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Chapter 1
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The glow of Lacey Monroe’s laptop screen flickered like a dying firefly in the dimness of her shoebox apartment. The blue light carved shadows under her eyes, deepening the exhaustion that no amount of coffee could chase away. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, hovering in indecision before she scrolled down another job board–another list of entry-level positions offering wages that wouldn’t cover rent, let alone the mountain of student loans breathing down her neck. 

»Data entry, three years experience required,« she muttered, clicking past it. 

»Barista, must have mixology certification–seriously?«

Her stomach growled, a sharp reminder that instant ramen was the only thing left in her cupboard. She slumped back against the couch, its springs groaning beneath her, and rubbed her temples. Another month of this, and she’d have to start selling plasma. Again. Then, near the bottom of the page, an ad caught her eye. BioLux Farms – Livestock Specialist No prior experience necessary. She blinked. Then blinked again. 

»That’s a typo,« she told the empty room. But when she refreshed, the number stayed the same. Seventy-five thousand. A salary that could actually put a dent in her debt. That could mean real groceries. That could mean not flinching every time her phone buzzed with another automated payment reminder. She clicked the listing. The website was sparse–just a black background with green text, no fancy graphics, no corporate jargon. It looked like something from the early 2000s. Position: Full-time livestock caretaker. Duties include feeding, milking, and general welfare management of farm residents. Qualifications: Must be comfortable working with non-traditional species. Adaptability preferred. Housing: On-site accommodations included Lacey chewed her lower lip. Non-traditional species? That could mean anything. Alpacas. Emus. Maybe some kind of experimental goat situation. Her finger hovered over the APPLY NOW button. She hesitated. The smart thing would be to research it, ask questions, make sure this wasn’t some organ-harvesting front. But desperation had a way of sanding down the edges of caution. She hit submit before she could second-guess herself. The confirmation page loaded instantly. Thank you for your application. A representative will contact you within 24 hours. Lacey exhaled, sinking deeper into the couch. The blue light of the screen cast long shadows across her face, hollowing her cheeks. This was probably a scam. But if it wasn’t? For the first time in months, she let herself imagine it–real money. A place to live that wasn’t this crumbling apartment. A way out. Her phone buzzed on the coffee table. She grabbed it, expecting another automated loan notice. Instead, the screen displayed Unknown Number: »Ms. Monroe. Your application has been fast-tracked. Can you start tomorrow?«

Lacey’s breath hitched. That was way too fast. She should ask questions. Should demand details. Should Her thumbs moved before her brain caught up. 

»Yes.«

The reply came instantly. Unknown Number: »Good. A car will pick you up at 7 AM. Pack light.«

Lacey stared at the message, pulse hammering in her throat. This was either the dumbest decision of her life Or the first lucky break she’d had in years. Outside, the distant wail of a siren cut through the night. The city pulsed on, indifferent. She closed her laptop. The room plunged into darkness. Tomorrow, she’d find out which it was.

Lacey’s fingers drummed against the armrest of the sleek black town car that had shown up at her doorstep right at 7 AM. No early, no late. Punctual to the second. She hadn’t slept. The driver–a broad-shouldered figure with a face that could charitably be described as severe–hadn’t said a word since she slid into the backseat. Just nodded once, confirming her name, and then they were off, weaving through the city’s pre-dawn haze. She chewed the inside of her cheek and stared out the window as the urban sprawl gave way to winding roads flanked by thick forest. The trees grew taller, denser, the air through the cracked window crisp with the scent of pine. 

»How far out is this place?«

she asked. The driver’s eyes flicked to her in the rearview. 

»Twenty minutes.«

His voice was deep, gravelly. 

»Right.«

She exhaled. 

»Cool.«

Silence. Lacey tapped her foot. She should’ve brought coffee. Or a weapon. Or something to keep her hands busy besides this gnawing sense that she’d just signed up for way more than a weird goat farm. The car turned onto a private road, the pavement so smooth it barely registered as movement. Then BioLux Farms. The sign was understated, just sleek black lettering on a stone archway. The gates swung open without a sound, and the car rolled forward into what looked less like a farm and more like some billionaire’s private nature preserve. Lacey pressed her face to the glass. Manicured lawns stretched out in every direction, dotted with low, modern buildings that blended into the landscape. A greenhouse the size of a football stadium glinted under the morning sun. And beyond it She inhaled sharply. –something moved in the distance. Something big. But the car was already pulling up to the main building, a minimalist structure of glass and steel. 

»Here.«

The driver parked and finally turned to her. 

»Reception’s inside. They’ll process you.«

Process. Lacey swallowed. 

»Thanks.«

The door clicked open automatically. She grabbed her duffel bag–all she’d brought, because what else did she own, really? –and stepped out. The air here was clean. Like, stupidly clean. It made her lungs ache. Inside, the reception area was pristine white, accented with dark wood and soft lighting. A woman sat behind the desk–no, not a woman. A satyr. Lacey froze. The receptionist had delicate hooves tucked under her chair, curling horns peeking from her dark curls, and eyes that gleamed a little too gold under the fluorescents. She barely glanced up from her computer. 

»Name?«

Lacey’s mouth worked. 

»Lacey Monroe.«

»Mm.«

The satyr slid a thick packet across the desk. 

»NDA. Initial every page, sign the last three. No exceptions.«

Lacey picked it up. The document was dense, legal jargon packed tight enough to make her eyes cross. 

