramble put a clean dish on the shelf. Quietly: “She’s been waiting since the first day, you know.”

“I know.”

“She’s braver than she looks.” Bramble paused. “And she needs this, Thorn. More than she can say.”

I looked at her. She met my eyes with the steady gaze of a woman who understood exactly what she was giving permission for and had thought about it longer than I had.

“Go,” she said.

I went.

The evening air was warm and heavy with the scent of wildflowers and the mineral tang of creek water. The sun was below the ridge, painting the sky in shades of amber and purple, and the first stars were appearing in the east. Fireflies sparked in the meadow grass. The willows along the creek hung their curtain of trailing branches, creating a green-gold corridor of shadow and dappled light.

I walked the perimeter. The usual route. Past the south field with its rows of seedlings standing an inch taller than yesterday. Past the fence line, solid and straight. Past the garden, where Nettle’s herbs perfumed the evening air.

To the creek.

The deep pool was downstream from the crossing, where the creek widened and the willows hung thickest. The water was dark and smooth, reflecting the last of the sunset like polished metal. Moonlight was already touching the surface, turning the ripples silver.

Pip was in the water.

She stood waist-deep in the pool, her back to me, copper-red hair wet and plastered to her neck and shoulders. The moonlight caught her skin and turned her lime-green to something luminous, a glow that seemed to come from within. Water droplets caught on her bare shoulders and ran down the smooth line of her back in silver trails. Her small frame was backlit by the last of the sunset, every line of her body visible: the narrow waist, the flare of her hips just above the water line, the dimples at the base of her spine.

She turned.

Moonlight and water. She didn’t cover herself. Didn’t cross her arms, didn’t hunch her shoulders, didn’t reach for the wrap she’d left on the bank. She stood in the water with her bare chest exposed, perky breasts gleaming wet, the hard peaks of her nipples tightened by the cool water, and she looked at me.

Her amber eyes were huge in the moonlight. Shining. Not afraid. Not entirely confident either. Somewhere between bravery and need.

“I was wondering when you’d come by,” she said. Her voice was softer than usual. Less chatter, more intention.

The water ran off her body in small rivers. Her green skin caught every photon of moonlight and threw it back with a warmth that made the cold light feel alive. She was so small in the water, so bright, the creek’s dark surface turning her into something between real and dreaming.

She walked toward me. Out of the pool, step by step, the water level dropping as she moved. Past her waist: the flat plane of her stomach, the V of her hips, the small neat triangle of darker green between her thighs. Past her thighs: lean, toned, water streaming off them. She stepped out of the creek entirely and stood on the mossy bank in front of me, dripping, naked, lime-green skin gleaming under the willows.

She was shaking. A fine tremor running through her whole body. Not cold. Courage.

I cupped her face with one hand. My palm covered her cheek and jaw, my fingers reaching her ear. She leaned into the touch, her eyes closing for a second, and I felt the warmth of her skin, hotter than I expected, goblin skin running warm against my calloused palm.

“You sure?” I said.

Her eyes opened. Amber, huge, luminous. The fear underneath the bravery, and the bravery holding anyway.

“I’ve been sure since the first day,” she said.

Then she kissed me.

She had to stretch up on her toes and pull my head down, her small hands fisting in my shirt, and even then she barely reached my chin. I bent to meet her. Her lips were soft and tasted like creek water and the salt of the bread she’d had at dinner. Her tongue found mine, bold and eager, and a small moan vibrated in her throat.

I pulled back. Took off my shirt. She watched, her gaze tracking every movement, locked on my chest, my shoulders, the V-lines above my belt. Her lips parted. The points of her ears shot upright, quivering.

“Big,” she breathed. “You’re so big.”

Her hands reached for my chest. Small green fingers against sun-brown skin, tracing the lines of muscle, the ridges of my ribs, down to the waist of my trousers. She couldn’t reach my shoulders without stretching up. Her hands looked impossibly small against my body, but the hunger in her eyes was purely adult.

She dropped to her knees.

I looked down at her. She looked up at me. Lime-green face, wet copper hair plastered to her forehead, those huge bright eyes locked on mine, kneeling on the moss of the creek bank under the willow trees, naked and dripping and trembling and sure.

She unfastened my trousers with shaking fingers. Pulled them down. Her eyes went wide.

“Oh,” she said. A single syllable that contained entire paragraphs. Her ears flattened slightly, then perked back up. Determination replacing surprise. She reached for me with both hands, because one wasn’t enough, her small green fingers wrapping around my shaft and not closing. The size of her hands against me was obscene.

She leaned forward and took me in her mouth.

Eager. Sloppy. Worshipful. That was Pip in everything she did, and this was no different. She took me as deep as she could, which wasn’t far, her lips stretching wide around my girth, and what she couldn’t fit she worked with her hands, both of them, her small green fingers barely meeting around my shaft, pumping in rhythm with her bobbing head. Her tongue swirled over the head, dragged flat along the underside, traced the ridge where the head met the shaft like she was memorizing the shape. Saliva ran down her chin, slick and messy, dripping onto her bare chest. She didn’t care. She took me deeper and gagged, pulled back with strings of spit connecting her lips to my cock, and went right back.

Wet, hungry sounds filled the space under the willows. Her breathing, fast through her nose. The slick pop of her lips. The small desperate noises she made around my shaft, vibrations that traveled straight through me and settled at the base of my spine.

I threaded my fingers through her wet copper hair, the strands tangling around my knuckles. My hand covered the back of her skull. She moaned loud enough that a night bird startled from the willows, the vibration running through my cock and making my thighs tense. She pressed deeper, her throat working around the tip, gagging, pulling back with watery eyes, going again. Her amber gaze found mine from below, huge and gleaming and desperate for approval, her lips swollen and slick, her chin wet.

“Good girl,” I said.

She whimpered. Her whole body reacted. Her hips shifted, thighs pressing together, and I could see the wetness glistening between them that had nothing to do with creek water. She moaned louder around me, her eyes rolling up, her small hands working faster, one pumping my shaft while the other cupped beneath it, her thumb stroking where her mouth couldn’t reach. The praise hit her like a physical touch. She wanted it. Needed it. Her ears stood rigid, trembling at the tips, and her lime-green skin flushed a shade darker across her chest.

I let her work until my control was fraying, until the sight of those wide eyes looking up at me with her lips wrapped around my cock nearly finished me right there. Then I pulled her up. One hand. One arm, hooked under her ribs, lifting her off her knees like she weighed nothing. A hundred pounds of bright green girl, weightless in my grip.

She gasped, legs kicking, then wrapped them around my waist. They didn’t reach all the way around. Her ankles couldn’t cross behind my back. She clung to my shoulders, her wet body pressed against my chest, and the size of her against me was the kind of contrast that short-circuited higher thought. My hands could span her waist. Her whole torso fit against my chest like a puzzle piece. She was so small, so warm, and she was looking at me with those amber eyes like I was everything she’d ever wanted.

I laid her on the mossy bank. She pulled me down, reaching up, and I went carefully because the size difference was not abstract anymore. She was tiny beneath me. My shadow covered her completely. Her body was a bright lime-green canvas against the dark moss, her wet hair spread like copper fire, her small breasts rising and falling with quick breaths.

I went down on her. She tried to protest, to pull me up, but I pressed her hips into the moss with both hands and my fingers nearly met across her stomach. She was pinned, laid bare, spread open beneath me. Her thighs fell apart and I could see how wet she was, her pussy glistening in the moonlight, swollen and flushed a deeper shade of green, slick with arousal that had been building since she’d walked into this creek.

I dragged my tongue through her slit from bottom to top, tasting her, salt and musk and something sweet that was purely Pip, and when my mouth sealed over her clit she made a sound that carried across the creek and into the trees. Not a moan. A wail. Bright and unashamed.

Her whole lower body fit between my hands and my mouth. I covered her completely. My tongue circled her clit, then flattened against it, then worked inside her, and she was soaked, dripping, her pussy clenching around my tongue every time I pushed it into her. The heat of her was incredible, goblin-warm, almost feverish against my lips. Her taste coated my tongue and I couldn’t get enough. I sucked her clit between my lips and she bucked so hard I had to grip her hips to keep her still.

Her hands fisted in my hair, her heels dug into my back, and she came fast and hard with her back arching off the moss and her voice cracking into a high, shameless cry that she made no attempt to muffle. Her pussy clenched in rhythmic pulses against my mouth, her thighs shaking on either side of my head, and I kept licking her through it, tasting the fresh flood of her arousal, until she was writhing and gasping and trying to push my head away because it was too much. The exhibition. Not just being seen, but being heard. Anyone on the property could have heard that.

She was still shaking when I moved up her body. The size contrast was extreme: my chest covered hers entirely, my hips settling between her spread thighs, her legs wrapping around me and failing to reach. Her ankles hooked against the backs of my thighs instead, as far as they could go. I positioned myself and pressed the head of my cock against her entrance, and she gasped, her eyes going wide, her hands gripping my shoulders with desperate strength. She was slick against me, soaked, the heat of her radiating against my shaft before I’d even pushed in.

“Slow,” she whispered. Then, immediately: “No. Not slow. Please.”

I pushed in.

She was tight. Impossibly, almost painfully tight, her pussy gripping me so hard my arms shook. Hot. Slick. Her walls squeezed around my cock in a vise that made my vision blur, adjusting, stretching, trying to take me. I went slow despite what she’d said, inch by inch, feeding myself into her and watching her face. Her eyes went wide, her mouth open, a continuous moan building in her throat that climbed higher with every inch. Her pointed ears folded back against her head. Her lime-green skin flushed darker across her chest and throat, the green deepening like she was blushing with her whole body.

When I bottomed out, buried to the hilt inside her tiny body, she grabbed my face with both hands and kissed me with a ferocity that didn’t match her size. I could feel her heartbeat through her pussy, fast and wild, pulsing around my cock.

“Move,” she breathed against my lips. “Please, Thorn. Move.”

I moved.

She was vocal. That was the understatement of the year. Pip, who talked too much about everything, was loud in bed in a way that redefined my understanding of volume from someone her size. Every thrust earned a cry. Not a whimper, not a moan. A cry. Bright and sharp and uninhibited, carrying through the willows and across the creek and into the evening air. Her hands clawed at my back, her legs strained around my hips, her small body rocking beneath mine with every stroke. I could feel every inch of her around me, tight and wet and clinging, her pussy gripping me on every outstroke like she was trying to keep me inside.

“Yes, yes, yes, harder, please, Thorn, more, I need, I can’t…”

I shifted her hips up, my hands sliding under her backside and lifting. Her pert little ass fit entirely in my palms. The new angle drove me deeper, and she screamed. An actual scream, muffled when she bit into my shoulder, her small fangs sinking into skin hard enough to hurt, hard enough to draw blood. The angle was deep, too deep for someone her size, and she loved it. Her walls clenched down so tight I saw white. Her whole body tensed, her toes curling against my hips, and she came again with a sound that was somewhere between a sob and a prayer, her pussy contracting in waves around my cock, milking me in rhythmic squeezes.

“Good girl,” I said, and she shattered.

Her eyes rolled back. Her body arched. A wrecked, breathless moan poured out of her that was the most honest sound she’d ever made, her hips grinding against mine, taking every inch, riding the orgasm until her limbs went limp and she was gasping beneath me.

I pulled out and repositioned her. Lifted her off the moss one-handed and turned her, setting her on her hands and knees. She looked back at me over her shoulder, her eyes glazed, wet copper hair sticking to her face, her lips swollen and parted, and the sight of her nearly finished me. That tiny lime-green body on all fours, her pert little ass raised and glistening with the wetness running down the insides of her thighs, her back arched, her small breasts hanging beneath her, the moonlight painting every line of her.

