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Chapter 1
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Lila Mercer’s phone buzzed against the chipped surface of her kitchen counter, the cracked screen flashing like a warning. $-287. 43–the number glared up at her in angry crimson, stark against the banking app’s sterile white background. She exhaled through her nose, fingers tightening around her lukewarm coffee mug. Third overdraft this month. Fantastic. The overhead light flickered–another thing she couldn’t afford to fix–casting uneven shadows across the half-unpacked moving boxes still cluttering her apartment. She’d told herself she’d finish unpacking weeks ago, but between the soul-crushing job hunt and the constant, gnawing panic in her gut, folding towels had felt like rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic. Her thumb swiped absently through job listings–Bartender, night shift HELP WANTED: Starbright Acres Dairy Compensation: $35/hr + housing stipend Lila blinked. Thirty-five dollars an hour? For what–milking cows? She tapped the listing, half-expecting a typo or some sketchy catch, but the description was bafflingly sparse. >> Seeking responsible individual for dairy operations. No prior experience necessary. On-site lodging available. Must be comfortable working with livestock. Livestock. Right. Because that wasn’t vague as hell. Her finger hovered over the Apply Now button. The logical part of her brain–the part that still remembered the last time she’d ignored red flags for a quick paycheck–was screaming. But the louder voice, the one that sounded suspiciously like her landlord’s final notice letter, drowned it out. She hit submit before she could second-guess it. The confirmation chirped, and Lila slumped back in her chair, rubbing her temples. This was either the dumbest or smartest thing she’d done all year. Across the room, her fridge gave a dying whirr. She really, really hoped it was the latter.

The tires of Lila’s rattling hatchback crunched over gravel as she pulled into Starbright Acres Dairy, the farm’s wooden sign swinging lazily in the breeze. The air smelled of sweet, damp hay and something richer–vanilla, maybe, but cloying, like it had been drenched in cheap body spray. She killed the engine and squinted through the windshield. The farm was nothing like she’d expected. No red barns, no mud-splattered tractors. Instead, a sleek, modern office building stood at the center, flanked by pristine white fences. Beyond it, rolling pastures stretched as far as she could see, dotted with Lila’s breath hitched. Oh. Not cows. Not exactly. A group of women lounged in the nearest pasture, sprawled on picnic blankets like they were soaking up sun at a bougie spa. Except they weren’t just women–each had smooth, tawny skin dappled with faint speckles, curved horns peeking through their hair, and thick, muscular thighs that ended in Hooves. Hucows. The word clicked into place a second before Lila’s brain caught up. One of the women–a hybrid with auburn hair and a lacy black bralette that barely contained her chest–tilted her head toward Lila, amber eyes glinting with lazy amusement. She stretched, arching her back, and Lila’s cheeks burned at the sight of the heavy swell beneath sheer fabric. 

»New girl’s staring,« the hucow murmured to her companion, voice syrup-slow. Lila jerked her gaze away, shoulders stiffening. Be professional. Pretend this is normal. She shoved open the car door and stepped out, her sneakers sinking slightly into the damp earth. The office door swung open before she could knock. A centaur stood in the doorway. His equine half was a deep chestnut, muscles shifting under glossy fur as he stepped forward, one hoof tapping impatiently. His human torso was bare, corded with lean strength, his dark hair pulled into a short ponytail at the nape of his neck. 

»Lila Mercer?«

His voice was smooth, detached. She nodded, suddenly aware of how ridiculous she must look–standing there gaping like a lost tourist. 

»Reception’s inside.«

He jerked his chin toward the door. 

»You’ll need to sign the NDA first.«

»Right.«

Lila forced her legs to move, stepping past him into the cool, air-conditioned lobby. The room smelled like leather and coffee, the walls lined with framed certificates and a chalkboard menu with Milk flavors? Her eyes snagged on the list. Vanilla Bean. Chocolate Almond. Lavender Honey. The centaur–Elias, according to the nameplate on the desk–slid a clipboard toward her. 

»Read and initial each page.«

She took the pen, fingers unsteady. The NDA was thicker than she'd expected, dense with legal jargon about proprietary dairy processes and non-disclosure of hybrid physiology. Lila swallowed. 

»So, uh. What exactly am I signing up for?«

Elias didn’t look up from his computer. 

»Milking, feeding, general maintenance.«

»Right, but–« She gestured helplessly toward the pasture. 

»They’re employees,« he said flatly. 

»Same as you.«

One of the hucows outside laughed, low and throaty. Lila’s grip tightened on the pen. 

»And the... lingerie?«

»Comfort.«

Elias finally met her eyes, his expression unreadable. 

»Standard uniform.«

Standard. Lila exhaled. This was happening. She signed her name.

Lila barely had time to scan the last page of the NDA before the office door banged open, shaking the glass in its frame. A towering figure filled the doorway, blotting out the afternoon sun. Massive shoulders, thick as tree trunks, blocked the exit. His skin was a deep, burnished bronze, rough with the texture of old bark, and his fingers ended in short, curved claws. But it was his eyes that locked her in place–golden, slit-pupiled, gleaming with something between irritation and curiosity. A minotaur. His nostrils flared as he took a slow, deliberate inhale–scenting her–and Lila’s pulse spiked. 

»Who’s this?«

His voice was gravel and embers, scraping against her nerves. Elias didn’t look up from his computer. 

»New hire. Lila Mercer.«

The minotaur’s upper lip curled, revealing a flash of sharpened teeth. 