»This is... a lot.«

»Standard procedure.«

The satyr tapped a manicured nail against the desk. 

»You’re handling sensitive assets.«

Right. Assets. Lacey flicked through the pages. 

»So, uh. What kind of livestock are we talking about here?«

The satyr’s lips twitched. 

»You’ll find out.«

Great. Cryptic. Lacey exhaled through her nose and grabbed a pen. As she scribbled her initials, she caught the faintest scent in the air–citrus cleaner, sharp and sterile, but underneath it... something wild. Musky. Like wet hay and warm copper. Her pulse jumped. The satyr took the signed NDA without ceremony and handed her a keycard. 

»Housing’s in the east wing. Orientation starts in an hour. Don’t be late.«

Lacey pocketed the card. 

»What’s your name?«

The satyr blinked, as if surprised by the question. 

»Mira.«

»Nice to meet you, Mira.«

She forced a grin. 

»Guess I’ll see you around.«

Mira’s expression didn’t change. 

»Doubt it.«

Charming. Lacey shouldered her bag and stepped further into the facility. The hallway stretched long and bright, lined with doors marked only by numbers. Everything was quiet. Too quiet. She glanced at the keycard–Room 17B–then at the nearest security camera tucked into the corner of the ceiling. This was either the best or worst decision of her life. She was betting on worst. But seventy-five thousand dollars didn’t exactly leave room for second-guessing. At the end of the hall, a shadow shifted. Large. Unmistakably not human. Lacey’s breath caught. The figure turned, melting back into the dim light before she could make out details. Her fingers tightened around the strap of her bag. She had a feeling non-traditional species was the understatement of the century.

Lacey had barely set her duffel down in the stark, utilitarian dorm room–more like a barracks, really–when a knock rattled the door. Three sharp raps, precise. Military. She exhaled through her nose. 

»Yeah?«

The door swung open before she could reach it. Taurik Vharn filled the doorway. Seven-foot-something of minotaur. Lacey’s throat went dry. Broad didn’t cover it. His shoulders nearly spanned the entire frame, his chest a solid wall of muscle under a fitted black undershirt. Dark fur, the color of storm clouds, covered corded forearms, tapering down to thick wrists and Hooves. Actual, honest-to-god hooves, polished to a dull sheen. And his horns. Curving back from his temples, ridged and lethal-looking–except the tips had been sanded smooth, like someone had taken a file to them. A safety precaution, she guessed. His nostrils flared as he took her in–not a once-over, not the way human men did, but something slower. Methodical. Like she was a specimen. 

»You’re late for orientation,« he rumbled. His voice wasn’t deep so much as dense, vibrating somewhere below her ribs. Lacey swallowed. 

»I–wasn’t told where to go.«

Taurik exhaled through his nose–a sound that wasn’t quite a scoff but carried the same energy. 

»Follow.«

He turned, and she scrambled after him, her sneakers squeaking against the sterile floors. His tail–oh god, he had a tail–swished once, the tufted end flicking like an annoyed cat’s. The hallway twisted, branching into narrower corridors lined with heavy doors, each marked with alphanumeric codes. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting sharp shadows beneath Taurik’s hooves. Lacey cleared her throat. 

»So. Uh. What exactly is this job?«

He didn’t slow. 

»You’ll see.«

Fantastic. Another cryptic non-answer. They stopped at a steel door labeled Exam Room 4. Taurik keyed in a code, the panel beeping green. The door hissed open. Inside–white walls, a padded exam table, a tray of gleaming instruments. And a very ominous-looking set of calipers. Lacey’s pulse skipped. 

»Am I getting a physical?«

Taurik shut the door behind them. The click of the lock was obscenely loud. 

»Standard assessment,« he said, gesturing to the table. 

»Sit.«

She hesitated. His ears–small, tufted things, nestled between his horns–twitched. 

»Now.«

Lacey sat. Taurik picked up a penlight. 

»Look straight ahead.«

The light flicked on, blinding. She flinched as he leaned in, his breath warm against her cheek. It smelled faintly of hay and something metallic. His free hand cradled her chin, tilting her head. No gloves. His fingers were rough, calloused. 

»Pupils reactive,« he muttered, more to himself than to her. Then–without warning–his other hand pressed flat against her ribs. Lacey jerked. 

»Hey–« »Breathe in,« he ordered. She did, and his palm slid lower, skimming her waist. Her stomach clenched. Too close. Too warm. Taurik grunted, jotting something on a clipboard. Then he reached for the calipers. 

»Stand.«

Lacey’s legs felt unsteady, but she obeyed. Taurik knelt. Kneeled. Right in front of her. His horns gleamed under the lights. The fur along his neck was thicker there, a dark mane that trailed down between his shoulder blades. Her breath hitched. He didn’t look up. Just unspooled a measuring tape–worn leather, still warm from his hands–and pressed it to her hipbone. 

»Still,« he commanded. Lacey bit the inside of her cheek. The tape looped around her pelvis, his knuckles brushing the sensitive dip of her waist. His exhale ruffled the hem of her shirt. She swallowed hard. 

»Hips adequate,« he noted. Adequate for what? Taurik stood in one smooth motion, and suddenly, he was right there, looming over her. His scent–musky, earthy–filled the space between them. For the first time, his dark eyes locked onto hers. And she realized he hadn’t been avoiding eye contact out of shyness. He’d been watching her reactions. Memorizing them. 