I pushed back in and we both groaned. The angle was different, tighter, and I slid deeper than before. My hands on her hips could practically circle her waist. She pressed back into me, her spine curving, and the sounds she made dissolved from words to raw, breathless cries. I watched my cock disappear into her with each thrust, the visual of her tiny green body taking me obscene and beautiful at once.

“Anyone could hear,” I growled, gripping her hips harder and driving in deep. And felt her clench around me so hard my rhythm broke.

“Let them,” she gasped. “Let them hear. I don’t care. I want them to know. I want everyone to know you’re mine.”

The last word broke something in my chest. I fucked her harder and she screamed into the moss, her fingers tearing at the earth, her pussy clenching and releasing in frantic pulses around my cock.

She came. A third time. Her arms gave out and she collapsed forward onto the moss, her face turned to the side, her mouth open, her amber eyes unfocused and glazed. Her pussy was still spasming, squeezing me in aftershocks, and the feeling of it, that tiny body gripping and milking my cock while she lay shaking beneath me, was too much. I followed her down, covering her completely, and the release hit like a wave crashing through me. I drove deep and held, burying myself to the root, and came with a groan that I felt in my bones. Pulse after pulse, flooding her, spilling into her in long, wrenching spurts. She moaned underneath me, a satisfied, wrecked sound, her walls milking every pulse, her small body trembling with mine.

My cum spilled out around my shaft, her tiny body unable to contain all of it. White streaked down her green thighs, pooling on the moss beneath her, bright against the vivid green of her skin in the moonlight. I could feel it running down where our bodies met, warm and slick, and she made a soft purring sound that I hadn’t known goblins could make.

I rolled to the side and pulled her against me. She fit into the curve of my body like she’d been carved for the space, her back against my chest, her head tucked under my chin. Her breathing was ragged. Her whole body was trembling with aftershocks.

“Was I good?” she whispered.

There it was. The real Pip, underneath everything. The girl who’d learned before she could walk that her value depended on being useful, being wanted, being good enough to keep. The girl who performed and sparkled and exhibited because if people were looking at her, they couldn’t forget she existed, and if they couldn’t forget she existed, they couldn’t throw her away.

I kissed the top of her head. Her copper hair was wild against my lips.

“You were perfect,” I said.

She made a sound. Not a word. Something small and broken and relieved, the sound of a girl who’d been holding her breath for years and was finally allowed to exhale.

Her hand found my shirt where I’d dropped it, gathered a fistful of fabric, and held on. She curled up tighter against my chest, her bare body small and warm against mine, and within two minutes she was asleep.

I lay there on the mossy bank under the willows, with the creek singing and the moonlight shifting through the leaves and a tiny sleeping goblin girl in my arms who gripped my shirt like letting go would mean losing everything.

She weighed nothing in my arms, and the weight of what she meant to me sat in my chest like something permanent.

I waited until she was deep enough in sleep that carrying her wouldn’t wake her, then gathered her up. One arm under her knees, the other supporting her back. She curled against my chest, mumbling something about rabbits, and didn’t open her eyes.

I carried her across the yard to the barn. The night was warm and thick with the smell of hay and wildflowers. My shirt was draped over her bare body like a blanket.

Bramble was waiting. Sitting in the barn doorway on an overturned bucket, mending a tear in a skirt by lantern light. She looked up when I approached.

Her eyes took in the scene. Pip asleep in my arms, my shirt over her, my bare chest in the moonlight, the marks on my shoulder where her fangs had broken skin. A tiny smile. Warm. A little sad around the edges.

She stood and pulled back the blanket on Pip’s hay nest. I laid Pip down gently. She murmured, rolled onto her side, and pulled my shirt tighter around her. Bramble tucked the blanket over her and brushed tangled red hair from her face.

“Thank you,” Bramble whispered, “for making her feel wanted.”

She looked at me. In the lantern light, her face was soft and open. The gratitude in her eyes was real, but there was something else behind it. Longing. The quiet ache of a woman who’d spent her whole life making sure everyone else was cared for and couldn’t remember the last time someone had cared for her.

“Goodnight, Thorn,” she said.

“Goodnight, Bramble.”

I walked back to the farmhouse. The night air cooled the marks on my shoulder and the heat on my skin. I poured a cup of water and drank it standing at the window, looking out at the farm in the moonlight.

Bramble’s eyes stayed with me. The longing underneath.

I finished the water and went to bed.


Chapter 8: Thorn and Herb

The morning after the creek was a different kind of morning.

Pip was radiant. There was no other word for it. She glowed. Not just the skin, though her green seemed brighter in the morning light. She moved through the farmhouse like the sun had decided to inhabit a very small, very loud goblin girl and was testing the limits of its new container.

She hummed. She danced between the table and the hearth. She stole a piece of bread off Bramble’s cutting board and ate it while twirling. And when I sat down at the table for breakfast, she crossed the kitchen, climbed into my lap, and settled there like it was a chair she’d been sitting in for years.

“Morning,” she said, amber eyes bright, copper hair a nest of tangles, one leg swinging off the side of my thigh. She fit into my lap the way she fit everywhere: completely, as if the space had been waiting for her.

“Morning, Pip.”

She kissed my jaw, quick and light, and went back to eating bread from my plate.

Thistle lowered her spoon. Slowly. Her bright gaze traveled from Pip in my lap to the marks on my shoulder that were still visible above my collar, to Pip’s face, which was radiating satisfied smugness with the force of a bonfire.

“Some of us are trying to eat,” Thistle said.

“I am eating.” Pip held up the bread she’d stolen from my plate. “See?”

“You’re sitting in his lap.”

“It’s comfortable.”

“It’s disgusting.”

“You’re jealous.”

The spoon hit the table with a crack that made Bramble look up from the hearth. Thistle’s ears went flat, her eyes blazing. “I am not jealous, bright-skin. I just don’t want to watch you crawl over someone while I’m having porridge.”

“Then close your eyes.”

“I will close your mouth.”

“Girls.” Bramble’s voice cut through the kitchen like a blade through bread. Warm but final. Both of them went quiet. Bramble set porridge on the table and looked at the scene: Pip in my lap, Thistle seething, me in the middle with an expression that I suspected was somewhere between amused and trapped. “Eat. Both of you. Pip, chairs exist.”

“But…”

“Pip.”

Pip gave me a last squeeze, slid off my lap, and took her own chair. She kept one bare foot resting against my calf under the table, as if losing physical contact entirely was more than she could stand.

Nettle was at the far end of the table. She’d been watching the exchange over the top of her journal with pale eyes that tracked every interaction with the intensity of a naturalist observing mating behavior. Her quill moved in quick, precise strokes. She was writing faster than usual.

When I caught her eye, she flushed dark green from her neck to the tips of her ears, looked down at her journal, and wrote even faster.

Bramble served breakfast as if nothing unusual had happened in the last twelve hours. She set a bowl in front of me, and her eyes held mine for a moment: warm, steady, the faintest curve of her lips. She didn’t say a word about the creek or Pip or any of it.

She didn’t need to. Bramble communicated in loaded silences the way Pip communicated in run-on sentences.

After breakfast, I went to help Nettle in the garden.

She needed the drying racks expanded. The herb harvest was exceeding her current capacity, and the existing racks, Aldric’s old ones that I’d rebuilt, were full. She wanted two more, plus a mulching system for the new beds she was planning, plus a cold frame for extending the growing season on temperature-sensitive species.

“The Thymus vulgaris cultivar is performing twenty percent above expected yield,” she said, crouching by a thyme bed with her goggles down, examining the plant’s growth nodes with the concentration of a jeweler examining a diamond. “The soil amendment with creek-bed compost appears to have accelerated the mycorrhizal colonization of the root zone, which in turn has improved nutrient uptake across the entire bed.”

“Which means?”

She looked up at me. Behind the goggles, her eyes were bright with the particular light that only appeared when she was talking about her work. “Which means the thyme is growing well because the dirt is good.”

“You could have just said that.”

“I could have. But the mycorrhizal data is interesting.”

I crouched beside her to look at the thyme. She shifted to make room, and in the movement, her body turned toward mine. Her breast, heavy and full beneath her work apron and tunic, pressed against my arm. The contact was soft and warm, and the weight of it was real, and she was close enough that I could smell her: crushed herbs and ink and the warm, mineral scent of garden soil.

She froze.

Her quill stopped. Her breathing stopped. Everything about Nettle went completely still, like a rabbit who’d realized the shadow overhead was a hawk.

“The, the optimal approach for the new drying rack would be a tilted frame orientation,” she said, her voice climbing in pitch, “which maximizes solar exposure while allowing for convective airflow across the drying surfaces, reducing the likelihood of mold formation in the hygroscopic tissue of the harvested…”

“Nettle.”

She stopped talking. The tips of her ears had gone dark as forest shadow.

“Breathe,” I said.

She breathed. Her breast was still against my arm. She seemed to realize this and pulled away with a jerky motion that made her goggles slip sideways on her forehead. She adjusted them, twice, her ink-stained fingers fumbling.

“Shall we build the rack?” I said.

She nodded. Words had apparently fled.

We worked together for the next two hours, and somewhere between the first drying rack peg and the last, Nettle forgot to be shy.

It started when I asked about companion planting. A genuine question, because Nettle’s garden design was clearly more complex than just rows of herbs, and I wanted to understand the system. She looked at me with surprise, as if asking about her work was a novelty, and then she began to explain.

And once Nettle started explaining, she didn’t stop.

She walked me through the garden bed by bed. The rosemary planted beside the tomatoes to repel pests. The chamomile as a ground cover to retain moisture. The borage interplanted with the squash to attract pollinators. Every choice had a reason, and every reason led to three more explanations, and she delivered all of it with a hunger I recognized. She’d spent her entire life learning this from a man who’d valued her mind, and since he’d died, she’d had nobody to share it with.

Her voice changed when she lectured. The tightness left it. The clinical precision remained, but it was layered over genuine passion, and the passion made the precision beautiful instead of sterile. She used her hands when she talked, gesturing at plants, drawing diagrams in the dirt, holding up leaves for me to examine. Her eyes lost their wariness and filled with light.

I asked more questions. She answered at length. She quoted Orin, the camp herbalist, with the reverence of a student who still couldn’t believe her teacher had bothered with her. “Orin always said the soil tells you what it needs, if you listen. He said plants are honest in ways people aren’t.”

“He sounds like a good man.”

Her face shifted. The light in her eyes flickered. “He was the only person who ever thought I was worth teaching.”

“Then he was right.”

She stared at me. Her goggles were pushed up on her forehead, and without them as a shield, her face was more exposed. The sage-green eyes, lighter than any other goblins’, were wide and startled and vulnerable. Her lips parted. She tucked a loose strand of dark green hair behind her ear, the way she always did when thinking, and her ear was warm to her own touch.

“We should, the mulch,” she said, and turned away.

We finished the drying rack. I held the frame while she drove the pegs, her compact body stretching to reach the top rail, her dark emerald skin flushed with effort. When the rack was done, she stepped back to assess it with the critical eye of a perfectionist.

“Acceptable,” she said. Which from Nettle was ecstatic.

She bent over to arrange the first herb bundles on the bottom rail. Her back to me. Her wide hips, her thick thighs, her round, generous rear in those leggings. The fabric was stretched so taut across her that every curve was sculpted in dark emerald, every line defined. When she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her ass moved with it, and the leggings stretched and clung and left absolutely nothing to imagination.

She was, objectively, one of the most remarkable sights I had ever seen. Her body was built for looking at from this angle: wide, generous, spectacularly curved, compressed into a four-foot-ten frame that made every proportion feel amplified. The leggings were the sexiest single garment on the property, and they accomplished this by being nothing more than practical work clothes worn by a woman whose body made anything practical look indecent.