»Another human.«

His brass nose ring glinted as he exhaled through flared nostrils. 

»Great.«

Lila’s spine stiffened. She knew that tone–the dismissive grunt, the barely concealed disdain. It was the same one her fifth foster mom had used right before locking the pantry to «keep the thieving little bitch out. 

» She clenched her jaw. Not this time. 

»Problem?«

she asked, sharper than she meant to. His ear–actual, honest-to-god bull ears–twitched. Gold eyes narrowed. 

»You tell me. Been standing there gawking since I walked in.«

»I wasn’t–« She cut herself off. Fine. Maybe she’d been staring. But hell if she’d apologize for it. 

»First day on the job. Figured I should know who I’m working with.«

A low, derisive snort. 

»Humans always say that. Then they see what the job actually entails and bolt before lunch.«

His thick arms crossed over his chest–Jesus, were his biceps the size of her head? –and jerked his chin toward the door. 

»Exit’s right there if you’re gonna waste my time.«

Lila’s nails bit into her palms. Every muscle in her body screamed at her to walk away. But pride burned hotter. She forced a slow breath. 

»Signed the papers already. So unless you’re firing me, I’m staying.«

A beat of silence. The minotaur’s tail flicked behind him, restless. Then »Torvak.«

»What?«

»Name’s Torvak.«

He stepped closer, the floorboards groaning under his weight. The scent of him hit her–warm leather, musk, something earthy and wild. His voice dropped. 

»You’ll regret not running, human.«

Lila tilted her chin up. Challenge accepted.

The milker shuddered. A deep, guttural whine rose from the stainless-steel contraption before it let out a wet, spluttering cough. Lila barely had time to register the sound before a geyser of frothy lactose erupted from the hose, splattering across the industrial flooring in thick, foamy arcs. 

»Shit.«

Torvak’s massive hand slapped the emergency shut-off, but the damage was done. Milky spray streaked down his forearms, dripping from the coarse hair covering his thick wrists. His nostrils flared, exhaling sharply through his nose–less pissed, she realized, than resigned. Like this was just another Tuesday. Lila wiped a fleck of foam from her cheek and eyed the machine. 

»It’s clogged,« she said. His golden eyes flicked to her. 

»Brilliant observation.«

She ignored him, already circling the machine. The design wasn’t that different from the espresso makers at her old job–just bigger. Built for bulk. And with, presumably, a lot more pressure behind it. The main valve was jammed open, the secondary filter housing leaking a slow dribble of cream. 

»You got a screwdriver?«

Torvak’s ear–actual, honest-to-god bull ear–twitched. 

»Why?«

»Because if you want this fixed sometime today, I need to pop the panel.«

His tail lashed once, sharply, before he turned and grabbed a toolbox from the shelf. The metal groaned as he dropped it onto the counter, sending a few loose bolts rattling inside. Lila grabbed a flathead and wedged it between the seams of the machine’s casing. The metal creaked, resisting for a second before popping free. Inside, the culprit was immediately obvious–a tangled wad of tubing, kinked and bulging where it had twisted shut. 

»Secondary intake line’s knotted,« she muttered, reaching in. Torvak loomed behind her, heat radiating off him like a furnace. His breath stirred the hair at the back of her neck, warm and heavy with the musky scent of him–leather, hay, something wild underneath. She fought the urge to shiver. 

»You know what you’re doing?«

»Worked at a coffee shop for two years. Machines clog.«

She flicked the release valve. A sharp hiss of steam escaped, and the pressure gauge dropped instantly. 

»Same principle. Just... bigger.«

His grunt was noncommittal, but when she glanced up, his gaze was fixed on her hands–watching, assessing. She twisted the hose free, realigned it, and snapped the housing back into place. The machine gave a relieved ping, the motor humming back to life with a steady, rhythmic purr. 

»There.«

She wiped her hands on her pants, leaving streaks of lactose foam. 

»Should work now.«

Torvak didn’t move. Just stared at the machine, then at her. For a long moment, the only sound was the steady whir of the milker, the occasional drip of excess foam hitting the floor. Then »Huh.«

That was it. Just huh. But the way his ears swiveled forward, the slight tilt of his head–like he was reevaluating something–sent an odd little thrill through her. A single trampled page from the employee handbook stuck to the bottom of her shoe. She peeled it off, tossing it in the trash. Maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t completely out of her depth here.

- Lila wiped her hands on the thighs of her jeans, the lingering stickiness of milk foam clinging stubbornly to her skin. Todd–no, the machine–hummed contentedly now, pulsing in smooth, uninterrupted cycles. She resisted the urge to pat it like a well-behaved pet. Torvak’s massive frame blocked most of the barn’s dim, bioluminescent lighting, casting jagged shadows across the equipment. His tail flicked once, twice, the tufted end brushing against the concrete floor with a quiet scrape. 

»Be here at five,« he said, voice a low rumble that settled uncomfortably between an order and an afterthought. Lila blinked. 

»AM?«

His nostrils flared. 

»No, Mercer. PM. When we’re closed.«

She opened her mouth–you’ve got to be kidding me–but the sarcasm died on her tongue as he turned. The blue glow of the overhead lights caught the ridges of his back, illuminating the thick, ropy scars that slashed across his dark fur. Some were old, faded to silvery seams, but others–jagged, uneven–looked raw enough to still carry the memory of pain. Her breath hitched. Torvak paused at the door, one hand braced against the frame. He didn’t look back, but his ear twitched–as if he’d heard the stutter in her pulse. 

