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​Milked by the Giant Brotherhood

Clara Vale had been lost for exactly forty minutes, which she knew because she’d checked her phone forty times, and the little spinning circle of no service had somehow become more reliable than her sense of direction. The trail sign had promised a loop back to the parking lot. The trail sign had lied. Now she was standing in a clearing that smelled like pine and rain and possibly bear, muttering the kind of words her mother would not have approved of, when the ground shuddered under her boots like something enormous had just cleared its throat.

She froze. Her first thought was an earthquake. Her second thought was the world’s largest, angriest dog. Her third thought, when the trees at the edge of the clearing began to bend and crack like they were made of drinking straws, was that she should probably run, and yet her legs had entered into some kind of union dispute with the rest of her body and refused to move.

Then he stepped out of the tree line, and Clara’s brain simply stopped issuing thoughts altogether.

He was — there was no reasonable word for what he was. Enormous didn’t cover it. He had to be twenty feet tall if he was an inch, built like a mountain that had decided to grow legs and opinions, bare-chested, skin the warm brown of turned earth, with a jaw set into a permanent scowl and eyes the color of storm clouds looking for somewhere to happen. A fur cloak, clearly sized for something that thought in tons rather than pounds, hung from one shoulder. He planted a foot the size of a rowboat into the clearing and glared down at her like she’d personally inconvenienced him by existing.

“Small,” he said, in a voice that rattled her fillings.

“That’s — yes. Thank you. I’m aware,” Clara managed, taking one step back and finding a tree root had already claimed the ground behind her heel. She sat down hard. Her backpack, which contained approximately four days of granola bars and a spare pair of socks, thumped to the dirt beside her, looking suddenly like the world’s saddest travel-sized accessory.

More cracking. More shuddering. Three more of them emerged, and Clara had the surreal, floaty realization that she was about to be very thoroughly outnumbered.

The one who came up on the grump’s left had the easy, loose-limbed look of a man who’d never met a joke he didn’t like — even at twenty feet tall, there was mischief riding high in his cheekbones, and he was already grinning at her like she was the punchline he’d been waiting for. Twigs and small green leaves were tangled in his dark hair, like he’d walked through the whole forest without noticing it was there.

The one on the right was quieter, softer-eyed, with big careful hands he held loosely in front of himself as though he was worried about breaking something just by standing near it. He looked at her the way people looked at baby birds that had fallen out of nests — helpless concern layered over something warmer.

And the last one, hanging back a pace, was built like a boulder someone had carved abs into, arms crossed, expression unreadable except for the way his eyes kept flicking to her and away, to her and away, like he couldn’t decide if looking was allowed.

“That,” said the grump, in the same rattling voice, “is ours.”

“I’m sorry — whose?“ Clara said, in the thin, bright voice of someone who has fully checked out of reality and is now watching herself from somewhere near the treetops. “Because I have to tell you, I’m not — I’m really not anybody’s anything. I have a Groupon for a canoe rental. I have a life.”

The grump — Bor, though she didn’t know it yet — dropped to one knee, and the impact rippled up through the ground and into her spine. He leaned down, impossibly, slowly, until his face was the size of a car hovering a few feet above her, and inhaled through his nose, long and deliberate, like he was reading a label.

“Bor,” she blurted, though she had no idea why that name surfaced in her mouth except that it seemed to belong to him, the way a low note belongs to a big drum.

He blinked, mildly surprised she’d spoken at all, and then grunted something that might have been approval.

The mischievous one crouched next, quick and easy, sniffing at her hair, at her collar, at the air just above her head, tail-wagging energy radiating off him even though he very much did not have a tail. “Oh, she smells like — Bor. Bor, she smells like summer rain and the good kind of trouble.” He looked delighted about this in a way that made Clara feel simultaneously flattered and deeply unsafe.

“Thorn,” the soft-eyed one murmured, like a correction, though it wasn’t clear if he meant it as an introduction or an admonishment.

“That’s me,” Thorn agreed cheerfully, unbothered.

The soft-eyed one — Rook, apparently, going by the low reverent way the other two said the name a beat later — knelt with far more caution than his brother had, folding down slow as a drawbridge, and simply looked at her for a long moment with those wide, careful eyes before he, too, dipped his head and breathed her in, gentle as a man testing bathwater with one toe.

“She’s shaking,” Rook said, sounding wounded by it, as though her fear was a personal failing on his part.

“She’s tiny,” said the boulder-shaped one — Stone — still hanging back, still arms crossed, still looking like he wanted to be anywhere else and also nowhere else at all. “How is she supposed to — Bor. Bor, she’s going to break.”

“She’s not going to break.” Bor said this the way he seemed to say everything, flat and absolute, an opinion issued as fact. He was still crouched over her, elbows on his knees, studying her the way a man studies a puzzle he already suspects he’s going to enjoy solving. “She’s the one. The valley’s been waiting long enough.”

“Waiting for what,” Clara said, faintly, aware that her voice had climbed into a register she usually reserved for spiders in the shower.

Nobody answered her directly, because apparently that particular mystery was less pressing to the four of them than the much more urgent question of logistics, because Thorn immediately said, “I should carry her, I’ve got the gentlest hands,” which caused Rook to make a wounded noise of protest, and Stone to mutter that gentle was not a word that had ever applied to Thorn in his entire life, and Bor to simply reach out one massive hand, palm up, broad as a dinner table, and hold it there in front of Clara with an expression that suggested the discussion was, as far as he was concerned, already over.

Clara looked at the hand. She looked at her backpack, which had rolled onto its side and now looked less like luggage and more like a doll’s accessory. She looked up — and up, and up — at four faces the size of billboards, all of them staring down at her with an intensity that made her stomach do something complicated and warm that she refused, on principle, to name.

“This is insane,” she said.

“Probably,” Thorn agreed, far too cheerfully, and the argument over who got to pick her up first started right back up over her head like a thunderstorm that hadn’t decided yet whether it wanted to be exciting or terrifying.
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​Chapter 2
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In the end, Bor didn’t so much win the argument as simply end it, scooping Clara up in one broad palm while his brothers were still mid-sentence, and carrying her off toward a hollow in the hillside with the unbothered calm of a man who had never once in his life needed to justify a decision to anybody. Thorn’s protest trailed after them like a kite string. Clara, cradled against a thumb the size of her forearm, decided that arguing with physics seemed like a poor use of her remaining energy, and instead spent the walk trying to remember how to breathe normally.

The den — she supposed that was the word, though it felt too small for a space that could have hosted a barn dance — opened into a cavern lit gold by some unseen fire, the walls hung with furs so thick and soft-looking that Clara’s first coherent thought upon seeing them was that her studio apartment’s entire security deposit could not have purchased a single throw pillow of that quality. In the center of the room sat a bed the size of a swimming pool, piled with hides the color of honey and moss.

Bor set her down on it with a care so deliberate it made her chest ache in a way she wasn’t prepared for — a man built like a landslide, lowering his hand a fraction of an inch at a time until she felt the fur under her, warm and
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