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The last of the magical cows had finally settled, their coats dimming from a soft, buttery glow to the color of moonlight on cream, and Daisy Meadows allowed herself, for the first time in eleven hours, to lean against the barn door and simply breathe. Her overalls were more hay than denim at this point, stuck to her in a hundred itchy places, and there was a streak of something faintly luminous across one forearm that she was fairly sure was cow saliva, though she’d learned months ago not to ask too many questions about the herd her grandmother had left her. They didn’t need grain so much as they needed singing, and if you forgot to hum to them at dusk they sulked for days, udders swelling with a milk that shimmered faintly blue in the dark and tasted, disconcertingly, like stardust and butterscotch.

She’d hummed. She always hummed. It was easier than explaining to herself why she did it.

Outside, the sky had gone the deep bruised orange of late summer evening, the kind of light that made the whole farm look like it was lit from underneath, every fence post and grain silo edged in gold. Daisy pushed a loose strand of hair from her face, leaving a smear of dust across her cheek, and looked up — as she always looked up, some nights, without quite meaning to — at the four stone figures perched along the barn’s roofline.

They were gargoyles, she supposed, though she’d never called them that. Her grandmother had called them the Old Watchers, and had told her, in the vague, half-joking way old women told children things that turned out to be entirely true, that they’d been there longer than the barn itself, longer than the fences, longer than the cows. Squat, horned shapes with wide shoulders and crossed arms, worn soft at the edges by two hundred years of rain. Daisy had grown up beneath them. She’d carved her initials into the fence below them when she was nine. She had never, not once, seen them so much as shift in a stiff wind.

Tonight, something in the angle of the dying light caught one of them wrong.

She frowned, wiping her hands on her overalls, and looked again. The nearest statue — the biggest of the four, its horns thick and slightly curved, its stone face set in what she’d always privately thought of as a permanent scowl — had turned. Not fallen. Turned. Its granite head was now facing directly toward her, and as she watched, frozen with the kind of stillness that comes right before the body remembers it’s supposed to run, a long crack of gold light split down its shoulder like the seam of an egg.

“Oh,” Daisy said, to no one, in a very small voice.

The stone did not so much break as shed, gray flaking away in sheets that dissolved into dust before they hit the ground, and beneath it was not more stone but skin — dark, warm-toned skin over muscle that moved like something alive because it was alive, had perhaps always been alive, only sleeping in granite skin through centuries of dawns. The horns stayed. They curled back from a heavy brow, ridged and dark as old wood, and beneath them a pair of eyes opened that were not eyes so much as small coals, banked and orange, the color of the sky she’d just been standing under.

He stepped down off the roof — simply stepped, the way a man steps off a porch, though he must have fallen twenty feet — and landed without sound in the dirt in front of her, and Daisy realized with a lurch that he was enormous. Not just tall. Broad, built like the barn itself, all shoulder and thigh and dense muscle furred lightly at the forearms, a body clearly meant less for hiding among rooftops than for standing between something small and whatever wanted to hurt it.

“Little keeper,” he rumbled, and his voice had the low quality of far-off thunder, the kind you feel behind your sternum before you consciously hear it. “You’ve grown.”

Behind him, three more cracks split the dusk air in quick succession, stone sloughing away like snow off a warm roof, and three more shapes dropped down around her — one leaner and quicker in his movements, with horns that swept up sharp instead of curling, grinning at her with an expression that was far too delighted for comfort; one broader even than the first, slow-moving, watching her with a kind of patient, heavy-lidded interest; and one who landed closest of all, lithe and restless, immediately crouching to inspect her the way you’d inspect a new foal, sniffing once, twice, at the air near her collarbone.

“She smells like it,” that one said — Daisy would learn later this was Rook, quickest to speak, quickest to grin, quickest to want. “She smells exactly like it.”

“Told you,” said the sharp-horned one — Horn — sounding smug about a bet Daisy hadn’t known existed.

The slow, heavy one only rumbled, low in his chest, something that might have been agreement or might have been a sound cows made in the dark when they were pleased. Daisy would learn to call him Stone, and would learn that his stillness hid a strength that made the barn’s oak beams look flimsy.