»And don’t be late,« he added. Then he was gone, swallowed by the night outside. Lila exhaled, long and slow. The barn suddenly felt too big, too empty. The branding irons in the corner sat cooling in their buckets, their metal tips dull in the low light. She nudged the toolbox shut with her foot. Five AM. She groaned, scrubbing a hand over her face. But as she flicked off the lights and stepped into the dark, her traitorous mind lingered on the way the scars had gleamed–like oil on water, beautiful and brutal. And for the first time since she’d stumbled into this job, she wondered what, exactly, she’d just signed up for.
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The scent of fresh hay and something richer–warm, earthy milk–hit Lila the moment she pushed open the barn door. Dawn hadn’t yet cracked the sky, and the Starbright Acres barn was bathed in the soft glow of bioluminescent lanterns, their light casting long shadows between the stalls. A rhythmic swish-swish from the far end of the aisle drew her attention–Clover’s tail, flicking in irritation. The hucow hybrid was a hulking thing, easily twice Lila’s size, with wide, dark eyes and a curving set of horns that looked more decorative than functional–though the deep gouges in the nearby wooden beams suggested otherwise. Clover’s udder was swollen, the teats glistening with beads of milk that dripped onto fresh straw. And currently, the automated milker lay discarded in the corner, its tubes twisted and unplugged. 

»Yeah, that checks out,« Lila muttered. She rolled up her sleeves–an act of false confidence–and grabbed the sanitized bucket. 

»Alright, Clover,« she said, voice deliberately light. 

»Heard you’re being fussy today.«

Clover snorted, her thick lashes fluttering as she turned her head just enough to give Lila a side-eye. Lila exhaled through her nose. 

»No judgment. We all have our limits when it comes to machines getting handsy at five in the morning.«

She crouched beside the hucow, wincing as her knees popped. The hay beneath her shifted, pricking through the thin fabric of her jeans. Up close, Clover’s hide was warm, the short fur surprisingly soft under her fingers. The hybrid’s scent was different from the others–less like livestock, more like spiced cream. 

»Okay,« Lila murmured, positioning the bucket. 

»Let’s–« Clover shifted, her hoof slamming down inches from Lila’s boot. The message was clear. Not happening. Lila swallowed. Across the barn, something rustled in the shadows. A low, rough exhale–not bovine. Her pulse jumped. She didn’t need to look to know who stood there. The weight of Torvak’s presence was unmistakable, pressing against the back of her neck like a physical touch. 

»Problem?«

His voice was gravel-wrapped velvet. Lila pressed her lips together. No, everything’s fine. Just me failing spectacularly at my first actual task. But she squared her shoulders instead. 

»Clover’s not a fan of the machine.«

Torvak stepped closer, his claws clicking against the concrete. 

»She never is.«

A beat of silence. Then, just as Lila was about to ask why the hell wasn’t I warned? »She likes a song,« he said. Lila blinked. 

»Excuse me?«

Torvak didn’t repeat himself. He just watched her, his golden eyes unreadable. The bioluminescent light caught the sharp angles of his face, the scars that mapped his jaw. Lila exhaled through her nose. A song. She hesitated, then »You’re joking.«

Torvak’s ear twitched. 

»Try it.«

She shot him a look. Are you messing with me? But his expression didn’t shift. Fine. Lila cleared her throat. 

»... Row, row, row your boat...« Clover’s ear flicked. Lila’s face burned. Oh my god, I’m singing to a cow. But she kept going, voice cracking on the second verse. Clover exhaled, long and slow. And then A warm, heavy head pressed against Lila’s shoulder. She froze. The hucow leaned into her, the weight nearly knocking her off-balance. 

»Holy shit,« Lila whispered. Torvak made a sound–something between a cough and a laugh. Clover’s tail swished once more before settling. And when Lila reached for her teats again, the hybrid didn’t move. She milked in silence, her fingers working in steady, practiced motions. The milk streamed into the bucket in thick, rhythmic pulses, frothing at the edges. Torvak hadn’t left. She could feel him still standing there, watching. Eventually, she risked a glance up. He was closer now, arms crossed over his chest, his tail coiled loosely around one ankle. The early morning light caught the deep red of his fur, the jagged scars that interrupted its pattern. For a second, their eyes met. Something in his gaze flickered–approval? Curiosity? Then, without a word, he turned and walked away. Lila exhaled. The barn felt too quiet without him. Clover shifted, nudging her again, as if to remind her hey, I’m still here. Lila snorted. 

»Yeah, yeah. I got you.«

But as she finished milking, her mind wandered back to Torvak’s scars, the way he’d watched her–not with annoyance, not with impatience, but something else. Something that made her stomach tighten in a way that had nothing to do with nerves.