»You’ll do,« he said. Then he turned and left. The door shut behind him with a final, damning click. Lacey exhaled shakily.

Lacey sat on the exam table, the paper crinkling beneath her. Her fingers curled around the edge, gripping too tight. The sterile smell of antiseptic stung her nose, mixing with the lingering musk of Taurik’s presence. She exhaled slowly, trying to steady the erratic flutter in her chest. The door opened again, and he returned, this time with a thick, wax-sealed document in hand. He held it out to her. 

»Protocol E-113,« he said, voice flat. 

»Review it.«

Lacey took the packet. The pages were crisp, the ink slightly raised beneath her fingertips. She skimmed the first line–Physiological Modifications for Optimized Lactation–and nearly dropped it. 

»What the fuck?«

Taurik didn’t react. He simply leaned against the counter, arms crossed. His tail flicked once behind him, impatient. 

»It’s standard,« he said. She gaped at him. 

»Standard for what? Is this–« She flipped through the pages, scanning phrases like hormonal supplementation and mammary tissue expansion. 

»Are you milking people?«

»Not people. Employees.«

»Oh, well, that makes it so much better!«

His ear twitched. 

»You signed the NDA.«

»Yeah, but this–« She waved the papers. 

»This is next level sketchy.«

Taurik exhaled through his nose. 

»Compensation includes on-site housing. Full benefits. Salary adjustment for dietary and hormonal accommodations.«

Lacey’s mouth snapped shut. Housing. Free housing. No more moldy apartment. No more ramen dinners. No more praying her ancient car would start in the winter. She swallowed. 

»How much?«

His lips curled–not quite a smile, but close. 

»Enough to clear your debt.«

A hot shiver ran down her spine. He knew. Knew about the $90k hanging over her head, the sleepless nights staring at spreadsheets, the way her stomach twisted every time a payment reminder dinged on her phone. Her fingers tightened around the contract. 

»And the... modifications?«

»Temporary. Reversible.«

His gaze flickered to her chest, then away. 

»Daily monitoring. Minimal discomfort.«

Her pulse jumped at daily monitoring. She forced her shoulders back, pretending she didn’t notice the way his nostrils flared when she shifted. 

»So, what–you just pump me full of hormones and I... what? Start lactating on command?«

»In simple terms, yes.«

She barked a laugh. 

»You’re insane.«

»Desperate people take desperate jobs.«

His voice lowered, rough. 

»Are you desperate, Lacey?«

The air between them thickened. She was. And he knew it. Her throat worked. 

»What happens if I say no?«

Taurik pushed off the counter, closing the distance between them in two strides. His shadow swallowed her, the heat of his body radiating through her clothes. 

»You walk away,« he said. 

»No debt paid. No housing. No job.«

His fingers brushed the edge of the contract. 

»Or you sign. And you never worry about money again.«

Her breath hitched. She could almost feel the weight of his stare, the way his focus pinned her in place. 

»I’ll need time to think,« she muttered. 

»You have five minutes.«

»That’s not–« »Four fifty-nine.«

She glared. He didn’t blink. Fine. She flipped through the contract again, skimming the fine print. Housing. Salary. Medical coverage. And then–an addendum. Breeding Clause. Her stomach dropped. 

»What’s this?«

Taurik’s gaze darkened. 

»Contingency.«

»For what?«

»Future needs.«

»Oh my God–« »It’s standard,« he repeated. 

»Nothing about this is standard!«

His jaw tightened. 

»Sign or don’t.«

Lacey exhaled shakily. The contract crinkled in her grip. Somewhere, a clock ticked. Her student debt loomed. And Taurik–imposing, unreadable, unfairly distracting–waited. She snatched the pen off the counter. And signed.

Lacey scrawled her name at the bottom of the contract with more force than necessary, the pen digging into the paper like she was carving her fate into stone. A sharp exhale escaped her as she dropped the pen, the sound swallowed by the sterile hum of the office. Taurik took the document without a word, his massive hands dwarfing the pages. He turned, his hooves clicking against the tile as he moved to a small embosser on the side table. With deliberate precision, he pressed it over her signature. The seal that emerged was unmistakable–the impression of a hoof, intricate swirls etched around the edges. Official. Binding. She swallowed. 

»Congratulations,« he rumbled, handing her back her copy. The paper was warm where his fingers had been. 

»You’re employed.«

Lacey stared at the contract, the reality of what she’d just agreed to settling over her like a lead blanket. Free housing. No more debt. And, well–other things. Her fingers twitched. Taurik didn’t give her time to second-guess it. He strode past her toward the door, his tail flicking once behind him–just once–brushing against the inside of her wrist. A whisper of contact, deliberate enough to make her breath catch. She jerked her hand back, but he was already ahead of her, the automatic doors hissing open. The humid warmth of the dairy barns hit her full force, thick with the scent of cream and clean steel. It wrapped around her, cloying but not unpleasant. She followed him, her sneakers squeaking against the damp concrete. 

»Dormitories are this way,« he said, not looking back. Lacey quickened her pace to keep up with his long strides. The hall stretched ahead, industrial lights flickering, casting his silhouette in sharp relief. His tail swayed with each step, the tufted end brushing his thigh. She forced her eyes away. 

»So,« she said, voice too high, too loud in the quiet. 

»What now?«

Taurik slowed, glancing over his shoulder. His eyes–dark, unreadable–scanned her face before dropping lower. 