I didn’t look away in time.

She’d turned her head to reach for another herb bundle, and when her eyes found mine, they dropped to where my gaze had been. On her. On the leggings. On the shape beneath them.

I expected her to flush. To flee. To mumble about botanical specimens and retreat to the safety of her journal.

She didn’t.

She straightened slowly and held eye contact. One heartbeat. Two. Her ears darkened green, slowly, like heat spreading. Her lips parted slightly. Her eyes weren’t embarrassed. Underneath the scholarly composure, the look was calculating, assessing, maybe even deciding.

Then she looked away and busied herself with the herb bundles, and the moment was over. But it had happened. She’d looked at me looking at her, and she hadn’t run.

I walked to the potting bench to get more twine for the rack, and that’s when I saw the journal.

She’d left it open. Not deliberately, I thought, because Nettle didn’t leave things accidentally. She was the most precise person I’d ever met. But it was open on the bench, the pages spread under a rock to keep them flat, and the page it was open to was covered in her tiny, immaculate handwriting.

My name caught my eye. “Thorn” appeared in the text. I looked. I shouldn’t have. I looked anyway.

The entry was not botanical.

“Subject: T. Ashvale. Observations, Week 4. Hands: calloused proximal phalanges, metacarpal width approximately 9cm. Grip strength evidenced by one-handed bench lift (see earlier entry). Manual dexterity notable during hinge repair and fence construction. Forearms: flexor muscle definition during sustained tool use. Pronounced vascularity. Note: vascular prominence increases with exertion. Recommendation: further observation during warm-weather shirtless labor. Shoulders: deltoid development consistent with functional loading patterns. Trapezius engagement during overhead work creates triangulation effect that is aesthetically…”

I closed the journal.

I was still standing there, looking at the closed journal and trying to recalibrate my understanding of Nettle, when she came around the corner of the farmhouse and saw me at the bench.

She stopped. Her eyes went to the journal. To my face. To the journal. To my face.

Her skin color changed. It was like watching a sunset in green: the blush started at her collarbone and swept upward, darkening her ears, her cheeks, her forehead, until she was a shade of emerald so deep it was almost black. Her mouth opened. No sound came out.

“How much did you read?” she whispered, her entire carefully constructed intellectual composure collapsing in real time.

“Just enough.”

She made a sound. A thin, pressurized exhalation, like a tea kettle reaching boil. Her hands came up and covered her face. The goggles, already pushed up, now served as a forehead shield. She stood there with her hands over her face, ears burning nearly black with blood, and I was fairly certain she was trying to determine whether it was possible to die of embarrassment.

“For what it’s worth,” I said, “your observations were accurate.”

The tea-kettle sound intensified.

“The vascular prominence does increase with exertion,” I added. “And the deltoid development is, in fact, from functional loading.”

“Please stop,” she whispered between her fingers.

“And the recommendation for further observation during warm-weather shirtless labor can be accommodated. I’m usually shirtless by midmorning.”

She turned and walked into the garden without removing her hands from her face. I heard a sound that might have been a whimper or might have been a very quiet scream. Then silence. Then the furious scratch of a quill on paper, which meant she was writing about what had just happened, which given the subject matter of the previous entry was going to be an interesting read.

I left the journal where it was and went to find Thistle.

The shift in energy was immediate. Nettle was warmth and confusion and buried desire. Thistle was sharpened steel.

She was at the north fence, crouching by a post, examining the ground with the focused intensity of a tracking hound. When I approached, she held up a hand without looking at me.

“Prints,” she said.

I crouched beside her. The tracks were unmistakable: large, deep, four-toed with visible claw marks that scored the earth. Each print was wider than my spread hand and sank an inch into ground that was still firm from the morning.

“Razorfangs,” Thistle said. “Five, maybe six. They circled the north fence last night. Here.” She pointed. “Here. And here. Testing the posts. Pushing the crossbeams.” She stood up, her gaze sweeping the tree line. “They’re smart. They won’t hit where the fence is strong. They’ll find the weak point and come through together.”

“Where’s the weak point?”

She walked twenty yards along the fence line and stopped at a section where the posts were older, the crossbeams thinner. “Here. I rebuilt the south and west. This section is still Aldric’s original construction. The posts are sound, but the crossbeams won’t hold against a charge. One good hit from a shoulder-height wolf and this whole section falls.”

“Then we reinforce it.”

Her gold eyes met mine. They held something other than hostility or grudging tolerance. Respect. The respect of one practitioner for another who understood the work.

“You know fences,” she said. Not a question.

“I know how to build things that don’t fall down.”

“Close enough.” She pulled the hammer from her belt and handed me a bag of staples. “Start on the left. I’ll take the right. We work toward the middle.”

We worked for two hours. Side by side along the fence line, driving staples, setting crossbeams, reinforcing posts with angled braces that Thistle designed on the spot. She worked with relentless precision, every nail driven flush in three strokes, every joint fitted tight. When I made a suggestion about bracing angles, she listened, considered it, and incorporated it without comment. From Thistle, that was a standing ovation.

We didn’t talk much. Thistle’s silences were different from Nettle’s. Nettle’s silences were full of things unsaid. Thistle’s silences were full of things that didn’t need saying. The work spoke for itself. Two people who understood construction working in rhythm, the sound of hammers and the creak of wood settling into place.

When we reached the middle and the last crossbeam was seated, Thistle stepped back and surveyed the line. Her eyes tracked every post, every brace, every joint. Looking for weakness.

“It’ll hold,” she said. The first words in twenty minutes.

“You’re good at this,” I said.

She punched my arm. Hard enough to sting. Then she walked ahead of me toward the farmhouse, her wild hair catching the late afternoon light, and I caught the faintest smirk on her face before she turned away.

At the fence line’s midpoint, she stopped and looked back at me. Her eyes were clear and direct.

“The wolves are coming,” she said. “Not tonight. Maybe not this week. But they’ve tested the perimeter and they know there’s livestock. When they come, they’ll come at night, and they’ll come in numbers.”

“We’ll be ready.”

She held my gaze for a moment. Then she nodded, once, and turned toward the barn.

That evening, dinner was quieter than usual. The wolf tracks had sobered the mood. Bramble cooked the way she always did when her mind was working through something dark: faster, sharper, every gesture precise. Nettle catalogued defensive herbal preparations in her journal. Pip was subdued, curled against my side at the table, her usual chatter reduced to occasional observations.

Thistle ate standing, as she sometimes still did when she was thinking hard. Her gaze was distant, seeing something none of us could see. Planning.

“Nettle,” she said. “Those smoke bombs you made for the rabbits. How strong can you make them?”

Nettle looked up from her journal. “The capsaicin-based irritant? With the right concentration of active alkaloids, I can produce a dispersal cloud effective against mammalian olfactory and ocular systems within a three-meter radius for approximately sixty seconds.” She paused. “Enough to blind and disorient a large predator temporarily.”

“Make six.”

“I’ll need dried peppers and…”

“I’ll get them,” Pip said, ears perking up. “There’s wild pepper growing along the creek’s south bank. I found it last week. I didn’t tell anyone because it was hot enough to make me cry and I was embarrassed.”

“You ate a wild pepper without knowing what it was?” Nettle’s horror was academic but genuine.

“I was curious!”

“Curiosity is not a substitute for botanical identification, Pip. The Capsicum genus contains species that…”

“Girls,” Bramble said. “Focus. Nettle, make the smoke bombs. Pip, gather the peppers. Thistle, what else?”

Thistle looked at Bramble. Gratitude, in Thistle’s particular dialect of it. “Sharpen everything we’ve got. Knives, hatchets, the pitchfork, the scythe. If they breach the fence, we fight them in the yard.”

“And if they breach the yard?” Bramble asked.

Thistle bared her fangs. The expression wasn’t anger. It was anticipation. “Then they meet us at the door.”

She said it quietly, and the table went still.

“Finally,” Thistle said, and there was something fierce and almost joyful in her face. “Something to hit.”


Chapter 9: The Neighbor

The horse came first.

I heard it before I saw it. Hooves on packed earth, the jingle of tack, the heavy breathing of an animal being pushed at a trot up the farm road. It was midmorning, and I was in the south field with Pip, checking the seedling rows that had pushed four inches above the soil line. The turnips were thick and healthy. The carrots were thread-thin but growing. The beets were the color of dark wine.

The sound brought my head up. We didn’t get visitors. The road to Ashvale Farm went nowhere else.

A rider crested the rise, and behind him, two men on foot.

The rider sat his horse like a man who’d been born there. Big bay gelding, well-groomed, heavy in the chest. The rider was stocky, powerful in a way that was going to fat around the middle but hadn’t lost its force. Ruddy, sun-damaged face. Thinning brown hair under a wide-brimmed hat. Clean-shaven jaw. His clothes were well-made, a full cut above anything I’d seen in Willowford: oiled leather vest over a linen shirt, good boots, leather gloves. He looked like money.

His eyes were pale blue-gray, and they were cold. They swept the farm with the assessing gaze of a man inventorying property. My fields. My fences. My barn. His expression said he was calculating value.

The two men behind him were farmhands. Heavy boots, leather vests, the thick hands and weathered faces of men who worked someone else’s land. They flanked the horse like an honor guard, but the formation was wrong for honor. It was right for intimidation.

“Pip,” I said quietly. “Inside. Now.”

She’d already gone. One glance at the riders and she’d slipped through the field rows, low and fast, lime-green skin vanishing into the tall vegetable greens like a lizard into brush. By the time the rider reached the yard, Pip was through the kitchen door.

I walked from the field to the yard, unhurried. My shirt was off, the hatchet on my belt, sweat on my skin. I planted myself between the rider and the farmhouse and waited.

He stopped his horse ten feet from me. Didn’t dismount. The height advantage was deliberate. He wanted to look down.

“Garret Dunhill.” His voice was calm, reasonable, a voice that gave orders without raising volume. “Senior landholder of Greenvale. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“Thorn Ashvale.”

“Aldric’s nephew. Yes. I heard you’d come.” He looked past me at the farm. The rebuilt fences. The planted fields. The patched barn. His pale eyes catalogued everything with the efficiency of a man who knew farming and recognized competence when he saw it. “You’ve done well with the place. Aldric let it rot the last few years. Shame. It was good land once.”

“Still is.”

“Mm.” He adjusted his gloves. Casual. Patient. “I’ll get to it, then. I’ve seen green-skinned figures on this property. From the ridge. More than once.”

My teeth set, but I kept my voice even. “You can see my property from the ridge?”

“I can see most of the valley from the ridge. It’s why I live where I do.” He said it without irony. The man who watched everything from above. “Goblins, Thorn. You’ve got goblins on your land.”

“I’ve got workers on my land.”

“Workers.” His eyebrows rose. The word amused him the way a farmer might be amused by a child explaining that mud was actually chocolate. “Son, goblins aren’t workers. They’re pests. They steal grain, spread disease, breed uncontrollably. Leave them alone and you’ll have thirty by winter and a hundred by spring. I’ve seen it happen.”

“I’ve seen people say a lot of things about goblins. Most of it’s wrong.”

Dunhill’s face didn’t change, but his jaw tightened. A recalibration. He’d expected the conversation to be shorter. He’d expected a young farmer, new to the valley, grateful for guidance from the senior landholder. He’d expected compliance.

“Nobody in Greenvale wants that kind of problem,” he said. His voice was still calm, still reasonable. “The village council hasn’t taken a position, but the sentiment is clear. Goblins attract trouble. Predators follow them. Their camps are breeding grounds for vermin and disease. We’ve had a clean valley for twenty years because we keep it clean.”

“My land. My workers. My business.”

The reasonable veneer slipped. Not far, and not for long, but enough.