from Lila’s fingers moved deftly over Clover’s udder, the steady rhythm of milking almost hypnotic. The barn smelled of warm hay, damp earth, and the faint tang of magic that clung to the hucow’s milk–something rich and alive, buzzing just beneath the surface. The bucket beneath her filled steadily, the frothy liquid catching the early morning light. It was strange, how quickly she’d adjusted to the absurdity of it all. Two weeks ago, she’d never even heard of a hucow. Now, she was elbow-deep in the routine, humming nursery rhymes under her breath like some kind of demented farmhand. Clover let out a low, contented sigh, her massive body shifting slightly under Lila’s touch. The milk today was different. Sweeter. Ever since that first disastrous attempt–since Torvak had stood there, watching her with those unreadable golden eyes–Lila had started paying attention to the subtleties. Anger made the milk taste burnt, edges bitter. Frustration turned it thin, watery. But when Clover was calm? When Lila managed to keep her own nerves in check, when the air in the barn wasn’t laced with tension? That’s when it happened. She hadn’t meant to do anything special today. Just another morning, another round of milking before the farm fully woke up. But something about the quiet, the way the morning light slanted through the barn’s high windows, the way Clover’s breathing had slowed–Lila had found herself murmuring, not singing, just... talking. Nonsense, really. About the weather, about the ache in her lower back, about the way Torvak’s tail flicked when he was irritated, like a cat’s. And then A scent hit her. Lavender. Vanilla. Thick, warm, curling into the air like smoke from a candle. Lila froze. The milk in the bucket, usually a creamy off-white, shimmered faintly, a soft purple hue swirling just beneath the surface. 

»What the hell?«

she whispered. Clover turned her head, massive brown eyes blinking slowly, as if to say, Yeah, I did that. Lila swallowed, her fingertips tingling where they still pressed against the hucow’s udder. This was–this wasn’t normal. Even here. Even on a farm where the cows were half-human and the owner could probably snap her in half without breaking a sweat. The barn door creaked open. She didn’t have to look to know who it was. Torvak’s presence was like a change in atmospheric pressure, the air thickening, the hairs on the back of her neck lifting. 

»You’re early,« he rumbled. Lila kept her eyes on the bucket. 

»Yeah, well. Clover likes the quiet.«

A pause. Then the sound of claws against concrete, slow, deliberate steps. Torvak stopped beside her, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating off him. His tail twitched once, then stilled. 

»Lavender-vanilla,« he murmured. She finally dared to glance up. Torvak’s expression was–strange. Not blank, but something close to it. His nostrils flared slightly, taking in the scent, and a muscle in his jaw flexed. 

»I didn’t do anything different,« Lila said quickly. 

»I mean, I was just–talking to her. Not even singing this time. Just... talking.«

His ear flicked. 

»Hm.«

That was it. No explanation. No this only happens once in a blue moon or you’re a miracle worker. Just... hm. Lila exhaled through her nose, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. Of course. Why would he give her anything? But then »Good,« Torvak said, gruff. Almost reluctant. She blinked. 

»What?«

He didn’t repeat himself. Just turned and walked toward the feed sacks stacked in the corner, his tail flicking once more behind him. Lila stared after him, her stomach doing something complicated. Good. That was That was praise. Clover nudged her shoulder, nearly knocking her off balance. Lila huffed a laugh, scratching behind the hucow’s ear. 

»Yeah, yeah,« she muttered. 

»I know. You’re the real star here.«

But when she looked back at the bucket, at the shimmering lavender-vanilla milk, something warm curled in her chest. She’d done that. And Torvak had noticed.

The milking stool dug into the backs of Lila’s thighs, the rough wood grain catching on the fabric of her jeans. She gripped the edges of it a little too hard, her knuckles whitening as she glanced over at Torvak’s broad back. He was stacking feed sacks with the kind of precision that suggested irritation–each movement sharp, efficient, his tail lashing once like he was holding back from swiping something off a shelf. 

»You’ve got hands meant for this,« he muttered, not looking at her. Lila’s breath hitched. The words were low, almost swallowed by the rustling of burlap, but she’d heard them. Meant for what, exactly? Milking? Farming? Or–no. She wasn’t going to let her mind wander there. 

»Uh. Thanks?«

she said, cautious. Torvak’s shoulders tensed. A beat passed, then another. Then, without another word, he turned on his heel and strode out of the barn, the door slamming shut behind him hard enough to rattle the rafters. Lila stared after him, fingers still curled into the stool. 

»What the hell was that?«

she muttered to Clover, who only blinked at her with those big, liquid eyes, chewing her cud like this was all perfectly normal. She wasn’t sure if it had been a compliment or a criticism. Or something else entirely. And that was the problem. Torvak was all sharp edges and quiet growls, giving away nothing unless he wanted to. And he didn’t. Not with her. She exhaled sharply, shaking her head. 

»Doesn’t matter,« she told herself, standing and brushing off her jeans. 

»Shouldn’t care what he thinks anyway.«

But she did. The lavender-vanilla milk sat in the bucket, still shimmering faintly, and she crouched down to lift it carefully. It was heavier than usual, richer. Maybe that was why Torvak had–no. She wasn’t going to obsess over it. She had work to do. Still, as she carried the bucket toward the cooling station, she couldn’t shake the memory of the way his nostrils had flared when he’d caught the scent. The way his jaw had tightened, like he was holding something back. She shouldn’t care. She really shouldn’t. But something warm and stubborn curled low in her stomach anyway.

The cooling station was tucked at the far end of the barn, a series of stainless-steel vats and ice-lined troughs where fresh milk was stored before transport. Lila hefted the bucket onto the counter with a grunt, tipping it carefully into the first vat. The lavender-vanilla milk swirled in thick ribbons, its scent rising sweet and heady in the air. She was just fastening the lid when a burst of laughter carried from the open stable doors. The deep, rumbling chuckles of centaurs–stablehands, probably, taking their midday break. Lila wiped her hands on her thighs, curiosity prickling at her. 

»–never seen him like this,« one voice carried, rich with amusement. 

»Like what?«

another shot back. 