»Now,« he said, »we begin your acclimation.«

Her pulse leapt. Acclimation. She could guess what that meant. The contract had been clear enough about the modifications. He stopped in front of a heavy steel door, pressing a palm to the scanner. A beep, a click, and it slid open, revealing a narrow hallway lined with numbered doors. 

»Yours is 12B,« he said, nodding toward the end. Lacey stepped inside, the air cooler here, sterile. Hospital-like. She fought the urge to shiver. Taurik didn’t follow. He lingered in the doorway, his massive frame filling the space. His nostrils flared slightly, as if scenting her hesitation. 

»You’ll be given an orientation packet,« he said. 

»Protocols, schedules. Tomorrow, you start.«

She opened her mouth–to protest, to demand more details, something–but he was already turning away. 

»Sleep well, Lacey,« he murmured. And then the door hissed shut behind him, leaving her alone with the weight of her choice, the ghost of his touch still burning on her skin. She exhaled. And wondered what the hell she’d just signed up for.
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Chapter 2
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Lacey’s first thought upon entering the milking parlor was that it looked like a spa. Not that she’d ever been to a spa–student loans and late fees had seen to that–but she’d seen enough Instagram reels to recognize the aesthetic. Soft, diffused lighting. The faint hum of tranquil music. The air smelled like lavender and warm milk, an unsettlingly pleasant combination that curled in her stomach like a question mark. 

»This can’t be real,« she muttered. 

»Oh, it’s real,« said Dr. Cade, the chipper human liaison who’d been assigned to show her around. She tapped a manicured nail against the nearest milking station. 

»Heated marble rests. Aromatherapy diffusers. Even the harnesses are silk-lined. Only the best for our donors.«

Lacey swallowed. 

»Right. Donors.«

The word tasted heavy, too clinical for what she knew this place really was. Dr. Cade flashed her a bright, practiced smile. 

»We like to think of it as a symbiotic relationship. They provide, we compensate. Extremely well.«

She gestured toward the far end of the room, where sleek steel machinery gleamed under the lights. 

»Our teat cups are custom-fitted, velvet interior for maximum comfort. Makes the process easier for everyone involved.«

Velvet-lined. Lacey tried not to imagine what that felt like. A low, resonant hum cut through the air, vibrating through the floor beneath her sneakers. She turned just as the first hybrid was led in–a towering figure with dark, corded muscle and a thick, tufted tail that flicked lazily behind him. His horns curled back in elegant arcs, polished to a dull sheen. Dr. Cade didn’t even blink. 

»Ah, perfect timing. This is Variel. One of our top producers.«

Variel’s nostrils flared as he caught sight of Lacey, his gaze dragging over her with an intensity that made her pulse trip. His lips curled–not quite a smile, not quite a threat. Just awareness. 

»New girl,« he rumbled. Lacey’s mouth went dry. 

»Uh. Yeah.«

Dr. Cade clapped her hands together. 

»Lacey’s joining us for the donor wellness program. She’ll be assisting with daily collection.«

Variel’s ears twitched. He took a slow step forward, the weight of his hooves making the floor tremble slightly. 

»Is that so?«

His voice dipped, rough-edged and deliberate. Lacey forced herself not to back up. 

»Yep. Just... here to help.«

A beat. Then Variel exhaled through his nose, a sound that might have been amusement. He turned, lumbering toward one of the milking stations with the ease of someone who’d done this a thousand times before. Dr. Cade nudged Lacey’s elbow. 

»Don’t worry, they’re all like that at first. Suspicious of new handlers. But once they trust you–« »They what?«

»They’ll cooperate better.«

Lacey wasn’t sure cooperate was the word she’d use. Variel had settled into the harness with an ease that spoke of routine, but the way his muscles tensed under his dark hide told another story. Like he was holding himself deliberately still. Like he was waiting for something. Dr. Cade handed her a clipboard. 

»Standard procedure–check vitals, prep the equipment, monitor output. And if they get restless...« She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, wireless speaker. 

»Music calms them. Something about the rhythm.«

Lacey stared at the speaker, then at Variel, who was watching her with half-lidded eyes. 

»What, like... classical?«

»Try 90s R&B.«

Of course. Lacey swallowed. 

»Right. Okay.«

She set the speaker down, thumbed through her playlist with unsteady fingers, and pressed play. The first notes of No Diggity floated into the air, smooth and slow. Variel’s ear flicked. Then, impossibly, his shoulders relaxed. Just a fraction. Just enough. Lacey let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Dr. Cade gave her an approving nod. 

»See? You’re a natural.«

Lacey wasn’t so sure. But as she watched Variel’s tail sway in time with the beat, his massive frame settling deeper into the harness, she thought–maybe, just maybe–she could figure this out. And then she caught the way his gaze slid back to her, dark and knowing. Or maybe not.

The ID badge was heavier than it should’ve been. Lacey turned it over in her hands, the laminated surface catching the fluorescent light of Dr. Cho’s office. The text was simple, clean, unremarkable–except for the designation beneath her name. LACEY MONROE SUBJECT L-1 Her stomach dropped. 

»Wait,« she said, voice thin. 

»This says–« »Mm.«

Dr. Cho didn’t look up from her tablet, scrolling through something with detached efficiency. 

»Administrative shorthand. Don’t read into it.«

Lacey swallowed. The plastic dug into her fingers where she gripped it too hard. Shorthand. Right. Because Subject L-1 was totally standard HR protocol. The office smelled like antiseptic and something faintly floral–lavender, maybe, pumped in to soften the sterility of the place. It didn’t help. Dr. Cho finally glanced up, tapping her stylus against the screen. 