“Everything in this valley is my business, son.” His voice dropped half a register. The farmhands behind him straightened. “I control the north fork water rights. Every farm downstream of my dam drinks when I let them drink. Your creek runs year-round, which is good for you, but your well draws from the same aquifer. Dry seasons happen. When they do, the man who controls the water controls the valley.”

He let that settle. The implication was clear. Not a threat. Not quite. Just a fact, delivered with the casual authority of a man who’d been wielding this particular weapon for decades.

“I’m being neighborly, Thorn. Take the advice. Get rid of them before this becomes a problem you can’t solve with a hammer and good intentions.”

He turned his horse. The farmhands fell in behind him. Three men riding and walking down the farm road, unhurried, confident, as if the conversation had already ended the way they expected it to.

Dunhill paused at the rise. Turned in the saddle. His pale eyes found mine across the distance.

“I’ll check back,” he said.

Then they were gone.

I stood in the yard until the sound of hooves faded. My hands were clenched at my sides. The hatchet on my belt felt suddenly inadequate.

The farmhouse door opened. Bramble stepped out.

She’d heard everything. The stone walls were thick, but the open window faced the yard, and Bramble had positioned herself behind it. Her face was controlled. Too controlled. Every line of her drawn tight over something underneath that was not calm.

“Girls,” she said, and her voice was flat, “are inside.”

I followed her in.

The kitchen was quiet in a way it never was. Pip was on the bench, knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them. Her ears were flat. Her eyes were wide and dark, the brightness drained. She looked seven years old.

Nettle was at the table, journal closed, goggles down, hands folded. Still as stone. The stillness of someone who’d learned to become invisible when authority figures raised their voices.

Thistle was by the door. Not the kitchen door. The back door. The one facing the forest. She had her hammer in her hand and her tool belt on, and her hard stare was tracking the ridge where Dunhill had disappeared with the focused intensity of a predator watching prey.

“I’ll follow him,” she said. “Cut across the north field. I can…”

“No.” Bramble’s voice was sharp enough to cut glass. “We do not chase the man with the water. We do not give him a reason.”

“He has a reason. We’re alive. That’s enough for him.”

“Thistle.”

Thistle’s jaw worked. Her scarred forearms flexed. The hammer turned in her grip. But she didn’t move. Bramble’s authority held even over Thistle’s rage, because Bramble had earned it in camps and mountains and three weeks of running, and Thistle knew it even when she hated it.

Bramble sat down at the table. Her chest rose and fell with a breath that was too deep and too controlled. When she spoke, her voice was the flat one. The recounting voice. The one from the rainy day.

“I’ve seen this pattern before, in every place we’ve…” She stopped herself. Drew a breath. “You’ve heard the speech. First the words. Then the smiles stop.” She looked at her hands. The rope scars on her wrists. “Then the chains come out.”

Pip made a small sound. Bramble reached over without looking and put her hand on Pip’s knee.

“But this isn’t a camp,” I said.

“No.” Bramble looked at me. “This is worse. At the camps, they at least pretended it was legal. Dunhill doesn’t need to pretend. He has the water. He has the village. He has the weight of everyone agreeing with him because it’s easier than thinking.”

“Then we give them a reason to think differently.”

“With what?”

“With what Maren told me.” I sat down across from her. “Dunhill’s water rights claim is disputed. My uncle had a counter-claim. Legal paperwork, filed somewhere. If it exists, it means his control over the aquifer isn’t absolute. It means he can’t just turn off the water to everyone who disagrees with him.”

Bramble’s expression shifted. The flat despair cracked, and calculation replaced it. The same strategic mind that had planned an escape for thirteen people and led four of them through the mountains.

“Paperwork,” she repeated.

“Legal documents. If Aldric filed a counter-claim on the water rights, there’s a record. Maybe at Maren’s store, maybe in the village records, maybe in Aldric’s things somewhere on this property.”

“Where would he keep important documents?”

I thought about the farmhouse. Two rooms. No desk, no filing cabinet, no hidden compartments that I’d found. But I hadn’t looked for them. I’d been busy rebuilding.

“I don’t know yet. But I’ll look.”

From the far end of the table, Nettle spoke. Her quiet, precise voice cutting through the tension like a scalpel.

“I’m good with documents.”

Every head in the room turned to her. She pushed her goggles up and met our gazes with eyes that were, for once, not shy. Not withdrawn. Focused.

“In the camp, I catalogued the herbalist’s entire library. Three hundred and twelve manuscripts. Cross-referenced, indexed, and organized by subject, author, and date.” She paused. “If there is paperwork on this property, I will find it. And if the paperwork contains a legal claim, I can read it. Orin taught me legal terminology as part of his pharmacological licensing documentation.”

Bramble stared at her. “You can read legal documents?”

“I can read anything. It’s just words arranged in a specific order.” She adjusted her goggles. “Give me access to the property and twenty-four hours. I’ll find whatever there is to find.”

“Do it,” Bramble said.

Nettle nodded and stood. She walked to the farmhouse’s second room, the one we’d been using primarily for storage, and I heard her begin methodically opening and cataloguing everything in it.

Bramble turned back to me. The despair was gone. In its place, something I recognized: the look of a woman who’d found a weapon and was deciding how to use it. She was a strategist. Eight years reading captors, learning their patterns, finding the cracks in their systems. Dunhill was a captor in different clothing, and Bramble was already reading him.

“He’ll come back,” she said. “He said so. He’ll give you time to comply and then he’ll come back, and when he does, he’ll bring more than two farmhands.”

“I know.”

“We need leverage before that happens. The water rights claim is a start. We also need the village to not hate us.”

“Maren doesn’t hate us.”

“Maren is one woman with a shop. We need more than one woman.” Bramble’s eyes narrowed. “What do humans value, Thorn? Not goblins. Not goblin labor. What do they value that we can provide?”

“Food,” I said. “Medicine. Trade goods.”

“Good bread.” A thin smile. “A kitchen that feeds the valley feeds the valley’s opinion. But that’s months away.” She stood. “For now, we work. We grow food. We build this farm into something that can’t be dismissed. And we find those documents.”

I went to Willowford that afternoon. The walk felt longer this time, the road less friendly. I kept glancing south toward Dunhill’s spread, that big prosperous farm on the valley floor, visible from everywhere in Greenvale.

Maren was behind her counter, sorting seed packets. She looked up when I entered and read my face in a glance.

“He visited,” she said. Not a question.

“Neighborly.”

“Mm.” She set down the seed packets. “I was afraid of that. When?”

“This morning. Two farmhands. The speech about goblins being vermin.”

Maren removed her glasses and cleaned them on her apron. A habitual gesture that meant she was thinking. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him what I told you. My land, my decision.”

“Good. Short. He’ll remember it.” She put her glasses back on. “You asked about water rights last time. Here’s what I know.”

She reached under the counter and pulled out a ledger. Old leather, brass clasps, the pages thick with the weight of decades. She opened it to a bookmarked page.

“Aldric filed a counter-claim on the north fork water rights fourteen years ago. The claim was based on original survey records from the valley’s settlement period, which showed the aquifer beneath the eastern properties, including yours, as a separate water source from the north fork.” She tapped the page. “Dunhill’s rights are to the north fork surface water. The aquifer is a different matter. Aldric argued that groundwater rights belong to the property owner, not the surface water licensee.”

“Did the claim hold?”

“It was never adjudicated. Aldric filed it, Dunhill challenged it, and the county magistrate was supposed to rule. The magistrate retired. His replacement never got to the case. The claim is in limbo. Neither upheld nor denied.”

“So it still exists.”

“It still exists. And if the original survey records are on your property, they’d be the strongest evidence for the claim.” She closed the ledger. “Aldric was a meticulous man. He kept records. If those survey documents exist, they’re somewhere on that farm.”

I thanked her and left. On the walk back, I turned the information over like soil being prepared for seed. A legal claim that hadn’t been decided. Survey records that might be in the farmhouse. A weapon that wasn’t a weapon yet but could become one.

The sun was setting when I reached the farm. The chimney was smoking. Bramble’s silhouette moved behind the kitchen window. The fields were green in the evening light, and the fences stood straight, and from the north fence I could hear Thistle’s hammer driving nails.

I told Bramble what Maren had said. Her eyes brightened. She called for Nettle, who emerged from the storage room covered in dust and carrying a leather document case I’d never seen before.

“I found this behind the false panel in the back wall,” Nettle said. She set it on the table and opened it. Inside: folded papers, yellowed with age, covered in handwriting I recognized as Aldric’s. Maps. Survey lines. Legal notation.

Nettle’s eyes scanned the top document. Her quill was in her hand instinctively, ready to annotate.

“This is an original settlement survey,” she said. “Dated forty-seven years ago. It maps the aquifer independently of the surface water systems.” She looked up. “This is exactly what we need.”

Bramble leaned over the table. Her dark green hair fell forward, brushing the documents, and her heavy breasts pressed against the table’s edge as she studied the maps. “Can you make sense of the legal language?”

“Give me tonight. I’ll have a summary by morning.”

“Good.” Bramble straightened. She looked at me, and her expression was different from any I’d seen. Not grateful. Not relieved. Determined. The face of a woman who’d found her first solid ground in years and intended to dig in.

Night came. I worked on the fences by lantern light, reinforcing the west perimeter. The wolf tracks were on my mind, but so was Dunhill. Two threats from different directions, both circling the same property.

Thistle appeared beside me without sound. She did that. One moment the fence line was empty, the next she was there, hammer in hand, scanning the dark.

We worked in silence for an hour. Post braces. Crossbeam reinforcements. The fence grew stronger under our hands, joint by joint, and the silence between us was the comfortable kind. Two builders doing what builders do.

When the last brace was set and the lantern was burning low, Thistle straightened and looked at the finished section. She tested each post with her weight. Solid. She nodded.

Then she turned to me. In the lantern light, her olive-green skin was warm, and her eyes held something I hadn’t seen there before. Not hostility. Not grudging respect. Commitment.

“If he comes back,” she said, “I’ll be between him and them. Just so you know.”

The weight of it hit me in the ribs. This was the closest Thistle had come to trust. Not words of affection. Not a softening of the defenses. A statement of position. She would stand between Dunhill and the girls. She would be the wall.

“So will I,” I said.

She held my gaze for a moment. Her eyes, direct and bright, searching mine. Whatever she found, she nodded once, short and sharp, and walked toward the barn.

Halfway there, she stopped. Without turning: “You’re not as rock-brained as I thought.”

Then she was gone.

I stayed at the fence line until the lantern guttered. In the kitchen window, Nettle’s shadow was bent over the documents, her quill moving in quick precise strokes.


Chapter 10: Fangs in the Dark

The howling started at dusk.

I was on the porch step, checking the edge on Uncle Aldric’s axe, when the sound rolled out of the forest like a wave. Not one voice. Three, four, overlapping, the sound rising and falling in a pitch that raised the hair on my arms and made something ancient in my hindbrain sit up and pay attention. Wolves. Close.

Thistle materialized from the direction of the north fence. She’d been patrolling, as she did every dusk and dawn, and her face carried the expression I’d come to associate with her particular brand of grim satisfaction. The look of someone who’d been proven right about something she wished she’d been wrong about.

“Five. Maybe six,” she said. “They’ve been circling the property since midafternoon. I’ve been tracking them. They came down from the north tree line, tested the south fence, circled west, and they’re holding position in the forest above the north pasture.”

“Razorfangs.”

“Big ones. Pack alpha is shoulder-height at least. I saw him through the tree line.” Her eyes were bright. Not afraid. Alive. “They’ve been watching us for days. Testing. The livestock drew them. They know our routine. They know where the fences are weak.” She paused. “They’re coming tonight.”