»Like he’s got a stick up his ass, same as always?«

More laughter. Lila hesitated, then edged closer to the doorway, lingering just out of sight. 

»Nah, nah. This is different. He let a human milk them. When’s the last time you saw that?«

A pause. The rhythmic stamp of a hoof against packed dirt. 

»Never,« admitted the second voice. 

»Not since–« »Not ever,« the first corrected. 

»He’s picky. Doesn’t trust humans near the hybrids. Says their hands are too rough, or they don’t get the rhythm right. But her?«

Lila’s pulse jumped. Her. 

»So what’s his deal?«

A snort. 

»Got a soft spot, maybe.«

Soft. The word lodged in her chest like a spark catching dry tinder. She pressed her lips together, biting down hard enough to taste copper. 

»Hah. Torvak? You seen the way he glares at everyone like they’re one wrong word from getting trampled?«

»And yet, she’s still here.«

Lila’s breath came shallow. She shouldn’t be listening. Shouldn’t care. But »Better hope she doesn’t fuck it up,« the second voice mused. 

»Wouldn’t want to be around when he loses that temper of his.«

The conversation lulled, the stablehands ambling off toward the paddock. Lila sagged against the doorframe, her thoughts spinning. Soft spot. Torvak, who snarled more than he spoke. Who watched her like he was waiting for her to prove him right, prove she didn’t belong here. And yet. She’d done this. That milk, gleaming in the bucket–he’d seen it. Smelled it. And he’d said You’ve got hands meant for this. Her stomach twisted. Was it trust? Or was he just biding his time, waiting for her to slip up so he could toss her out with the rest of the humans who didn’t measure up? Clover lowed softly from her stall, jerking Lila back to the present. Right. Work. She pushed off the doorframe, straightening her shirt with a rough tug. But as she passed the far wall, something caught her eye–branding irons, left cooling in a bucket of water, their ends still faintly warm. Tools for marking. For claiming. She swallowed hard and kept walking. Some things, she wasn’t ready to think about yet.

Lila didn’t realize how exhausted she was until she fumbled the latch on her employee locker three times before finally managing to yank it open. The metal groaned in protest, the hinges stiff from disuse. Most of her coworkers kept their things in the staff room, but she’d claimed this battered old locker near the wash stalls–partly for the privacy, partly because it smelled less like damp socks and despair. She tossed her gloves inside, grimacing at the lingering warmth of milk and hay clinging to her palms. The scent had seeped into her skin by now, no amount of scrubbing able to fully rid her of it. Not that she minded. There was something oddly comforting in the familiarity of it, in the way the musk of the hybrids and the sweetness of fresh milk tangled together into something that, against all odds, smelled like belonging. Her fingers brushed against something stiff and unfamiliar wedged between her spare work shirt and her half-empty water bottle. 

»What the–« A folded slip of paper, edges slightly crumpled as if shoved in hastily. Lila pulled it free, unfolding it with careful fingers. The handwriting was blocky, the letters pressed hard into the page–someone unused to writing in human script, then. The ink was smudged in places, as though the writer had hesitated before committing the words to paper. Pressure Points for Optimal Milk Flow - Below the jaw, just above the pulse. Slow circles, no harder than a human would tolerate. - Base of the ear. Hybrids are sensitive here–gentle pressure only. - Down the spine in increments. Follow the natural curve, apply steady pressure between each vertebra. Her breath caught. No signature. No explanation. Just... instructions. Lila traced the words with her thumb, the paper rough under her fingertips. The ink had bled slightly where the writer had lingered too long on certain strokes, the letters uneven–like they’d second-guessed themselves. A quiet warmth unfurled in her chest, slow and syrupy. Someone had noticed her. Not just noticed–they’d watched closely enough to see where she hesitated. Where she might need help. She pressed her lips together, glancing over her shoulder toward the dimly lit stable corridor. The day’s last shift had ended nearly an hour ago, the barn settling into its nightly rhythm of soft snorts and shifting hooves. No one around. No one to see her clutching a piece of paper like it was something precious. Soft spot. The words from earlier curled around her thoughts again, unbidden. She exhaled sharply, folding the note carefully before tucking it into her back pocket, right next to the ever-present worry of her dwindling bank balance and the unpaid student loans gnawing at her peace of mind. But for now, just for this moment, she let herself savor the quiet victory–the unspoken you did well hanging in the air. And when she stepped out into the cool evening, the scent of hay and earth thick in her lungs, she didn’t jump at the distant sound of heavy footfalls somewhere in the shadows. She just smiled.
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Chapter 3

[image: ]




The rhythmic click-click-click of Madame Sylphina’s talons against her tablet sent a fresh wave of tension down Lila’s spine. Each tap was precise, deliberate–a metronome of judgment. The audit had been going smoothly until now, Sylphina’s sharp gaze sweeping over the hucows with the efficiency of a predator assessing prey. But Lila had seen the exact moment the woman’s nostrils flared, the subtle tightening around her hawkish eyes. 

»This is not regulation.«

Sylphina didn’t raise her voice, but the crispness of her tone cut through the barn’s warm, hay-scented air like a blade. She lifted the glass Lila had handed her moments ago, swirling the contents with the slow, exaggerated patience of someone savoring another’s impending doom. Lila’s stomach dropped. Oat milk. Shit. She’d grabbed the wrong pitcher–the one she kept tucked in the back of the fridge for herself, because even after weeks of working here, her human stomach still rebelled against the richness of straight hybrid cream. 

»I–« Her pulse hammered in her throat, sticky with panic. 