»You’ll be starting the donor wellness program today. First dose is now.«

She slid open a drawer and pulled out a small, pre-filled syringe. Lacey’s breath hitched. 

»Right now?«

»Is there a problem?«

There were several problems. Like the fact that she hadn’t signed anything agreeing to be a test subject. Like the way her pulse was currently trying to claw its way out of her throat. Like the dark flicker of satisfaction in Dr. Cho’s eyes as she waited for a response. Lacey forced her hands to relax. 

»I just... wasn’t expecting to jump right into it.«

»Efficiency is key.«

Dr. Cho flicked the syringe with a gloved finger, the liquid inside swirling faintly. 

»Unless you’ve changed your mind?«

The unspoken we can find someone else hung in the air, sharp as a blade. Lacey’s rent was due in eleven days. Her last paycheck had barely covered groceries. She rolled up her sleeve. Dr. Cho’s lips curved–just a fraction, just enough to make Lacey’s skin prickle. 

»Good choice.«

The needle was cold, the pinch sharper than she expected. Lacey focused on the ceiling tiles, counting the perforations in the foam. Breathe in. Breathe out. Then warmth. Dr. Cho’s hand on her arm, steadying. The contrast was jarring–clinical and intimate all at once. 

»There we go,« she murmured, voice low. 

»All done.«

Lacey exhaled shakily, pressing a cotton ball to the injection site. 

»So, uh. What exactly is this supposed to do?«

Dr. Cho peeled off her gloves, tossing them into the biohazard bin with practiced ease. 

»Stimulate production. Increase viability. Standard donor prep.«

None of that answered the question. Lacey opened her mouth–then snapped it shut when Dr. Cho arched a brow. 

»You’ll be monitored for side effects,« she continued, pulling up another chart. 

»Dizziness, nausea, heightened sensitivity–nothing unusual. If anything feels off, report it immediately.«

Heightened sensitivity? Lacey’s fingers twitched. A chime sounded from the hall–the shift change alert. Dr. Cho straightened, brushing invisible lint from her lab coat. 

»Your badge gives you access to all necessary areas. Report to Collection Bay Three in ten.«

Lacey nodded, numb, and stood. The room tilted for half a second before righting itself. Dr. Cho watched her, head tilted. 

»You’ll adjust.«

It didn’t sound like reassurance. It sounded like a threat.

Lacey tried not to gawk as Taurik led her through the facility’s winding corridors, his massive frame moving with surprising grace. The walls hummed with the low thrum of machinery, and the scent of sterile steel lingered in the air, barely masked by that faint lavender undertone. It wasn’t just the injection site on her arm that tingled–her whole body felt hyperaware, every nerve ending sparking in protest. 

»First rule,« Taurik said, his voice a deep rumble that vibrated through the floor. 

»Don’t wander. The hybrids don’t always recognize humans as non-threats.«

»That’s comforting,« Lacey muttered, hugging her tablet to her chest. Taurik’s ear twitched–a quick, feline flick she wouldn’t have caught if she hadn’t been watching him so closely. 

»You’ll be fine. Just stay in marked zones.«

He hesitated, then added, quieter, »And... don’t make sudden movements around the males.«

Lacey swallowed. 

»Noted.«

He led her past a series of thick glass observation windows, and through one, she caught a glimpse of a massive, furred figure moving in the shadows–something with too many joints, something that shouldn’t have existed outside of a nightmare. Or a very expensive CGI budget. Taurik followed her gaze. 

»That’s Kael. He’s... temperamental.«

»You don’t say.«

A muscle in Taurik’s jaw flexed, but he didn’t rise to the sarcasm. Instead, he tapped his access badge against a scanner, and a heavy door slid open with a hiss. 

»Milking stalls are this way.«

Lacey blinked. 

»I’m sorry, what did you just call them?«

»Milking stalls,« he repeated, completely deadpan. 

»What did you think we did here?«

»I don’t know, but I was hoping for something with less... bovine implications.«

Taurik let out a rough sound–not quite a laugh, but close. 

»You’ll get used to it.«

The room beyond was lined with steel partitions, each one just wide enough for a single occupant. Some were empty. Others weren’t. Lacey’s stomach lurched. 

»Relax,« Taurik said, catching her hesitation. 

»They’re sedated for this part.«

»That’s supposed to make me feel better?«

He exhaled through his nose–a long, slow breath that suggested he was counting to ten in his head. 

»You signed up for donor work. This is what that looks like.«

»I signed up because I needed the money,« she shot back before she could stop herself. Taurik stiffened. His amber eyes flicked to her, assessing, and for a second, she thought she’d gone too far. But then he just... deflated. 

»Yeah,« he muttered. 

»I know.«

Something in his tone made her chest tighten. She’d expected anger, maybe condescension–not resignation. He stepped toward one of the stalls, gesturing for her to follow. 

»Come on. I’ll show you how it works.«

Lacey forced her legs to move. The air inside the stall was warmer, thicker, laced with the musky scent of something distinctly other. 

»Collection is automated,« Taurik explained, pointing to the restraints–thick, padded cuffs secured to the walls. 

»But human oversight is required to monitor vitals and adjust dosages.«

»Dosages of what?«

»Sedatives. Stimulants. Whatever keeps them compliant.«

Lacey’s fingers dug into the tablet. 

