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Pounded by the Pumpkin Patch Orcs

Poppy Fields had cinnamon sugar in her eyebrows, dirt under her fingernails, and exactly four minutes before the last customer’s headlights disappeared down the gravel road and she could finally stop smiling for money. She’d sold the final caramel apple of the season to a man in golf shorts who’d asked her, unironically, if the pumpkins were “organic or the regular kind,” and she’d managed not to throw anything at him. That felt like a personal victory. She intended to celebrate by eating the burnt sugar out of the bottom of the kettle with a spoon, like a raccoon, the second she got inside.

The sun was doing its dramatic autumn thing, bleeding orange and purple over the tree line, and the whole patch had gone that particular gold that made even the crooked, half-rotted scarecrow look like something out of a painting. Poppy loved this part of the day. The tourists were gone, the register was closed, and it was just her, sixty acres of pumpkins, and the smell of woodsmoke drifting over from somewhere she could never quite place.

She was halfway through stacking the folding chairs from the hayride line when she noticed the quiet.

Not regular quiet. Patch quiet was crickets and wind through cornstalks and the distant clank of the irrigation pipes settling. This was a different kind of quiet, a held-breath kind, like the whole field had inhaled and forgotten to let it back out.

She straightened up, chair in hand, and looked out over the rows.

The pumpkins were moving.

Not rolling — that would’ve been almost normal, a stiff breeze, a raccoon, something explainable. These were shifting, rocking gently on their vines like something underneath them was stretching after a long nap. One near the fence line, a monster of a gourd she’d nicknamed Big Steve because customers kept asking to take pictures with it, gave a slow, deliberate wobble and then went still, like it had thought better of it.

“Okay,” Poppy said out loud, to nobody, because that’s what you did in Vermont when reality started acting weird — you narrated it, calmly, so it knew you’d noticed and weren’t going to make a big deal out of it. “Okay, that’s — that’s fine. Wind. That’s wind.”

There was no wind.

She set the chair down very carefully, the way you’d set down a drink at a party where you’d just seen something you couldn’t explain, and looked toward the old barn at the edge of the patch, the one her grandmother always said not to go into after dark, not because of ghosts, Grandma had insisted, tapping the side of her nose like she knew a secret and enjoyed it, but because some things like their privacy.

The shadows inside the barn door were the wrong shape.

They were the shape of a man, if a man had been built by someone with no sense of proportion and a deep personal grudge against doorframes. The silhouette had to duck to clear the header. Broad didn’t begin to cover it — the thing filled the doorway shoulder to shoulder, and when it stepped out into the dying light, Poppy’s brain took a full, humiliating three seconds to process what she was looking at.

Green-grey skin, mossy and weathered like old barn wood. A jaw that could’ve been carved from granite, underslung with two curved tusks the size of steak knives. Eyes the color of a bruised sunset, and they were fixed on her with an intensity that made her overalls suddenly feel very thin.

He was enormous. Not gym-enormous, not football-player enormous — mythologically enormous, like something that should’ve had its own chapter in a book of dangerous folklore, filed somewhere between “wendigo” and “do not feed after midnight.”

He took one long step toward her, nostrils flaring wide, and inhaled like he was trying to memorize her.

“Cinnamon,” he rumbled, in a voice that seemed to come from somewhere below the actual ground. “Sugar. Dirt.” A pause, his chest rising like a bellows. “Mate.”

“I’m sorry,” Poppy said, very calmly, for a woman whose heart was currently trying to escape through her sternum, “what.”

Three more shadows peeled away from the barn’s darkness behind him, and Poppy’s night got exponentially more complicated.

The next one was leaner, all wiry muscle and restless energy, prowling out sideways like he couldn’t stand still, his tusks smaller, crookeder, one chipped at the tip. He grinned at her — actually grinned, delighted, like Christmas had come nine weeks early — and said, “She’s real,” in a tone of pure, giddy disbelief.

Behind him came a slab of a creature who moved like the barn door had personally offended him and he was considering rebuilding it out of spite, arms crossed, brow lowered, radiating the specific energy of a bouncer who took his job very seriously.