I stood up. The axe felt solid in my hand.

“Everyone inside.”

The farm shifted into a different mode. Not panic. Preparation. Calm, focused urgency from people who understood danger and had survived it before.

Bramble took the farmhouse. She closed and barred the shutters, positioned knives on every surface within reach, and built the fire high. The iron skillet, heavy enough to crack a skull, hung from the hearth hook at grabbing height. She’d wrapped a thick branch in oil-soaked rags to create a burning brand, propped beside the door.

“If they get past the fence,” she said, voice even, “they come through the door. They get fire and iron.”

Nettle had been preparing since Thistle’s warning two days ago. Six herbal smoke bombs, each the size of my fist, packed with dried pepper concentrate and irritant compounds she’d extracted from her garden’s less pleasant specimens. She laid them in a line on the kitchen table, each one carefully labeled with her tiny handwriting.

“Effective radius approximately three meters,” she said, adjusting her goggles. “Sixty seconds of disorientation. Concentrate exposure will cause severe ocular and nasal irritation in any mammalian predator.” She looked up at me. Her eyes were steady. Not frightened. Clinical. “I’ll deploy them at breach points. The compounds are not selective, so avoid direct inhalation.”

“Understood.”

Pip secured the livestock. Clover the goat and the three chickens went into the barn’s intact section, the doors barricaded with lumber. Pip was quiet, which was wrong. Pip was never quiet. Her eyes were huge, her ears flat, and she moved with the quick, precise efficiency of someone operating on adrenaline. She’d pulled on an extra layer of clothing, tucked her copper-red hair under a cloth cap, and found the pitchfork without being asked.

“I’ll guard the barn,” she said.

“You’ll guard the barn from inside the farmhouse,” I said.

“They’ll kill the chickens.”

“Pip. Inside.”

Her jaw set. For a moment, tiny Pip looked like tiny Thistle, and I realized that the difference between them, when it mattered, was smaller than I’d thought. She went inside, but she kept the pitchfork.

Thistle took the north fence. Her position of choice and the most likely breach point. She’d sharpened her hatchet to a razor edge and fashioned a staff from an ash pole, six feet of hardwood weighted at one end. She moved to her position with the focused economy of a soldier who’d been waiting for this fight.

I took the west fence. Aldric’s axe, freshly sharpened, and a lantern hung from a fence post to give me light. The west was the second most likely approach: lower fence, closer to the barn, uphill from the creek where the willows provided cover.

We waited.

The evening darkened. The sky went from amber to purple to black, and the stars came out, and the cricket chorus built and then fell silent in a wave that started at the tree line and spread toward the farm like a blanket being pulled over the valley. When the crickets stopped, the only sounds were the creek and the wind and, distantly, the shuffle and breath of five people waiting.

The howling stopped.

That was worse.

Silence from a wolf pack doesn’t mean they’ve left. It means they’ve decided.

I gripped the axe and watched the tree line. The lantern threw a circle of yellow light that reached the fence and a few feet beyond. Past that: darkness. The moon was thin, a sliver, giving just enough light to see shapes but not detail.

The first test came at the south fence. A dark shape, low and fast, rushing the perimeter at speed. It hit the fence at a run and the crossbeam shuddered but held. Thistle’s construction. The shape bounced off and vanished into the dark.

“South fence holds!” Thistle’s voice, clear and calm, from her position at the north.

A second rush. Same fence, different section. Another impact. The crossbeam cracked but didn’t break.

Then movement. Multiple shapes. The pack circled, flowing along the perimeter like dark water, and I tracked them by sound and by the occasional flash of eyes catching the lantern light. Yellow-green eyes, low to the ground, moving fast. Testing. Probing.

They found the west.

Three of them hit the fence together. Not a blind charge. Coordinated. Two at the crossbeam, one underneath, digging at the base of the post. They were enormous. Shoulder-height, like Thistle had said, with jaws that caught the lantern light and showed teeth the length of my finger. Dagger fangs. Razorfangs.

The lead wolf hit the fence at my section. The crossbeam snapped. Two hundred pounds of predator crashed through the gap, and I met it with the axe.

It was fast. Faster than anything that size had a right to be. It ducked under my first swing and lunged, and its claws raked across my left forearm from elbow to wrist. The pain was bright and immediate, a line of fire, and blood welled up in dark ribbons. I brought the axe down on the backswing and caught it in the shoulder. The blade bit deep. The wolf howled, a sound that vibrated in my bones, and twisted away, dragging the axe with it for a second before the blade pulled free.

Blood. Its blood and mine, dark on the ground.

The wolf retreated through the gap, limping on its ruined shoulder, snarling. The second wolf came through behind it, lower, aiming for my legs. I kicked it in the jaw, felt the impact all the way up my hip, and swung the axe in a horizontal arc that caught it across the snout. It yelped and skidded sideways.

The third one. The digger. It had gotten under the fence during the fight and was behind me. I heard the scrape of claws on packed earth and turned, and it hit me in the chest.

I went down. Two hundred pounds of wolf on my chest, jaws snapping at my throat, hot breath and the stink of meat. I got the axe handle between us and shoved, and the wolf’s teeth closed on the wood instead of my neck. It bit through the handle. I punched it in the eye with my free hand, felt the soft give of the orbital, and it released with a yelp. I rolled, found the axe head, and swung it into the wolf’s flank.

It went down. Not dead. Wounded, crawling, snarling.

The other two had retreated through the gap. I could hear them in the dark, circling, regrouping.

The north fence. A crash of splintering wood and Thistle’s war cry, a sound that came from somewhere deeper than her chest. Goblin battle rage, raw and ancient and terrifying from a four-foot-nine woman with a hatchet.

I ran.

The north fence had been breached. Not at the section we’d reinforced, but twenty yards east, where two wolves had dug under the posts. Thistle was in the gap, her ash staff in one hand, her hatchet in the other, and she was fighting a razorfang that outweighed her three times over.

She was winning.

She moved like water. Fast, low, using her small size as an advantage, ducking strikes that would have caught a taller fighter. The staff cracked against the wolf’s jaw. The hatchet opened a gash on its flank. The wolf lunged and she sidestepped, pivoting on one bare foot, and drove the hatchet into the back of its neck. It dropped.

The second wolf was on her before the first hit the ground.

It came from the side, hitting her in the ribs, and she went down hard. The wolf pinned her, jaws going for her throat, and Thistle got her forearm up and the wolf’s teeth clamped on the leather of her chest-wrap strap instead of her skin. She screamed. Not in fear. In fury.

Then a pitchfork came out of the darkness and drove into the wolf’s flank.

Pip. Tiny, terrified, silent Pip, who’d been told to stay in the farmhouse and had come out anyway. She held the pitchfork with both hands, the tines buried in the wolf’s side, and she was screaming, a high, thin sound that was pure adrenaline and no thought.

The wolf released Thistle and spun on Pip, and for a horrible second I thought it was going to reach her. But Thistle was already up, hatchet in hand, and she buried it in the wolf’s spine. It dropped. Dead before it hit the ground.

Pip stood there, shaking, the pitchfork still extended, her eyes enormous. Her ears were flat, her lime-green skin pale with fear. She was hyperventilating.

Thistle looked at Pip. Pip looked at Thistle. Neither of them blinked.

“Not bad, bright-skin,” Thistle said. Her voice was rough. Her ribs were cracked. There was blood on her face that might have been hers.

A howl from the south. More coming.

“Nettle!” I shouted.

The smoke bombs hit the breach point like green-brown clouds of rage. Nettle appeared from behind the barn, arm cocked, and threw two more in rapid succession with an accuracy that would have impressed a soldier. The capsaicin smoke spread through the gap in a billowing cloud that caught the moonlight and turned it sickly green.

The wolves hit the cloud and recoiled. Two of them. Maybe three. The sounds they made were not predatory anymore. They were the sounds of animals in pain, snapping at the air, blinded, their sensitive noses and eyes overwhelmed by the chemical onslaught. They staggered away from the breach, shaking their heads, whimpering.

Bramble came through the farmhouse door like vengeance in an apron.

She held the iron skillet in one hand and the burning brand in the other, and she was screaming in a language I didn’t understand, goblin words that were older than any human speech I’d heard, war cries that came from somewhere primal and deep. She was five foot one and barefoot and she was the most terrifying thing on the battlefield.

The fire caught the remaining wolves’ attention. The brand’s flame, combined with the smoke, the noise, and the taste of their own blood, broke whatever pack calculation had been driving the attack. The alpha, the big one, the largest of the pack that I hadn’t seen yet, pulled back from the south fence where he’d been watching. He howled once, long and sharp, and the pack followed. Shadows flowing backward into the tree line, melting into the forest, gone.

Silence.

Then the crickets started again.

We stood in the yard, breathing hard, bleeding, shaking, alive.

Two dead wolves in the north breach. One wounded and crawling near the west fence; it died as I watched, slumping sideways. Blood on the ground. Blood on my arm, which was throbbing with a steady fire from the claw slash.

Thistle sat down on the ground. Just sat, like her legs had decided to stop working. Her hatchet was still in her hand. Her ribs were bruised at minimum, cracked at worst, and she was holding her left side with a hand that was shaking.

Pip dropped the pitchfork. It hit the ground with a clang that was too loud in the sudden quiet. She was trembling. Not the fear-trembling from before. The after-trembling, the body’s delayed recognition of what had just happened.

Nettle was cataloguing the dead wolves. She crouched beside the nearest one, goggles down, journal in hand, and began writing. “Canis lupus razorfang. Impressive dentition. Claw structure suggests semi-retractable, which explains the laceration depth.” She looked at my bleeding arm. “That laceration needs cleaning and binding. The razorfang claw sheath hosts anaerobic bacteria that can cause…”

“Nettle,” Bramble said gently. “Later.”

Nettle tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Later. Yes.”

Bramble crossed the yard to me. She was still holding the skillet, and she set it down on the fence post with a clang. Her face was flushed dark green, her hair wild, her apron splattered with something that might have been wolf blood from the brand’s impact. She was breathing hard.

She took my injured arm in both hands. Turned it over. The claw slash ran from elbow to wrist, three parallel lines, deep enough to bleed freely but not deep enough to threaten the tendons. It hurt. It was going to hurt more tomorrow.

She cleaned it with water from the jug she’d brought. Tore strips from her own apron for bandages. Her hands were steady, practiced, the hands of a woman who’d bandaged worse in worse places. She wrapped the arm tight, tested the tension, and tucked the end.

“You bled for us,” she said. Her eyes found mine.

“That’s what family does,” I said.

Her composure wavered. Not the small flickers I’d seen before. A real falter. Her eyes went bright and her throat worked and she pressed her forehead against my bandaged arm and held it there. Her dark green hair fell over my hand. Her skin was warm against the cloth.

A goblin intimacy gesture. Something solemn and old and given carefully. Given in front of the others, in the yard where anyone could see. She’d never done this before. Nobody had earned it until now.

She held the position for three breaths. Then she straightened, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, and turned to the others with the Matriarch’s bearing firmly back in place.

“Thistle. Inside. Let me check those ribs.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re hurt. Inside.”

Thistle went. She didn’t argue. Which told me the ribs were worse than she was admitting.

“Pip. You too.”

Pip nodded. She hadn’t spoken since the fight. She was looking at the dead wolf, the one she’d pitchforked, with an expression that was part horror and part something else. Something that looked like the dawning recognition of what she was capable of.

I cleaned the yard. Dragged the wolf carcasses to the edge of the property. Checked the fence breaches. The west was repairable. The north would need new posts.

By the time I finished, the lantern was burning low and the farm was quiet. The crickets sang their steady chorus. The creek murmured. The stars wheeled overhead.