»That sounds...« »Necessary,« Taurik finished, his voice flat. She glanced up at him, at the way his claws flexed against the steel railing–like he was forcing himself not to tear into it. 

»You don’t like this either,« she realized. His nostrils flared. 

»It’s my job.«

»That’s not an answer.«

Taurik turned his head just enough to meet her eyes. His gaze burned, unflinching. 

»You want an answer? Fine. No. I don’t like it. But it pays better than the alternatives.«

The admission hung between them, raw and unexpected. Lacey exhaled. 

»Yeah,« she said quietly. 

»I get that.«

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Then Taurik cleared his throat, gesturing to the console embedded in the wall. 

»The system’s idiot-proof. But you still need to learn it.«

»Gee, thanks.«

He smirked–just a flicker, there and gone. 

»Don’t take it personally. Everything here is idiot-proof.«

Lacey rolled her eyes, but her lips twitched. And just like that, the tension fractured. Taurik leaned in, his breath warm against her temple as he pointed out the controls. 

»This regulates pressure. This adjusts the harness. And this–« His claw tapped a red button. 

»–is the emergency release. Don’t touch it unless you mean it.«

»What happens if I do?«

He gave her a look. 

»You really want to find out?«

Lacey hesitated. Then, impulsively, she reached out Taurik caught her wrist before she could press it, his grip firm but not painful. His palm dwarfed hers, rough with calluses, and his fingers were hot. 

»I wasn’t actually going to,« she protested, but her voice came out breathless. 

»Mm.«

He didn’t let go. She could feel his pulse where his thumb pressed against her skin–fast. Too fast for someone who looked so unshakable. Lacey swallowed. Taurik’s gaze dropped to her mouth–just for a second–before he released her and stepped back. 

»Pay attention,« he growled. 

»Or you’ll get yourself killed.«

But the way he said it didn’t sound like a warning. It sounded like concern.

Lacey twisted beneath the thin sheets of her narrow bed, her fingers gripping the fabric as another wave of heat pulsed through her chest. The serum’s effects weren’t fading–if anything, they were getting worse. She exhaled sharply through her nose, pressing the heels of her palms against her aching nipples, as if she could smother the sensation through sheer force. God, it shouldn’t even be possible for them to feel this sensitive. Every brush of fabric against her skin sent sparks skittering down her spine–too much, too sharp, like electricity lighting up her nerves. She sat up abruptly, kicking the tangled sheets away. The air in her tiny apartment was already stifling, even with the window cracked open. The distant hum of the city’s nightlife filtered through–cars, the occasional shout, the low bass of music from a bar somewhere down the street. Normally, it would have been white noise. Tonight, it grated. Lacey dragged her hands down her face, her breath coming in short, uneven bursts. This is ridiculous. She was a grown woman. She could handle a little discomfort. Except it wasn’t a little discomfort. It was an insistent, relentless throb, an ache that coiled low in her belly and made her thighs press together involuntarily. She hissed between her teeth.You knew there would be side effects. You signed the waiver. Yeah, well. The waiver hadn’t mentioned this. It had rattled off clinical terms–minor hormonal fluctuations, possible temporary sensitivity, adjustment period–not this, not the way her body seemed to be betraying her, turning every shift of fabric into an unbearable friction. She stood, pacing the length of the room, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. The movement only made it worse–her nipples pebbled beneath the thin cotton of her tank top, and she bit back a noise of frustration. Focus. Think about something else. Like the way Taurik’s claws had flexed against the railing earlier. The way his pulse had hammered beneath his skin when he caught her wrist. She froze. Oh, no. That was not where her brain was supposed to go. Except now that she’d thought it, the image wouldn’t leave–his grip, calloused and firm, the way his thumb had pressed into the delicate skin of her wrist like he was holding himself back. The way his gaze had dropped to her mouth. She exhaled sharply, shaking her head. Bad idea. Worse than bad. Her body, however, didn’t seem to care. The heat between her legs flared, and she groaned, pressing her thighs together again. This is insane. She needed a distraction. Cold water. A shower. Something. She stomped toward the bathroom, flicking on the light. The mirror showed her flushed face, her pupils blown wide, her lips slightly parted. She looked Turned on. She squeezed her eyes shut. Not helping. The water came out icy, and she didn’t wait for it to warm before stepping under the spray. The shock of cold against her overheated skin made her gasp, but at least it was something. At least it was real, something she could focus on that wasn’t the relentless ache or the way her stupid brain kept circling back to No. She braced her hands against the shower wall, letting the water sluice down her back. Breathe in. Breathe out. It was just a side effect. It would pass. Unless it doesn’t. The thought slithered in, unbidden. What if this wasn’t temporary? What if the serum had done something–changed something–that couldn’t be undone? Her stomach twisted, the heat in her body warring with a sudden spike of fear. She turned off the water, stepping out and grabbing a towel. The fabric rasped against her oversensitive skin, and she winced. Get it together, Monroe. She needed to sleep. Tomorrow, she’d deal with it. Tomorrow, she’d figure out how to survive this job–and whatever the hell else her body decided to throw at her.