And last, ducking out almost shyly for something the size of a delivery truck, came the fourth, broader through the hips than the others, tusks filed almost smooth, hanging back a half-step behind his brothers like he wasn’t sure he was allowed to be excited yet, though his eyes — a soft, startled gold — said otherwise.

Four of them. Four enormous, ancient-looking, absolutely-should-not-exist orcs, all staring at her like she was the last slice of pie at Thanksgiving and they hadn’t eaten in centuries.

“The patch,” the first one said — and something about the way his brothers went quiet when he spoke told her he was in charge, whether they liked it or not — “has been waiting. Longer than the trees. Longer than the barn.” His bruised-sunset eyes didn’t blink. “Waiting for its keeper.”

“I have a pumpkin patch,” Poppy said faintly. “I don’t — I sell squash. I’m not a keeper of anything, I’m a business owner, there’s a difference, there’s paperwork —”

“You’re her,” the big one said, like that settled it, like paperwork was a concept for lesser realities. “You’re ours.”

The lean, grinning one immediately turned to shove the bouncer-looking one in the shoulder. “I’m carrying her in. I saw her first.”

“You did not see her first, you were still stuck in Big Steve —”

“I was scouting —”

The shy one, the fourth one, cleared his throat in a rumble like distant thunder and said, with heartbreaking earnestness, “I could carry her. I’m gentle.”

“Nobody is carrying anybody,” Poppy said, in the tone she usually reserved for toddlers overturning the apple cart display, though her voice cracked embarrassingly on the last word, because four sets of glowing eyes had all swung back to her at once, hungry and warm and utterly, terrifyingly delighted.

Somewhere behind her, forgotten, the folding chair toppled slowly into the dirt.
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Nobody, as it turned out, listened to her.

Krag — she’d have to ask his name later, she thought dimly, because it seemed important to know the name of the person currently carrying her like a sack of prize-winning zucchini across her own pumpkin patch — settled the argument the way she suspected he settled most arguments, by picking her up himself and daring anyone to object. His brothers trailed after them toward the barn in a loose, grumbling knot, the lean one still muttering about seniority, the bouncer-shaped one shooting the shy one a look that plainly said later, and the shy one trailing last, hands twisting together like he was nervous about a job interview.

The barn smelled like hay and dust and, faintly, cinnamon — her cinnamon, she realized, baked into the wood from a hundred autumns of cider donuts cooling on the workbench. Krag ducked through the doorway without breaking stride and crossed to the wall of stacked hay bales like he’d been planning this exact route his entire life, which, given the whole centuries comment, he possibly had.

He set her down on top of the bales with a gentleness that felt almost comically mismatched to the size of him, like watching someone thread a needle with a sledgehammer, and then he just — looked at her. Properly looked, the bruised-gold of his eyes moving over her dirt-smudged overalls, her flannel, the cinnamon sugar still dusting her collarbone, with an expression she could only describe as reverent.

“Overalls,” he said, like the word itself was an obstacle he intended to overcome through sheer force of will.

“They’re very practical,” Poppy said, breathless, and then yelped as he solved the problem by simply working the buckles loose with fingers far more careful than their size suggested, peeling denim and flannel away like he was unwrapping something he’d waited his whole life to unwrap. Which, apparently, he had.

The other three had arranged themselves in a loose semicircle a few feet back — close enough to watch, not close enough to interfere — and Poppy caught the lean one’s grin flash white in the gathering dark, caught the shy one’s breath hitch audibly, and found, to her own considerable surprise, that being watched by three enormous strangers while a fourth one settled his weight over her like a warm, living wall didn’t scare her half as much as it probably should have.

It did other things instead. Things low in her belly, things that made her breath go short and stupid.

“Krag,” he said, when she asked, voice a rumble against her throat as he settled between her thighs, and then there wasn’t time to ask anything else, because he was pressing into her — slow, thick, a stretch that made her whole body arch up off the hay with a sound she’d deny making later — and the world narrowed down to exactly that point of contact and the low, satisfied growl he made as
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