»Madame Sylphina, I can–« »You can what?«

The older woman arched one perfectly sculpted brow. 

»Undo the contamination?«

A slow, practiced sip, her lips barely touching the rim. Sylphina didn’t grimace–she was too controlled for that–but the way her tongue flicked against the roof of her mouth said everything. 

»This is unacceptable, Miss Mercer. Truly. Do you understand the standards this facility upholds?«

Lila’s fingers knotted in her apron, the rough fabric biting into her skin. Just apologize. Fix it. Don’t cry. 

»Yes, of course. It was an accident. I’ll–« »Accidents are for humans who can afford them.«

Sylphina set the glass down with exaggerated care, the clink of it hitting the counter like a gavel. 

»Do you think the buyers care about accidents when they’re paying premium rates for pure hybrid product?«

Lila’s face burned. The air in the barn felt too thick, too warm–the scent of hay and milk suddenly cloying. She could feel the weight of the hucows’ attention, their dark, liquid eyes flicking between her and Sylphina. Watching. Waiting. 

»I’ll replace it immediately,« she managed, already turning toward the cooling unit. 

»No.«

The word stopped her cold. Sylphina’s smile was a razor-thin curve. 

»I believe a demonstration is in order. So you understand exactly what’s at stake.«

She gestured to the nearest hucow–Dahlia, broad-hipped and docile, her cream-and-brown dappled hide gleaming under the barn lights. 

»Let’s see what your hands can do, Miss Mercer. Since you’re so eager to prove yourself.«

Lila’s mouth went dry. A test. Not just an inspection anymore–a performance. And from the way Sylphina’s talons tapped against the tablet again, she already knew Lila would fail. But the note in her pocket–those careful, unpracticed letters–pressed against her thigh like a secret reassurance. You did well. She swallowed hard and stepped forward.

Lila wiped her palms on her apron, the rough fabric snagging against the clammy sweat clinging to her skin. Dahlia shifted in her stall, her massive frame brushing against the wooden slats, tail flicking lazily as Lila approached. The hucow’s dark eyes were knowing–patient, almost amused. Great. Even the cows pity me. She reached for the milking pail, fingers trembling just slightly, but before she could lift it »Not like that.«

A shadow fell over her, broad and unyielding, and then heat–a solid wall of it pressing against her back. Torvak’s chest rumbled with the words, deep enough that she felt the vibration before she fully registered his voice. His breath fanned across the nape of her neck, slow and deliberate, as if he was savoring the way she went rigid against him. Lila swallowed hard. 

»I–I know the procedure,« she muttered, acutely aware of how small her voice sounded. 

»Do you.«

Not a question. A challenge. His massive hand engulfed hers, guiding her fingers toward the udder with a grip that was firm but not bruising. His skin was rough–ridged, almost, like textured leather–and the contrast against her own softness made her pulse jump. 

»You hold too tight, human. Hurts them,« he said, thumb pressing insistently against the base of her index finger, loosening her grip. 

»Gentle. Like this.«

She exhaled shakily, trying to focus on the motion–but all she could think about was the way his body caged hers, the way his thighs bracketed the backs of hers, leaving no space for escape. His scent–musky, warm, something between aged oak and spiced earth–filled her lungs, nearly overwhelming. Sylphina watched from the sidelines, her expression unreadable, the slow tap of her talons against her tablet the only sound in the sudden quiet. Lila’s cheeks burned. 

»I can do it on my own–« »Prove it, then,« Torvak murmured, lips grazing the shell of her ear. She inhaled sharply, fingers fumbling, but Dahlia let out a soft moo of approval as milk finally streamed into the pail. Lila’s shoulders sagged in relief–until Torvak’s hand slid higher, tracing the delicate bones of her wrist. 

»Better,« he admitted, voice dropping to a growl. 

»But still sloppy.«

His palm settled heavily over hers, guiding her into a rhythm, slow and rhythmic. Every stroke of his fingers over her skin felt deliberate, intimate, the pressure just shy of rough. Lila bit her lip, hyperaware of the way his breath hitched when she adjusted her grip–the way his chest tightened against her back. 

»Again,« he ordered when she faltered. She obeyed. And again. And again. By the fifth repetition, her hands were steady, the milk flowing in smooth pulses–but her pulse was anything but calm. Torvak hadn’t moved, hadn’t given her an inch of space, and the heat between them had nothing to do with the barn’s warmth. Sylphina cleared her throat. 

»Adequate,« she said dryly, though the glint in her eyes suggested she’d seen far more than just a milking lesson. Torvak finally stepped back, leaving Lila swaying slightly in the sudden absence of his heat. His gaze lingered on her–heavy, assessing–before he turned to Sylphina with a grunt. 

»She’ll do extra shifts. Under supervision.«

Lila opened her mouth to protest, but Sylphina’s slow smirk silenced her. 

»Yours, I assume?«

Torvak’s only answer was a low, rumbling huff–but the way his claws flexed, just once, told her everything she needed to know. This wasn’t punishment. It was an excuse. And judging by the way her skin still burned where he’d touched her–she wasn’t sure she minded.

The morning light filtered through the slatted barn windows, casting thin golden stripes over the hucows in their stalls. Lila rolled her shoulders, still sore from yesterday’s lesson, the ghost of Torvak’s rough hands guiding hers lingering on her skin. She flexed her fingers, exhaling sharply. This time, she wouldn’t need his help. She knelt beside Dahlia, the hucow’s large, dark eyes blinking lazily at her. 