But it was the first one — the big one, the one with the scowl carved so deep into his face it seemed permanent even now that the face was flesh — who came closest, crouching down to bring those coal-orange eyes level with hers. Up close she could see he wasn’t scowling out of anger. It was something closer to concentration. Care, maybe, worn into an expression too long to soften easily.

“I’m Tauron,” he said. “These are my brothers. We’ve kept this farm since before your grandmother’s grandmother planted the first fence post, little keeper, and every dusk we’ve waited on that roof for a scent that never came.” His nostrils flared, slow, deliberate, drawing in the hay-and-sweat-and-starlight smell of her. Something low in his voice roughened. “Tonight, it came.”

Daisy’s heart was doing something violent and unhelpful against her ribs. “I don’t — what does that mean—”

“It means,” Rook said, circling behind her now, his voice pitched low and delighted near her ear, “that you’re the one we’ve been waiting for. The one whose scent means ours.”

“It means you belong to the herd now,” Horn added, close on her other side, and she felt the heat of him even through the still air of the yard, “and the herd is about to make very, very sure you know it.”

Stone said nothing at all. He only reached out — slow, so slow, giving her a hundred chances to step back that her body, traitorously, did not take — and brushed one broad, blunt thumb along her jaw, tilting her face up toward the darkening sky, toward all four of them at once, circling her now in a loose, unhurried ring, their eyes all catching that same banked orange glow in the last of the light.

“Come inside, little keeper,” Tauron said, low, and held out one enormous hand. “Let us show you what home really means.”
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The inside of the barn smelled the way it always did — hay and warm animal and the faint mineral sweetness of the glowing milk — except now the lantern light seemed to pool low and gold across a bench she’d definitely never noticed being quite so wide, quite so padded, quite so obviously built for something other than cows. Daisy had milked a hundred mornings on the parlor’s old stools, hard wood and a bucket between her knees, and she had never once thought to wonder why there was, tucked in the far corner behind a stack of feed sacks, this long cushioned surface with leather straps worn soft at the edges.

She wondered now.

Tauron walked her to it with a hand at the small of her back, warm and careful, the other three trailing behind with the loose, unhurried patience of animals who knew a meal was coming and saw no reason to hurry it. Rook perched himself on a hay bale, chin in his hands, grinning like Christmas had arrived early. Horn leaned against a support post, arms crossed, watching with the sharp attention of a man cataloguing every small gasp for later use. Stone simply stood, broad and still, his coal-orange eyes never leaving her.

“Arms up,” Tauron said, and it wasn’t quite a command, more the kind of gentle instruction you’d give a child undressing for a bath, and Daisy found herself obeying before her brain had finished deciding whether to be embarrassed. His hands — enormous, blunt-fingered, impossibly gentle — worked the straps of her overalls loose, peeled damp denim from her shoulders, and she laughed, a startled, nervous bark of a sound, when the night air hit her bare skin.

“Cold?“ Horn asked, amused.

“Terrified,” Daisy admitted, which made Rook bark a laugh of his own, and somehow that honesty loosened something tight in her chest, made the whole absurd, impossible night feel a little more like the start of an adventure and a little less like something to run screaming from.

“No fear here,” Tauron rumbled, lifting her — and she yelped, delighted despite herself, at how easily he did it, one arm under her knees, one at her back, as if she weighed nothing at all — and set her down on the padded bench like she was something precious being placed in a nest. The leather was warm beneath her, warmed by lamplight or by something else entirely. “Only pleasure, little keeper. Only home.”

He knelt between her legs, and up close his shoulders blotted out the lantern light entirely, threw her into a warm shadow that smelled of clean sweat and hay-dust and something muskier beneath, something that made her thighs press together on instinct and then, at his slow, patient smile, fall open again.

“That’s it,” he murmured. “Good girl.”

The first press of him against her was almost too much to process all at once — thick, blunt, deliberate, and she gasped, back arching off the bench, hands
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