Lacey didn’t sleep. The dormitory bed–stiff straw stuffed under a thin, scratchy sheet–smelled faintly of crushed cloves, a scent that did nothing to calm the restless buzz under her skin. Every time she closed her eyes, her body reminded her in no uncertain terms that rest was not an option, not when every nerve ending felt like it was sparking. She rolled onto her side, then her stomach, then onto her back again, exhaling through clenched teeth. The ceiling fan creaked above her, its lazy rotations doing nothing to cool the heat licking up her thighs. A knock at the door made her bolt upright. Her pulse stuttered. No one came to her dorm past curfew–not unless it was an emergency. Or a problem. She grabbed the first thing within reach–a battered anatomy textbook–and crept toward the door. Another knock, softer this time. Lacey hesitated, then yanked the door open, textbook raised. No one. But on the ground, just outside the threshold, sat a gel ice pack, the kind the med bay used for injuries. She stared at it. Then she glanced down the empty hallway, half-expecting to see Taurik’s massive silhouette retreating into the shadows. But the corridor was deserted. The ice pack glistened under the dim hall light, condensation beading on its surface. For a long moment, she didn’t move. Then she picked it up. The cold bit into her palm immediately, sharp enough to make her hiss, but within seconds, the relief was undeniable. The burning in her skin dulled, the relentless sensitivity easing just enough to let her think. She closed the door behind her, pressing the pack against the back of her neck. The shock of cold made her shiver, but she didn’t pull away. It was too deliberate. Too perfectly timed. Taurik had left this for her. Which meant he knew. The realization should have sent her into a spiral of embarrassment. But instead, something warmer unfurled in her chest–something that had nothing to do with the serum coursing through her veins. He’d noticed. He’d done something about it. And he hadn’t made her ask. She sank onto the edge of her bed, the ice pack now pressed to her collarbone. The chill seeped into her skin, into the heat beneath. She exhaled, long and slow. Maybe–just maybe–she wasn’t entirely on her own in this. And that thought was almost as dangerous as the hunger still simmering in her blood. End of .
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Chapter 3
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The milking parlor smelled like antiseptic and lavender, the kind of clinical sterility that made Lacey’s nerves prickle. She tugged at the hem of the too-thin shift they’d given her, the fabric barely skimming the tops of her thighs. The air left goosebumps in its wake, raising the fine hairs along her arms. A row of sleek, padded chairs lined the center of the room, each equipped with restraints–soft leather cuffs, adjustable for size, but restraints all the same. The suction apparatus gleamed under the harsh overhead lights, the mechanical hum of the pumps already filling the space with a rhythmic pulse. 

»Sit,« came the technician’s clipped instruction, a stocky orc woman with a bored expression, her thick fingers adjusting dials without looking up. Lacey swallowed. Her tongue felt too big for her mouth. Every step forward sent an unwelcome throb between her legs, the serum’s effects still lingering under her skin like a live wire. She slumped into the nearest chair, the leather cool against her bare back, the scent of it faintly medicinal. The cuffs closed around her wrists with a quiet click, not tight enough to hurt, but firm enough that she couldn’t pull free. 

»Legs apart.«

She exhaled through her nose and obeyed. The suction cups were cold. She flinched when they made contact. The technician’s hands were efficient, impersonal–positioning, adjusting, securing. The machinery whirred to life, and then Oh. The first rhythmic pull wrenched a gasp from her. It wasn’t pain. It wasn’t even discomfort. It was Her back arched off the chair before she could stop it. The sensation coiled low in her belly, hot and insistent, the suction a relentless mimicry of something far more intimate. She bit down on the inside of her cheek, fingers curling into fists. 

»Breathe,« the technician muttered, already moving to the next station without sparing her another glance. Lacey squeezed her eyes shut. The steady, rhythmic pulsing of the machine matched her heartbeat, each tug sending a fresh wave of slick heat between her thighs. Her breaths came faster, shallower. A low, muffled whine escaped her. She didn’t mean for it to happen. It just–slipped out. Across the room, something shifted. She cracked her eyes open. Taurik stood in the doorway, arms crossed over his massive chest, his dark gaze fixed on her. She expected judgment. Disgust, maybe. But his nostrils flared, just slightly. His pupils dilated. The machine pulled again, harder this time, and Lacey’s hips jerked. Her cheeks burned. She couldn’t–she shouldn’t »You okay?«

His voice was rough. She swallowed. 

»Peachy.«

A muscle in his jaw twitched. He stepped closer, his presence filling the room in a way that made the air feel heavier. 

»Your vitals are elevated.«

»Yeah, well.«

She forced a laugh, ragged at the edges. 

»First time jitters.«

His gaze flicked down–just for a second–to where the suction cups worked, then back to her face. 

»If it’s too much–« »It’s not.«

Too quick. Too defensive. His brow arched. She looked away. The machine cycled again, and this time, her thighs trembled. A bead of sweat slid down her spine. Taurik didn’t move. But she could feel him watching. Not like a scientist. Not like a technician. Like a man. And that–that–was the most dangerous thing of all.

- The machine cycled again, harder this time, and Lacey’s breath hitched. A fresh wave of sensation rolled through her, low and insistent, coiling tighter with every pull. She gritted her teeth, nails digging into her palms, but her body betrayed her–hips arching slightly, a traitorous whimper escaping before she could choke it back. Taurik’s nostrils flared again. She squeezed her eyes shut. God, get a grip. But the serum was relentless, amplifying everything–the hum of the machine, the cool press of the leather beneath her, the weight of his stare. The suction pulsed, slow and deliberate, and her stomach clenched. 

»You’re shaking,« Taurik said. 

»Observant.«

A beat. Then the machine whirred louder, the rhythm picking up. Her back bowed off the table. 