Inside, Bramble had bound Thistle’s ribs. Pip was asleep on the bench, curled into a ball, my old shirt wrapped around her like armor. Nettle was at the table, writing, her journal open to a page of anatomical sketches of razorfang wolves that were, honestly, museum-quality.

Thistle was in the corner, sitting on the floor, hatchet across her knees, watching the door. Guarding. Even hurt. Even now.

Bramble pressed a cup of hot broth into my hands. Her fingers lingered on mine. “Drink. Sleep. We won.”

“We won.”

She looked around the room. Four goblin women, battered and bruised and alive. The farmhouse warm. The fire burning. The wolves dead or fled.

“We won,” she said again. And then, quieter, looking at the room full of battered people she’d kept alive: “We won.”

I drank the broth and let the warmth settle into my bones.


Chapter 11: Bruises and Bites

Morning came sore. The body kept a ledger, and last night’s entry was long.

My left forearm throbbed under Bramble’s bandage, three parallel lines of fire from the razorfang’s claws. My ribs ached where the wolf had hit me. My right knuckles were swollen from punching a wolf in the eye, which I still counted as a solid life decision.

But I was alive, and the wolves weren’t, and the farm was standing.

The dead razorfangs were the day’s first project. Three carcasses, each one a hundred and fifty to two hundred pounds of predator, lying where I’d dragged them the night before. In daylight, they were even more impressive: dark gray-brown fur over dense muscle, jaws that hung open to show the dagger fangs that gave them their name, and claws that, up close, were sickle-shaped and serrated.

“Remarkable specimen,” Nettle said, crouched beside the largest one with her goggles down and her journal open. She’d been there since dawn, sketching the dentition, measuring the claw sheaths, and making notes about the hide density. “The claw sheath contains a secondary keratin layer that explains the depth of laceration. The cutting surface is self-sharpening through abrasion against the inner sheath wall. Fascinating.”

“Nettle.”

“Yes?”

“It tried to kill me last night.”

“And it nearly succeeded, which speaks to the efficacy of the claw design.” She paused. Her quill hovered over the journal. “I’m glad it didn’t. Succeed, I mean.” A beat. “Your forearm should be cleaned again. The anaerobic bacteria…”

“I know.”

Bramble took charge of the carcasses with the efficiency of someone who’d processed game in worse conditions. She directed operations from the farmhouse door, her generous chest heaving with the deep, purposeful breathing of a woman who had Plans. The wolf fat would render down for cooking and waterproofing. The organs, the ones Nettle declared safe, would supplement their diet. The hides would be tanned for leather.

“Nothing wasted,” Bramble said. “They came to take from us. We’ll take from them.”

Pip was tanning the pelts. She’d never done it before, but Bramble talked her through the process, and Pip attacked the work with her usual frantic energy, scraping hides with a flat stone, stretching them on frames, working the leather until her small arms shook. She was quieter than usual. Not silent, because Pip was never silent, but subdued. The fight had done something to her. Not broken her. Changed her. She’d charged a wolf with a pitchfork to save Thistle’s life, and the knowledge of what she’d done was settling into her bones like a new foundation.

Every few minutes, she looked at Thistle. A quick glance. Checking she was still there.

Thistle was at the north fence.

She’d been there since before dawn, despite the cracked ribs that Bramble had bound with tight cloth strips. She was replacing the breached posts, driving new ash timber into the ground with the hammer I’d bought from Hollis, and her movements were aggressive. Harder than necessary. More forceful than the work required. Every strike of the hammer carried more force than fence repair demanded.

I watched her from across the yard. She was hurt. The way she held her left side, the way she favored her right arm, the sharp inhale she tried to hide when she swung the hammer. Cracked ribs. Maybe worse. She wouldn’t say. Thistle didn’t acknowledge pain; she treated it as an enemy to be outlasted.

I walked to the north fence.

She didn’t look up when I approached. Just kept swinging. The hammer hit the post with a force that drove it two inches into the earth with each blow. Her hair was dark with sweat. Her olive-green skin gleamed. The scars on her forearms stood out stark and white against the flushed green.

“How are the ribs?” I said.

“Fine.” The word was a door slamming.

“Bramble said…”

“Bramble worries. That’s what Bramble does. I’m fine.” She swung again. The post shuddered. “Go bother someone who needs you.”

I didn’t leave.

She swung again. Again. Each strike harder than the last, the hammer meeting wood with a sound like a gunshot. Her jaw was tight. Her gaze was fixed on the post with an intensity that had nothing to do with carpentry.

I stood three feet behind her and waited. Thistle’s anger was like weather. You didn’t try to stop it. You let it move through and stayed standing until it passed.

She threw the hammer down.

It hit the ground with a thud, and she turned on me with the full force of whatever was burning behind those gold eyes.

“What do you want from me?” she snarled. Her voice was low and ragged, her pointed ears pressed tight to her skull. Her hands were clenched at her sides, the knuckles white under olive-green skin. “You keep checking on me. You keep looking at me like I’m going to break. I killed a wolf last night with a hatchet. I’m not breakable. Stop looking at me like I’m some, some…”

“I’m not looking at you like you’re breakable.”

“Then what?”

“I’m looking at you like you’re hurt and too stubborn to admit it.”

She stepped closer. Aggressive. The fighter’s instinct: when challenged, advance. She had to crane her neck to glare up at me, which she did with a ferocity that made the height difference feel irrelevant. Her eyes blazed. Her fangs were bared. Every line of her small, taut body was coiled to strike.

“I’m not hurt,” she hissed. “I’m not fragile. I’m not one of your delicate little…”

“Thistle.”

“Don’t.” Her voice cracked. A fracture in the stone. “Don’t be gentle with me. Don’t be patient. Don’t look at me like, like…”

She shoved me. Both hands against my chest, with every ounce of force her four-foot-nine frame could produce. I rocked back on my heels. Barely.

“Is that all you’ve got?” I said.

She shoved me again. Harder. Her breath was coming fast. Her pupils were dilated, the gold of her irises thinning around expanding black. This wasn’t anger. This wasn’t even close to anger. This was something she’d been holding in since the fight, since before the fight, since the first day in the barn, and it was burning its way out through the only channel she knew.

“Fight back,” she snarled. “Hit me. Do something. Stop being so calm and patient and…”

I grabbed her wrists.

One hand. Both of hers, captured in my grip, her forearms crossing in my palm. Her wrists were so small my fingers overlapped around them. She pulled. Yanked. Her muscles strained, the cords in her neck standing out, her olive-green skin flushing darker. She couldn’t break free. She tried for five seconds. Ten. Her fangs were bared and her eyes were wild and she was pulling with everything she had.

She couldn’t move me.

The realization hit her. I saw it land. Her eyes went wide. Her breathing changed. The struggle didn’t stop, but it changed shape, became less about escape and more about the fact of being held.

“Done?” I said.

Her chest heaved. Her hair was wild, choppy auburn strands stuck to her sweating face. Her eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that vibrated.

“Make me,” she whispered.

I pulled her close. My free hand went to the back of her neck, my fingers curling into her hair, and she trembled. The whole length of her body, pressed against mine, trembled like a plucked string. She was so small. My chest against her face. My hand on the back of her neck, covering it entirely.

She bit me. Through my shirt, her fangs sinking into my chest, sharp enough to pierce the fabric. Not gentle. Not playful. A bite that said: I don’t know how to ask for this, so I’m going to fight my way there.

I growled. It came from somewhere low and visceral, a sound I didn’t know I could make. I grabbed a fistful of her choppy hair and pulled her head back. Her neck arched, her eyes going wide, the gold in them swallowed by something darker and hungrier, and the sound she made was not a protest. It was a gasp that had been trying to be a moan.

“Say it,” I said.

“Make me,” she breathed. Her voice was wrecked.

I picked her up.

One hand. Under her ass, lifting her off the ground like she was a sack of flour. A hundred pounds of compact fury, suddenly airborne, suddenly not in control, and the sound she made when her feet left the ground was the most honest sound I’d heard her make since we’d met. A gasp. A whimper. A surrender disguised as surprise.

She wrapped around me. Legs around my waist, not reaching all the way, arms around my neck, face against my throat. Her teeth on my skin. Her body pressed against mine, small and hard and shaking.

I carried her behind the barn. The wall was solid, the ground dry, and nobody could see us from the farmhouse.

I pressed her against the wall. Her back hit the timber and she hissed, the cracked ribs protesting, but when I pulled back she snarled, “Don’t stop,” with a ferocity that made the words sound like a threat.

My hand was still in her hair. I tilted her head back and kissed her. She bit my lip. I tasted copper. I bit hers back and she moaned into my mouth, her hips grinding against me, her legs tightening around my waist.

I yanked down her leather chest-wrap. She flinched. A sharp, instinctive recoil that had nothing to do with me and everything to do with the camps, where being exposed meant being vulnerable and vulnerability meant punishment. Her hands came up to cover herself.

I caught her wrists. One hand, again. Pinned them above her head against the barn wall. Her eyes were wide, her chest bare, small firm breasts and scarred olive-green skin exposed to the afternoon light. She was shaking. Not from cold.

“Nobody’s hurting you,” I said. My voice was low and steady. “Just me. Just this.”

Her whole face changed. Not cracking, not crumbling. Just gone. The defenses she’d been building since the slavers took her down simply weren’t there anymore, and underneath was something raw and desperate and unguarded. Fear and want, tangled together so tight that neither of them could exist without the other.

She stopped fighting.

Her body went still in my grip. Her wrists, pinned above her head, stopped pulling. Her legs, wrapped around me, loosened and tightened in a different rhythm. Those eyes, wide open, looked into mine with a vulnerability so complete that looking back felt like holding something fragile.

“Then do it,” she whispered. “Whatever you’re going to do. Just do it.”

I kissed the scar on her collarbone. She trembled. I kissed the scars on her forearms, the parallel punishment lines, and she made a sound that was almost a sob. Her scars weren’t shame. They were proof she’d survived. I kissed each one.

Then I spanked her.

My open palm against her bare ass, hard enough to crack through the quiet like a whip. She yelped. Her body jolted against mine, her hips jerking forward, pressing her stomach against the bulge in my trousers. Her eyes flashed wide. Something ignited behind the gold.

“Harder,” she snarled. “You rock-brained, dirt-stupid…”

I did it again. Harder. The crack echoed off the barn wall, and the flesh beneath my hand barely gave, tight and muscular, her tight little ass absorbing the blow. A red mark bloomed on olive-green skin. She shuddered, her insult dissolving into a groan that she couldn’t bite back, her hips rocking against me.

“Harder, you useless…”

Again. Her whole body bucked. The insults were getting less coherent, breaking apart between ragged breaths. She was panting, grinding against me, her small body arched against the barn wall, her nipples hard points against my chest. Her pussy pressed against my thigh through her leggings, and I could feel the heat of her, the dampness soaking through the thin fabric. Every strike melted her further. The fierce girl who never stopped fighting was stopping. Her snarls had gone breathy. Her hips rolled in a rhythm she couldn’t control.

I freed myself with one hand, keeping her pinned with the other, her wrists held above her head. She looked down, saw my cock, and her eyes went wide. Her jaw loosened. Her lips parted, and her tongue dragged across the lower one before she caught herself.

“That’s not going to fit,” she said. It was the most honest assessment she’d ever given me.

“I’ll be careful.”

“Don’t you dare be careful.” She bared her fangs. The last act of defiance before the surrender she needed. “I’m not fragile, dirt-brain.”

I ripped her leggings down to her thighs and her pussy was bare, flushed dark olive, glistening wet. The sight of her like this, pinned and stripped and dripping for me, sent a pulse of heat through my blood that obliterated anything resembling patience.