»Alright, Dahlia,« Lila muttered, fingers hovering just above the swollen teats. 

»No fumbling this time.«

The cow let out a low, contented hum, her tail flicking once before settling. Lila wiped her palms on her apron, then pressed in gently, just as Torvak had shown her. Slow, rhythmic squeezes from base to tip. The first few pulls were tentative, but then–warm milk streamed into the pail below. A small, ridiculous surge of pride flooded her. 

»See?«

she murmured. 

»I can do this without a grumpy–« A shadow fell over her. The scent of aged oak and spiced earth curled around her, thick and unmistakable. 

»Without a grumpy...?«

Torvak’s voice rumbled behind her. She stiffened. Shit. 

»Uh. Without a grumpy attitude,« she finished lamely, refusing to look up. A soft huff of amusement. Then, the heavy weight of his presence settled beside her, his massive frame crouching with surprising grace. His thigh pressed against hers, the heat of him searing even through her work pants. 

»Show me,« he said. His breath stirred the loose strands of hair at her temple. She swallowed, fingers resuming their work, trying to ignore the way her pulse fluttered. 

»Better,« he admitted. She risked a glance at him out of the corner of her eye. His face was unreadable as ever, but his gaze–heavy, dark–was locked onto her hands. Then, his fingers brushed against hers. Just the barest graze. Dahlia let out a startled moo. The milk in the pail frothed violently, thick white bubbles foaming over the rim, splashing onto Lila’s boots. Her breath caught in her throat. That–wasn’t normal. Torvak went still. Silence stretched between them, broken only by the drip-drip-drip of spilled milk. Lila’s cheeks burned. 

»I–uh. Did I do something wrong?«

His nostrils flared slightly, the ridges of his brow furrowing. 

»No,« he said finally, voice gruff. 

»It’s... an uncommon reaction.«

»Uncommon how?«

His gaze flicked to hers. Held. Then, deliberately, his fingers slid fully against hers, adjusting her grip. Dahlia shuddered. The milk frothed again, frothy waves spilling onto the straw-covered floor. Lila’s breath hitched. Torvak’s claws flexed, just slightly, fingertips pressing into the back of her hand. A silent test. Another frothing surge. A muscle in his jaw twitched. 

»Interesting,« he murmured, the word rough, barely more than a growl. Her stomach tightened. She should pull away. She should. But her fingers stayed exactly where they were, trapped between his rough palm and Dahlia’s warm, yielding flesh. The barn door creaked open. Sylphina’s talons tap-tap-tapped against the wooden floor as she approached. 

»Are we milking or brewing cappuccinos?«

she drawled, one brow arched at the mess. Lila jerked her hand back like she’d been burned. The milk instantly settled. Torvak stood smoothly, his expression sliding back into its usual stoicism. 

»Training exercise,« he said, as if that explained everything. Sylphina’s gaze flicked between them. 

»Mm. I see.«

Lila wiped her sticky fingers on her apron, avoiding both their stares. 

»You’ll report to the evening shift,« Torvak said abruptly, already turning away. 

»Supervised.«

She opened her mouth to protest–extra shifts again? –but Sylphina cut her off with a slow grin. 

»By you, I assume?«

Torvak didn’t answer. But Lila felt it–the weight of his gaze lingering on the back of her neck, the unspoken tension thickening the air between them.

Lila was still scrubbing milk off her boots when Jax’s booming laugh echoed through the barn. The centaur leaned against the doorway, his massive arms crossed over his chest, one hoof lazily scraping against the straw-strewn floor. The bioluminescent udder lamps cast a soft glow over his smirk. 

»Damn, human. You really know how to make an impression, don’t you?«

His grin was all teeth, too knowing. Lila kept her eyes trained on her boots, willing the heat in her cheeks to fade. 

»It was an accident.«

»Uh-huh.«

Jax pushed off the wall, his hooves thudding against the wood as he ambled closer. He leaned down, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. 

»Funny how accidents like that only happen when Torvak’s hands are involved.«

Her pulse jumped. 

»That’s not–« »Oh, it totally is.«

He straightened, letting out a low whistle that made Dahlia flick her tail in irritation. 

»I’ve worked here five years. Never seen milk froth like that before. And trust me–« He winked. 

»I’ve tried.«

Lila’s mouth opened, then shut. What was she supposed to say to that? Yeah, sorry, your boss’s touch makes me short-circuit the entire dairy operation? Jax didn’t wait for a response. He clapped her on the shoulder–hard enough to make her stagger–and grinned. 

»Relax. It’s cute. Big scary minotaur gets flustered by a human with magic hands.«

»He wasn’t flustered.«

»Oh, sweet summer child.«

He shook his head, still grinning. 

»You ever see Torvak lose his composure before today?«

Lila hesitated. 

»Exactly.«

Jax’s smirk widened. 

»Guy’s a statue. Stoic as hell. And then you show up, and suddenly, he’s all–« He dropped his voice into a gruff approximation of Torvak’s. 

»Interesting.«

She groaned, pressing her hands to her face. 

»Please stop.«

»Nah. This is gold.«

He stretched, tail flicking lazily. 

»Anyway, congrats. You’ve officially broken him. Now you just gotta figure out what to do with him.«

Lila peeked through her fingers. 

»There’s nothing to do.«

Jax gave her a look. 

»Sure. And I’m a unicorn.«

He turned, sauntering toward the door. 