»Fuck–« The word tore from her before she could stop it. Her thighs trembled now, slick with sweat and something else entirely. A sound caught in her throat–half sob, half moan. Taurik moved then, crossing the room in two strides. His hand hovered over the controls. 

»Say the word, and I’ll stop it.«

»I can handle it,« she gritted out. His jaw tightened. 

»You don’t have to.«

She turned her face away. The machine dragged another choked noise from her, and suddenly, the tears were there–hot, humiliating, spilling over before she could stop them. One hit the steel table with a soft plink. Silence. Taurik killed the machine. The abrupt stillness was deafening. Lacey swiped at her face, but it was useless–her breath came in ragged gasps now, shoulders shaking. 

»I’m fine,« she lied, voice cracking. 

»Just–just overstimulated. It’s part of the trial, right?«

He didn’t answer. Instead, he reached for the cuffs, releasing them with a quiet click. His fingers brushed her wrist–warm, rough, real–and she flinched. 

»Lacey.«

She couldn’t look at him. Shame burned through her, prickling under her skin. She was supposed to be professional. Unaffected. Instead, she was falling apart on a goddamn examination table because some lab serum turned her into a whimpering mess. 

»I’m not cut out for this,« she whispered. His hand settled on her shoulder–steadying, grounding. 

»You lasted longer than most.«

A wet, miserable laugh escaped her. 

»That’s not–« »It is.«

His thumb traced the curve of her collarbone, the touch fleeting but deliberate. 

»You think anyone else would’ve made it this far without begging to quit?«

She finally looked up. His face was unreadable, but his eyes–fuck–his eyes were dark, intense, interested. Not in the data. Not in the trial. In her. Her breath stuttered. Then his hand retreated, and the moment shattered. 

»We’ll adjust the dosage,« he said, stepping back, voice all business again. 

»Next session will be easier.«

She swallowed. 

»You don’t have to coddle me.«

»I’m not.«

He turned toward the door, but paused, glancing back. 

»You’re stronger than you think, Lacey.«

And just like that, he was gone–leaving her alone with the echo of his words, the ghost of his touch, and the terrifying realization that she wanted him to come back.

The sterile air in the lab tasted metallic, sharp with the scent of antiseptic and Lacey’s own sweat. She lay there, pulse still erratic, the cold table pressing into her spine. The room hummed with the residual energy of the machine’s absence–like the silence after a storm. Taurik didn’t return right away. She exhaled, forcing her fingers to unclench from the edges of the table. The cuffs had left faint marks on her wrists–pale indents like parentheses around her pulse points. She rubbed at them absently, watching the door. When he finally reappeared, he carried a basin of warm water and a cloth instead of another syringe. 

»Up,« he said, voice low. Lacey hesitated, then pushed herself upright, swinging her legs over the side of the table. Her thighs were still trembling. Taurik knelt in front of her without ceremony, dipping the cloth into the water. The scent of lavender and something earthy–herbs, maybe–drifted up between them. 

»I don’t need–« »You’re still shaking,« he cut in, voice matter-of-fact. His hands, broad and textured with callouses, wrung out the cloth. She swallowed, watching as he lifted it toward her knee. The warmth seeped through at the first touch, startlingly gentle against her skin. 

»You don’t have to do this,« she muttered, fingers curling against the table’s edge. 

»I know.«

He moved methodically, cleaning away the sweat, the lingering slickness between her thighs. His touch was clinical, almost detached–except for the way his thumb pressed just a fraction too long against the inside of her knee. Lacey’s breath hitched. 

»You’re not the first to react like this,« he said, not looking up. 

»The serum heightens sensitivity. It’s not weakness.«

She exhaled a shaky laugh. 

»Feels like it.«

His fingers stilled. Then, slowly, he looked up at her. The intensity in his gaze was the same as before–dark, unreadable, but focused. Not on the procedure, not on the data. On her. 

»You think I’d waste my time on someone weak?«

The question hung between them, loaded. Lacey opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Taurik’s hand slid up slightly, thumb brushing the soft skin of her inner thigh. Not quite an accident. Her pulse jumped. 

»Next time,« he said, voice dropping lower, »we do it my way.«

She knew what he meant. No machine. No cuffs. Just his hands, his control. The thought should’ve terrified her. Instead, heat pooled low in her stomach. Taurik stood abruptly, breaking the moment. He tossed the cloth into the basin, the water sloshing. 

»Rest. Hydrate. We resume in two hours.«

And just like that, he was gone again–leaving her with the ghost of his hands and the unspoken promise in his words. Lacey touched her knee absently, where his fingers had lingered. Shit.

The milking room still smelled faintly of crushed cloves from the straw bedding Taurik had replaced that morning. Lacey hummed under her breath, an old 90s R&B tune–something smooth, something to keep her nerves from twitching like overstretched wires. The machines hummed in response, their rhythmic suction almost comforting now. She hadn’t expected the output to be this high. The sensor above the collection vial flashed blue, then red, then a sharp, insistent yellow. A warning. Then another. Then A chime. Not the usual soft ping of a successful extraction. This was harsh, intrusive–a corporate alert. Lacey’s fingers froze mid-motion. 

»Shit.«

The door hissed open before she could react. Three figures in crisp, navy-blue suits stepped inside, their tablets already out, the glow of screens reflecting off their sharp, assessing eyes. Auditors. Her stomach dropped. 
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