I entered her slowly despite what she said. Pressed the head of my cock against her entrance and pushed. Her pussy was tight. Tight in a way that made my vision gray at the edges, her walls gripping me in a vise that pulsed with each of her heartbeats. She was small. The smallest woman I’d been with, the smallest woman I could imagine being with, and every inch felt like it took her apart. I could feel her stretching around me, her body accommodating my size through sheer stubborn will, her slick heat swallowing me one agonizing inch at a time.

Her back arched against the barn wall. Her mouth opened but no sound came out. Her legs tightened around me, her calloused heels digging into my lower back. Her eyes went distant, then snapped back, then went distant again, and her expression shifted from fierce to broken to something in between that was both. I could feel her heartbeat through her pussy, hammering against my shaft.

I pulled back and thrust forward, and she screamed.

Not loud. A short, sharp, broken sound that she cut off by biting my shoulder. Her fangs sank into skin, deeper than Pip’s had, the pain bright and real, blood welling against her lips, and the combination of her teeth in my flesh and her cunt strangling my cock nearly ended me right there. Her claws raked down my back, leaving lines of fire across my skin.

“You’re mine,” I growled in her ear. “Say it.”

“Fuck you,” she gasped. But her pussy clenched around me so hard the words lost all their bite.

I fucked her against the barn wall with one hand on her hip and one hand pinning her wrists above her head, and the sounds she made progressed from snarled demands to gasping profanity to broken fragments of words that didn’t connect to sentences. Her body shook with each thrust, her compact frame bouncing on my cock, the barn wall creaking behind her. Her olive-green skin flushed dark across her chest and throat. Her ears lay flat against her hair and her fangs bared and she was biting her own lip hard enough to dent the skin, trying to keep from being louder.

“Harder,” she gasped. “Harder, damn you, I can take it, I can…”

I lifted her higher on the wall, changing the angle, and drove deep. She choked on a sound that wanted to be a scream. The new position hit something inside her that made her entire body seize, her walls fluttering around my cock in quick, desperate pulses. Her words dissolved. Her body arched. Her wrists twisted in my grip, not fighting now, just needing something to push against, something solid to anchor her while I split her open.

“Who do you belong to?” I said, driving into her.

“Shut up,” she whimpered. But her pussy was soaked, dripping down my shaft, and her legs pulled me deeper.

I spanked her again mid-stroke, my palm cracking against her bare ass while my cock buried itself to the hilt. She came apart.

Her orgasm hit her like a physical blow. Her walls clenched so hard my rhythm shattered, her cunt locking around me in a grip that was almost painful, squeezing in violent spasms. Her mouth opened in a silent scream, her fangs fully bared, her eyes rolling back. Her whole body went rigid, every muscle locked, the small firm frame in my arms turned to stone for three seconds. I felt the rush of wetness flooding around my cock, felt her pulse hammering through the walls of her pussy. Then the stone crumbled and she was shaking, gasping, her eyes unseeing, her claws digging into my shoulders as she rode the aftershocks.

“Yours,” she breathed. So quiet I almost didn’t hear it. “Yours, you dirt-brained…”

The sight of her, the feel of her, tiny and fierce and broken open, her tough warrior’s body clenching and trembling around my cock, was too much. I drove into her one last time, deep, buried to the root, and came with a force that hollowed my chest. Pulsing, emptying, spurt after spurt flooding her in hot waves, my forehead pressed against the barn wall beside her head, my hand gripping her hip hard enough to leave finger-shaped bruises on olive-green skin. She moaned at the feeling, a low, wrecked sound, her sensitive walls milking every pulse, her body twitching with each spurt she received. When I finally pulled back, spent and gasping, my cum spilled from her abused pussy, thick and white against the vivid olive-green of her inner thighs, running in slow trails down to her knees.

She went limp.

Every muscle in her body released at once. The fighter who never stopped fighting stopped. Her head fell forward against my chest. Her arms dropped from where I’d released her wrists and hung at her sides. Her legs loosened around my waist, and if I hadn’t been holding her, she would have slid to the ground.

I held her.

A hundred pounds of fighter, gone boneless in my arms, her face pressed into the curve of my neck. Her breathing was ragged. Her hair was plastered to her face with sweat. I could feel her heartbeat against my chest, fast and hard and gradually slowing.

Her hand found my shirt where it hung from my waistband. Her fingers curled into the fabric and gripped. Both fists. Tight.

“Don’t put me down yet,” she whispered.

I carried her inside the barn. Found a clean pile of hay in the loft and sat down with her in my lap. She curled up, tiny against my chest, her knees pulled up, her face hidden in my neck. Her breathing evened. Her hands didn’t release my shirt.

For ten minutes, neither of us spoke. I held her and listened to the farm’s afternoon sounds: the chickens clucking in the coop, the creek running, the wind in the willows. The smell of hay and sawdust and Thistle, who smelled like leather and sweat and crushed leaves.

“I killed a man,” she said. Very quiet. Almost too quiet to hear. “In the camp. When they took me. I killed him with a rock. He was trying to chain me and I hit him and he fell and he didn’t get up.”

I said nothing. She wasn’t looking for a response. She was giving me something she’d never given anyone.

“They beat me for it. The scars.” She shifted in my lap. Her fingers tightened on my shirt. “I’d do it again. But sometimes I dream about it and the rock doesn’t stop. I keep hitting and hitting and…”

Her voice trailed off.

“You survived,” I said. “That’s what matters.”

“Bramble says that. She says surviving is enough.” A pause. “It wasn’t enough. Not until…”

She stopped. Her ears, which had been flat the entire time, rose. Slowly. Halfway. Uncertain.

“Not until what?” I asked.

She pressed her face deeper into my neck. Her voice was muffled by my skin.

“Not until there was something to survive for.”

I pulled her closer. She made a small sound, not protest, and pressed closer. The smallest person I’d ever held, and the heaviest thing she’d said to me.

She fell asleep. Gradually, then all at once, the way exhaustion takes people who’ve been running on adrenaline for too long. Her grip on my shirt didn’t loosen. Her face was hidden in my neck, and her breathing was deep and even, and her eyes were closed and her fangs were tucked and she looked, like someone who wasn’t expecting an attack.

I carried her to my bedroll in the farmhouse. Laid her down on it. Covered her with the blanket. She rolled onto her side and pulled the blanket up to her chin and didn’t wake.

I went outside.

Bramble was on the porch step, mending a tear in Pip’s wrap skirt. She didn’t look up when I sat down beside her.

We sat in silence for a while. The afternoon was fading. The rebuilt fence stood solid against the tree line. The dead wolves had been processed, the hides stretched on frames, the fat rendering in a pot on the hearth. The farm smelled like survival.

“She needed that,” Bramble said. Her voice was low, warm, and carried the quiet weight of a woman who understood what had just happened behind the barn. “More than any of us.”

“I know.”

“She won’t say it. She’ll be impossible tomorrow. She’ll call you names and pick fights and pretend none of it happened.” Bramble’s needle moved through the fabric with steady precision. “But she’ll be standing closer. And her eyes will be different. And the first time something threatens this farm, she’ll be between it and you before anyone can blink.”

“I know that too.”

Bramble set down her mending. She looked at me with eyes that held warmth and something deeper. Something that she’d been carrying alone for a very long time and was beginning, slowly, to set down.

“You’re good bread, Thorn Ashvale,” she said.

She went inside.

I sat on the step until the stars came out. Inside, the farmhouse was warm and still. Thistle was sleeping on my bedroll, gripping my shirt with both fists, and not dreaming about rocks.


Chapter 12: First Harvest

A week changed things.

The wolf pelts sold at Maren’s store for three marks apiece, which was more than I’d expected and exactly what we needed. Maren counted out the coins, stacked them on the counter, and looked at me over her reading glasses with an expression that combined her usual pragmatism with something that might have been respect.

“Razorfangs,” she said, running her thumb across the pelt’s dense fur. “Big ones. Your uncle would’ve been proud.”

“My uncle would’ve told me to spend it on seeds.”

“Smart man. So spend it on seeds.” She paused. “And rope. And a proper iron pot, because I happen to know you’ve been cooking in a dented camp piece, and whoever’s doing your cooking deserves better.”

I spent the wolf money on seed stock for the autumn planting, thirty feet of good hemp rope, an iron cooking pot that Bramble was going to worship, and a block of beeswax for waterproofing. The last of the money went to Hollis at the smithy for a secondhand scythe blade that still had years of life in it.

The walk back to the farm felt different. Not lighter. More grounded. I was carrying the future in a grain sack: seeds for winter squash, kale, parsnips, rye grain. And the iron pot, which weighed as much as Pip and would outlast all of us.

The farm had healed from the wolf attack with the same stubbornness it applied to everything. The north fence was rebuilt, stronger than before, with Thistle’s reinforced bracing and doubled crossbeams. The west breach was sealed. The barn was intact, the livestock unharmed, and the three chickens were producing two eggs a day with the serene indifference of creatures who hadn’t noticed the world nearly ending around them.

More importantly: the crops were ready.

Six weeks of sun and rain and Nettle’s meticulous care and Pip’s tireless weeding had done what seeds do when you put them in good dirt and pay attention. The south field was a patchwork of greens: turnip tops thick and ruffled, carrot greens feathery and tall, beet leaves dark and glossy. The root vegetables underneath were ready to pull.

I knew because Nettle had told me, in a presentation that lasted twenty minutes and included soil moisture readings, root diameter estimates, and a comparison chart that she’d drawn in her journal with the precision of a cartographer.

“The Beta vulgaris specimens have achieved a mean root diameter of seven point two centimeters,” she’d said, goggles down, journal open, pointer finger tracing the chart. “This is consistent with optimal harvest parameters for the Hull-less cultivar at this latitude. The Daucus carota are slightly behind expected curve due to the late planting date, but the supplemental irrigation from the well has compensated. I recommend immediate harvest of the first planting to clear bed space for the autumn succession crop.”

“Nettle.”

“Yes?”

“Are the vegetables ready?”

She’d looked at me with the patience of a saint dealing with a well-meaning simpleton. “Yes, Thorn. The vegetables are ready.”

So we harvested.

All five of us, in the south field, on a morning so clear and warm it felt like the valley was showing off. The sky was a deep, unbroken blue. The creek sparkled. Birdsong filled the willows. The morning belonged in a painting and the imaginations of people who’d never worked a farm, except this one was real and we were in it.

Bramble directed. She stood at the head of the field in her apron and bare feet, her dark green hair pulled back, and assigned rows with the organizational authority of a general deploying troops. “Pip, turnips, start at the east end. Thistle, beets, you’re strong enough to pull the big ones. Nettle, carrots, and catalogue as you go. Thorn, take the greens.”

“What are you doing?” Pip asked.

“Supervising.”

“That’s not fair!”

“Life isn’t fair, dear. Start pulling.”

Pip pulled turnips like she’d been born for it. She darted through the rows with her copper-red hair flying and her bare feet slapping the warm earth, her lime-green skin gleaming with sweat, and she pulled turnips with both hands and deposited them in the basket with the speed of someone who thought this was a race.

It became a race when Thistle noticed.

“I’m beating you,” Pip called across the field, basket half-full.

Thistle looked at her basket, which contained four beets. Looked at Pip’s, which contained twelve turnips. Her eyes narrowed.

What followed was the most aggressively competitive vegetable harvest I’d ever witnessed. Thistle attacked the beet rows with the same ferocity she applied to fence construction and wolf combat, ripping beets from the earth with both hands, dirt flying, her compact body a blur of olive-green motion. Pip matched her stride for stride, trash-talking between rows: “Is that all you’ve got, scarface? My grandmother could pull faster, and she’s dead!”

“Your grandmother was probably smarter too!” Thistle shot back, which was, for Thistle, practically stand-up comedy.