»Have fun at the evening shift. Supervised, huh?«

He shot her a final smirk over his shoulder. 

»Real subtle, boss.«

The door swung shut behind him, leaving Lila standing in the quiet barn, the scent of hay and warm milk thick in the air. Her fingers tingled where Torvak had touched her. She swallowed hard. This was going to be a long shift.

The moment the barn door clicked shut behind Jax, the air thickened. Lila could feel Torvak’s presence before she even turned–the weight of his stare pressing against her back, the low, steady rhythm of his breathing cutting through the quiet hum of the bioluminescent lamps. She kept scrubbing at her boots, though they were already spotless. The motion gave her something to focus on, something to keep her hands from shaking. 

»You can stop.«

Torvak’s voice was rough, closer than she expected. Lila startled, nearly dropping the brush. He was standing right behind her now, his massive frame casting a shadow that swallowed her whole. The scent of him–warm leather, earth, something dark and musky–wrapped around her, making her pulse jump. 

»I–uh.«

She cleared her throat. 

»I just wanted to make sure there wasn’t any residue.«

»There isn’t.«

She swallowed. His tone wasn’t angry. It wasn’t anything at all–neutral, measured. But the way his nostrils flared as he inhaled, the way his fingers flexed at his sides... It made her skin prickle. 

»Then why am I here?«

The question slipped out before she could stop it. Torvak went still. The silence stretched, heavy. Then, slowly, he stepped around her, moving into her line of sight. His horns caught the dim blue light, glinting like polished bone. 

»Because I wanted you to be.«

Lila’s breath caught. His gaze was locked on her, unwavering, and she swore she could feel it–the restraint coiled tight in his shoulders, the way his jaw worked like he was grinding his teeth against something he wanted to say. 

»That’s not–« She wet her lips. 

»That’s not a reason for a disciplinary shift.«

»No.«

She waited. He didn’t elaborate. A beat passed. Then another. 

»So... what now?«

she finally asked, voice smaller than she meant it to be. Torvak exhaled through his nose, a slow, controlled breath. His hand lifted–just slightly, like he was going to reach for her–then dropped. 

»You tell me.«

The words hung between them, charged. Lila’s heart hammered. Because she knew, suddenly, exactly what this was. He wasn’t punishing her. He was giving her a choice. And the way he was looking at her–like he was barely holding himself back–made something low in her stomach tighten. She swallowed. 

»I–« The barn lights flickered. The moment snapped. Torvak straightened, his expression shuttering back into something professional. Distant. 

»You’re free to go.«

Just like that, the tension was gone. Lila blinked. 

»What?«

»It’s late.«

He turned away, his voice curt now. 

»You should head home.«

She hesitated. One second. Two. Then, before she could second-guess herself »I don’t want to.«

Torvak froze. Lila’s pulse roared in her ears. Slowly, so slowly, he turned back to her. The look in his eyes was hungry. And just like that, she knew–there was no going back.
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Chapter 4
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The duffel bag dripped on the barn floor, leaving a dark puddle on the worn wooden planks. Lila Mercer grimaced as she wrung out the hem of her soaked hoodie–again–before shoving it into the already waterlogged bag. The scent of mildew clung to everything, a stubborn reminder that her apartment was currently more aquarium than living space. 

»You’re telling me a pipe burst directly above your bed?«

Torvak’s voice rumbled from the loft stairs, his massive frame taking up the entire doorway. The dim blue glow of the bioluminescent udder lamps caught the ridges of his horns, casting jagged shadows across his face. He wasn’t laughing. But then again, Torvak never laughed. Still, the way his lip twitched–just once–made her suspect he was enjoying this a little too much. 

»Yeah,« she muttered, »and before you ask, no, I don’t have renter’s insurance.«

Because of course she didn’t. Because life had a way of kicking her in the ribs every time she dared to relax. Torvak exhaled through his nose–a slow, measured sound that usually meant he was weighing whether to scold her or ignore her entirely. He stepped fully into the loft, the floorboards creaking under his weight, and nudged the duffel with the toe of his boot. 

»There’s a cot in the storage room. You can stay here until they fix it.«

A hot, prickling embarrassment crawled up her neck. 

»I don’t need charity.«

»It’s not charity. You’re on cleanup duty for the next three night shifts anyway.«

His voice was gruff, matter-of-fact. But the way his gaze flicked to her hands–clenched white-knuckled around the strap of her bag–gave him away. She swallowed. 

»I can figure something out.«

»Lila.«

One word. One rough, impatient syllable that made her stomach tighten. She forced herself to meet his eyes–dark, intense, unrelenting. 

»... Fine.«

She hated how small her voice sounded. Torvak grunted, satisfied, and turned toward the stairs. 

»Don’t make it weird.«

She scoffed. 

»You don’t make it weird.«

He paused mid-step, shoulders tensing. For a heartbeat, she wondered if she’d pushed too far. But then he glanced back at her over his shoulder, nostrils flaring slightly. 

»I don’t plan on it.«

Something about the way he said it–like a challenge, like a dare–sent a shiver down her spine. Her fingers fumbled with the zipper of her ruined duffel. She could still smell the damp fabric, still feel the ghost of waterlogged carpet squishing under her socks. But beneath that, beneath the frustration and the exhaustion and the grinding weight of yet another disaster, there was something else. Something that sparked low in her stomach when Torvak’s shadow stretched over her–just for a second–before he disappeared down the stairs. She let out a shaky breath. This was going to be a long night.
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