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Iron & Wool is a cozy sapphic romance intended for mature readers. It contains themes of emotional healing, relationship conflict, and scenes of consensual intimacy.
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Chapter 1: Soot on White Wool

[image: ]


The ringing of the hammer against the anvil was a song that Freya Lindqvist knew by heart.

Inside the dark, soot-stained workshop of Lindqvist Ironworks, the heat was a solid, breathing thing. Freya stood before the glowing coal forge, her face glistening with sweat under a leather welding cap. She held a red-hot iron bar with heavy tongs, her muscles flexing as she brought the four-pound hammer down with precise, rhythmic force. CLANG. CLANG. CLANG.

To Freya, this was peace. The heavy steel, the roaring fire, and the physical exhaustion kept the world simple. She didn't have to talk to anyone, she didn't have to explain herself, and the metal always did exactly what she forced it to do.

She was just about to plunge the shaped iron bracket into the barrel of cooling water, when a sudden scent drifted through the open wooden doors of her workshop.

It wasn't coal, or grease, or hot metal. It was the soft, sweet fragrance of lavender, vanilla tea, and clean, fresh wool.

Freya frowned, setting her hammer down. She looked out through the soot-stained windows toward the shared cobblestone courtyard. The retail space directly opposite her forge, vacant for years, had been painted a soft, pastel peach over the weekend. A hand-painted sign hung above the door: The Cozy Skein.

Standing in the courtyard, arranging racks of soft, colorful skeins of yarn, was a petite woman in an oversized, pastel-pink knitted cardigan. She had long, dark hair styled in loose waves, and a smile that seemed to radiate sunshine even in the cold Oregon winter.

Freya watched her for a moment, her brow furrowing. Disruptive, she thought, turning back to her anvil.

She grabbed another iron rod and began to hammer, the metal clanging loudly through the courtyard. But her peace lasted less than ten minutes.

The shadow of a figure blocked the bright light of the doorway. Freya stopped, turning her head.

The petite woman in the pink cardigan stood in the entry of the dark forge. She was holding a large, fluffy ball of premium white merino yarn. But the pristine white wool was stained with a thick, dirty smudge of black soot. Her warm brown eyes were wide with fury, her lips pressed into a tight, angry line.

"Are you the owner of this... this mechanical monster?" the woman asked, her voice sweet but sharp enough to cut steel.

Freya took off her heavy leather work gloves, her face expressionless. "Freya Lindqvist. I own the ironworks."

"Well, Miss Lindqvist, I’m Chloe Chen. I own the yarn boutique next door," Chloe said, marching into the dark studio, ignoring the soot on the floor. She held out the ruined yarn like an exhibit in a trial. "Your chimney is spewing black soot all over the courtyard. It just stained my finest organic merino wool! Do you have any idea how expensive this yarn is?"

Freya looked at the yarn, then at Chloe’s face, which had a tiny speck of soot on her cheek that she didn't seem to notice. "It’s a forge, Miss Chen. We use coal. Coal produces soot. It’s a basic chemical reaction."

"I don't care about chemical reactions, I care about my inventory!" Chloe snapped, stepping closer, her head tilted back to look up at the tall blacksmith. "You are hammering so loudly my tea is vibrating in my cup! And your smoke is a hazard to my business. You need to stop hammering, and you need to clean your chimney immediately."

Freya let out a low, dry chuckle, crossing her arms. Her toned, soot-covered forearms were visible under her rolled-up sleeves. "My family has run this forge for ten years, Miss Chen. If you don't want soot on your wool, don't display it outside in a shared courtyard. It's common sense."

"Common sense?" Chloe’s eyes flashed with a sudden, fiery heat. "You are a public nuisance, Lindqvist! You think you can just terrorize the neighborhood with your noise and your smoke? Your attitude is as cold and rigid as the steel you work with!"

"Steel has structure," Freya said, her voice dropping, turning quiet and cold. "Wool is soft. It has no spine. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have work to do."

She turned back to her forge, grabbing her tongs.

Chloe gasped, her cheeks flushing a deep, fiery red. "This is not over, Lindqvist! I am going to petition the city council. We are going to see whose business has more support in this town!"

She turned on her heel and stormed out, her pink cardigan fluttering behind her.

Freya stood alone in the quiet workshop, the sound of the furnace roaring. She looked at the doorway, where the faint scent of lavender and vanilla still lingered, cutting through the heavy smell of coal. She shook her head, trying to clear the thought, but as she picked up her hammer, her grip felt a little less steady than before.

The battle was officially declared, and the soot was just the beginning.

After Chloe left, Freya did not return to the anvil immediately. She walked to the courtyard threshold and studied the path the soot had taken across the snow. The wind curled around the chimney, dropped a gray fan of ash near Chloe's window, and then died against the brick corner where the yarn display had stood. Freya knew the pattern. She had known it for years and called it weather, because weather did not require apology.

Inside the forge office, a cracked folder lay beneath the invoices. Ventilation estimates. Chimney repair. New hood system. The cheapest quote was still too high, and the most honest contractor had written not urgent if no neighbors complain in the margin. Freya had kept that note because it made doing nothing feel like a decision instead of neglect.

Now there was a neighbor. A small furious one with soot on her cheek and enough courage to walk into a forge in a pink cardigan.

Freya washed her hands in the utility sink. Black water spiraled down the drain. No matter how hard she scrubbed, soot remained in the lines of her palms. Her father used to say that was how you knew work had entered the body. Freya had believed him. Lately she wondered whether some kinds of work entered too deeply and left no room for anything else.

Across the courtyard, Chloe turned her sign from CLOSED to OPEN with a sharp little snap. A moment later, two women entered the yarn shop and the windows warmed with light. Freya watched Chloe greet them. The anger on her face vanished into welcome so quickly it looked practiced.

Freya knew something about practiced faces.

She picked up the ruined bracket from her bench and set it aside. Then, with a sigh that would have embarrassed her if anyone had heard it, she opened the ventilation folder again.

Before lunch, Chloe returned to the courtyard with a bucket, a cloth, and the expression of a woman determined not to cry over expensive wool in public. Freya watched from the forge doorway as Chloe knelt in the snow and tried to clean soot from the display rack. The ruined white skein sat beside her like a small dead animal.

Freya should have stayed inside. Instead she crossed the cobblestones with a metal dustpan and a stiff broom.

Chloe looked up. "If you're here to explain coal again, I may weaponize this bucket."

"I'm here to sweep."

The suspicion on Chloe's face was immediate. "Why?"

Freya did not have a comfortable answer. Because the soot came from my chimney. Because your hands are shaking. Because my father would have called this basic decency and then laughed at me for taking so long.

"The grit will scratch your sign if you rub it dry," Freya said.

Chloe stared at her another second, then handed over the broom. They worked side by side without truce or conversation. Freya swept ash into the pan. Chloe blotted the rack with warm water and lavender soap. The smell fought the coal smoke and, annoyingly, won.

A customer paused at the courtyard entrance. "Are you two collaborating already?"

"No," Freya and Chloe said at the same time.

The customer smiled and walked on.

Chloe's mouth twitched. "That was your fault."

"I said no."

"You said it in sync with me. Very suspicious."

Freya dumped the soot into the bin and went back to the forge before her face could do anything revealing.
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