Nettle worked the carrot rows at her own pace, carefully extracting each root, measuring its length against her journal notes, and making observations about soil compaction and root development that nobody was listening to because Pip and Thistle were now sprinting between rows like their lives depended on it.

“The correlation between amended soil depth and taproot elongation suggests that the compost application in the fourth week was the critical variable in achieving these results,” Nettle said to the air. She held up a particularly large carrot and examined it through her goggles. “Remarkable. This specimen exceeds the estimated root length by fourteen percent. The supplemental phosphorus from the composted chicken manure may have…”

“SEVENTEEN!” Pip screamed from across the field, waving a turnip over her head.

Nettle sighed. Adjusted her goggles. Went back to measuring carrots.

I harvested the greens with my scythe, cutting the lettuce and chard at the base, bundling them in cloth. The blade sang through the stems. The greens smelled of rain and earth and the green, growing vitality of plants that had been given what they needed and had done the rest themselves.

From the garden behind the house, Nettle’s herbs added their fragrance to the morning: rosemary and thyme and sage and the sharp, clean scent of mint. The whole property smelled like life.

Thistle won the race by three vegetables. She set her overflowing basket down with a thud, crossed her arms, and gave Pip a look that could have wilted the turnip greens.

“Done?” Thistle said.

Pip stood over her own basket, breathing hard, red hair wild, green skin shining with sweat. Her amber eyes narrowed.

“I let you win,” Pip announced.

“You did not.”

“I did. I was pacing myself. For the second round.”

“There is no second round.”

“There would have been if I’d won the first one!”

“That’s not how races work,” Thistle said.

Bramble appeared between them, a hand on each shoulder, and said, “Both of you did beautifully. Now pick up what you dropped.”

I ate a carrot raw, straight from the ground, dirt still clinging to the skin. It was sweet and sharp and tasted like the earth it had grown in, and I crunched through it standing in my field, looking at my crops, surrounded by four goblin women arguing about vegetable racing, and felt something in my chest that was so unfamiliar it took me a minute to name it.

Happiness.

“Thorn Ashvale!” Bramble’s voice, sharp and warm. “Did you just eat an unwashed carrot?”

“It’s my carrot.”

“It’s covered in dirt!”

“I grew it. The dirt is mine too.”

“The dirt contains microorganisms that could cause…” Nettle began.

“Nettle, he’s a grown man eating his own carrot,” Bramble said. “Thorn, wash the next one. I’m not nursing you through stomach cramps because you can’t wait five minutes.”

“Yes, Bramble.”

“Don’t ‘yes Bramble’ me. You sound like Pip when she’s about to do the exact thing I told her not to.”

“I resent that!” Pip called from across the field.

The harvest filled the root cellar. Not full. Not by half. But enough. Baskets of turnips, beets, carrots. Bundles of greens. Herb bundles from Nettle’s garden, tied with string and hung from the drying racks. The root cellar, which Thistle and I had dug into the slope behind the farmhouse and lined with flat stones from the creek, was cool and dry and held the smell of earth and stored food.

Bramble stood in the doorway of the root cellar and looked at the baskets and the hanging herbs and the rows of clay jars that Nettle had filled with preserved specimens. Her eyes were bright. Her chest rose and fell with a breath that was too deep.

“Well,” she said. “It’s not much.”

“It’s everything,” I said.

“It’s a start.” She turned to me. “The iron pot.”

“In the kitchen.”

She was gone before I finished the sentence.

The feast. I’d been to meals before. I’d eaten at tables and in boarding houses and standing up in dock sheds with grease on my fingers. But I’d never been to anything that felt like this.

Bramble cooked for three hours. The iron pot, which she’d unpacked with the reverence of a priest handling a relic, hung on the hearth hook and filled the farmhouse with a smell that made the walls vibrate. Root vegetable stew with fresh herbs. Roasted beets glazed with honey that Pip had found in a wild hive and collected at the cost of seven stings and one spectacular tantrum. Fresh bread, because Bramble made bread the way other people breathed. And greens, sauteed with garlic and wild onion in rendered wolf fat.

Our food. Grown in our soil. Harvested by our hands. Cooked in our kitchen.

We ate until we couldn’t move. Pip, who had the metabolism of a hummingbird and the stomach of a draft horse, managed four bowls before she put her head on the table and stopped. Nettle ate two bowls with methodical precision and then made notes about the flavor profile (“The roasting process has activated the Maillard reaction in the root vegetables, producing a depth of umami that complements the herbal…”). Thistle ate three bowls and didn’t speak, which from Thistle was a five-star review.

I ate until my belt complained. The stew was the best thing I’d ever tasted. Not because the ingredients were rare or the technique was complex, but because Bramble had made it from nothing. From a ruined kitchen and an empty cellar and a bag of flour and the stubbornness of a woman who refused to serve a bad meal.

Pip fell asleep at the table. Her head rested on her folded arms, that bright red hair fanned across the wood, her eyes closed, her pointed ears drooping with contentment. She looked peaceful. Not the anxious performer, not the desperate attention-seeker. Just a girl who’d eaten well and felt safe enough to sleep.

Thistle looked at me across the table. Our eyes met. She gave me a nod. Small. Controlled. From Thistle, who rationed her gestures the way other people rationed food, that nod meant everything.

I nodded back.

Her eyes held mine for a beat. Then she looked away, and if I hadn’t been watching closely, I would have missed it. Her lips twitched. Not a smile. Thistle didn’t smile. But her face made an honest attempt at one before her jaw clamped it down.

The evening settled over the farm. Nettle cleared the table. Thistle went to check the perimeter, her hand resting on her hammer, her gaze scanning the tree line with the vigilance of someone who’d learned that safety was a thing you maintained through constant attention.

Bramble was washing dishes at the basin. I dried. We stood side by side at the kitchen counter, the domestic rhythm of it as natural as breathing, and the warmth of the hearthfire on our backs made the stone walls glow.

“I never thought I’d have this,” she said. Quiet. Not looking at me. Looking at the plate in her hands, turning it under the water. “My own kitchen. My own food, from my own garden, cooked in my own pot. A table where my own people sit.”

Her voice faltered. Not on a word. Between words. The silence where it caught was louder than anything she’d said.

“For eight years, I cooked for men who owned me. I made their bread. I seasoned their meat. I fed them, and they fed us scraps, and I told myself that the cooking was mine even if the kitchen wasn’t.” She set the plate down. Her hands were shaking. “This is the first kitchen that’s mine. This is the first bread I’ve made that goes to people I chose. This is the first meal that tasted like something I built instead of something I survived.”

I put my arm around her. She was solid and warm and she leaned into me without hesitation, her head settling against my shoulder, her dark green hair spreading across my chest. Her breasts pressed warm against my side. A shudder ran through her, a breath drawn and released that ran through her whole body.

She looked up at me. Her eyes were wet. The mask was gone. Not cracked, not thin. Gone. Underneath it was a woman who’d been strong for so long she’d forgotten what it felt like to be held.

“When this is all settled,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “When the girls are safe and the farm is stable and Dunhill is handled. When everything is done.” She paused. Her throat worked. “I want something for myself too.”

She meant me. The way she said it, the way her eyes held mine, the way her body leaned into my side. She meant me.

“Bramble.”

“I’m not ready yet.” She straightened slightly. The Matriarch reassembling her armor. “Not until they’re secure. Not until I know this is real and nobody can take it.” She touched my face. Her green fingers against my jaw, calloused from years of kitchen work. “But I will be. Ready.”

“I’ll be here.”

Her lips pressed against my cheek. Soft and warm and carrying the weight of eight years of waiting. Then she pulled away and went back to the dishes and hummed the lullaby and the moment folded itself into the evening like a letter tucked into a pocket.

Later. I walked the property.

The south field, harvested, the stubble of cut greens and the divots where roots had been pulled. Already Nettle had marked the beds for autumn planting. The fences stood straight. The barn was solid. Clover the goat bleated from her pen. The chickens murmured in the coop.

The garden was moonlit. Silver light on green leaves, the herbs casting sharp shadows on the stone borders. Nettle was there, kneeling among her plants, organizing herb bundles by the light of a candle in a clay pot. She worked with the precision she brought to everything, her neat braid hanging over one shoulder, her goggles pushed up, her ink-stained fingers sorting stems with practiced dexterity.

She didn’t hear me approach. Or she did, and she was choosing not to acknowledge it until she’d finished the bundle she was tying.

“Nettle,” I said.

She startled. The goggles fell from her forehead, tumbling off her face, and she snatched at them, missed, and they landed in the herb bed. She looked up at me, and in the moonlight, without the goggles, her face was open and exposed in a way I rarely saw. Sage-green eyes, lighter than the other goblins’, wide with surprise. The careful intellectual armor stripped away by something as simple as losing her goggles.

I picked them up. Knelt beside her, close enough that I could smell the crushed herbs on her fingers and the ink on her skin. Close enough that the moonlight showed me the faint flush climbing her dark emerald cheeks.

I put the goggles back on her face. Carefully. My fingers slid along the strap, past her temples, and as I settled the goggles on her forehead, my fingertips brushed her ears.

She shivered.

Not cold. Not fear. A full-body shiver that started where my fingers touched the pointed tip of her ear and ran down through her like a current. Her lips parted. Her eyes went wide. Her hands, which had been reaching up to take the goggles, froze in midair.

Goblin ears. Sensitive. I’d known it. I hadn’t understood what it meant until I felt her reaction. The slight touch of my calloused fingers on the delicate skin of her ear tip had run through her like lightning.

“Thank you,” she whispered. Her voice was a thread.

“Goodnight, Nettle.”

I stood. She stayed kneeling in the moonlit garden, goggles now crooked on her forehead, her pale gaze tracking me as I walked away. I heard her take three deep breaths. Then the scratch of a quill on paper, rapid and urgent.

I glanced back. She was hunched over her journal, writing at speed, her hand moving so fast the quill was a blur. Her ears were nearly black with blood. Her lips were moving, forming words she was committing to the page.

I was too far away to read the words, but the breeze carried her whisper. Barely audible, the clinical terms she used when she couldn’t handle the emotional ones.

“Elevated heart rate. Auricular sensitivity. Inconclusive. Further observation required.”

The desire she couldn’t reconcile with her rational self-image, pouring out of her quill onto the page.

Whatever was building inside Nettle, it wasn’t going to stay contained forever.

I returned to the farmhouse. Built up the fire. Laid my bedroll. Closed my eyes and listened to the farm settle.

Sleep came and went. I woke before dawn, as I always did, and went to the porch.

The morning was cool and still. Mist in the valley. The ridge catching the first pink light. I leaned against the porch rail and looked at what we’d built. Smoke curled from the chimney, which meant Bramble was already at the hearth. Clover bleated from her pen. The fences stood straight.

Six weeks. That was all it had taken to turn a ruin into something worth defending.

The mist was burning off.

I looked toward the south, where Dunhill’s farm sat fat and prosperous on the valley floor behind its white-washed fences, visible from the ridge as it always was.

Movement. Small at this distance. Shapes on the ridge road. Not one rider. Not two.

Five. Maybe six. On horseback, moving in formation, heading in the direction of the eastern valley.

Heading toward my farm.

My hand locked on the porch rail.

Behind me, the kitchen door opened. Bramble stepped out, wiping flour from her hands, her dark green hair still loose from sleep. She saw my face. Followed my gaze to the ridge.

She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. Her hand found my arm, her fingers resting on the bandaged forearm where the razorfang had cut me, and her grip was steady.

“I’ll put the kettle on,” she said.

She went inside.

I stayed on the porch and counted the riders.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Leo Thornvale. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Leave a review — Even a quick star rating helps other readers find this book.

	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.
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