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The milking cups detached with a hiss. Anna straightened slowly, her spine cracking in three places as she rolled her shoulders. The stall’s leather straps had left red marks across her wrists where she’d strained against them during the session.
Though she wasn’t sure whether she’d been fighting the restraints or the pleasure.
Her legs still trembled from the machine’s final suction cycle. Her nipples ached where the cups had gripped them raw. She pushed open the barn door, stumbling into the mid-morning glare.
“Easy there, Buttercup.” A handler materialized from the shadows of the equipment shed, his tablet chiming as he scanned Anna’s ear tag. His hand found her ass with practiced familiarity, squeezing the meat of her hip hard enough to make her tail flick.
“Four and a half gallons this morning, damn girl.” He slapped her ass hard enough to make it jiggle. “You’re shaping up to be quite the producer. Keep those numbers climbing and you’ll earn your own private stall by winter. Might even catch Madam Faye’s eye.”
Anna said nothing. Silence cost less than sarcasm. Though the words ‘fuck you’ sat heavy behind her teeth.
The man’s gaze slid to Adrian, who stood trembling beside Anna. The tablet chirped.
“Sunshine, though,” he said. “Barely hit eight hundred milliliters. Wow. Talk about some shit tier numbers.” 
He reached out, pinching Adrian’s nipple hard enough to draw a gasp. The sound was high, girlish, wrong coming from the throat Anna remembered as her boyfriend’s. “You’ve got two weeks to get these tits working, understand? Otherwise… Well, no use keeping a girl that can’t produce.”
Anna could see the tremor running through Adrian’s shoulders. Everything about his posture said please don’t look at me. “I’ll do better,” he said. “I promise, I just need—”
The handler’s palm cracked across Adrian’s face, snapping his head sideways.
“You need to produce.” The man snapped his fingers at a passing farmhand. “Hey! Give this bitch some extra supplements today. If she’s not hitting at least one gallon by Friday, schedule her for processing.”
Anna moved before she could stop herself, stepping between the handler and Adrian. “He just got here. You can’t expect—”
“I can expect whatever the fuck I want, Buttercup.” His hand shot out, gripping Anna’s jaw hard enough to force her mouth open. His thumb pressed against her lower lip. “Lucky for you, you’re A+ merchandise. That buys you some slack around here. But your B quality girlfriend?” 
He jerked his chin toward Adrian. “She’s lucky I’m not sending her to the kitchens right now. Got it? Now move. The both of you.”
The handler shoved her toward the exit. Anna stumbled on her hooves again, she still hadn’t mastered the cloven balance. Her toe caught on flat ground, but she caught herself against the stall door. 
When she looked up, Adrian was staring at her. His cheek bore the red imprint of five fingers, and his eyes had gone glassy with shock.
The handler walked away, whistling a cheerful tune.
“My ass is killing me,” Adrian whispered as they shuffled toward the pasture gate. He cradled his rear with both hands. “One of them—the one with the beard, Mike?—he fucked me while I was bent over, strapped to the machine.”
“I know,” Anna said. “He does it to me too.” She reached for Adrian’s hand, then hesitated. The drugs made every touch dangerous; her skin felt live-wired, ready to arc pleasure at the slightest pressure.
“We’ll figure it out,” she said instead. “We’ll find a way to—”
“To what? Keep me from being turned into fucking hamburger?” Adrian laughed, a broken sound that ended in a hiccup. “Annie?”
“Yeah?”
“Did we die?” Adrian asked. “Is this… Are we in hell?”
Anna frowned. It certainly seems like it. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure out how to get your numbers up,” she said, though she didn’t know how. She slid an arm around his waist.
When the side of her chest brushed against his, they both sucked in a sharp breath of air.
They managed three steps before Adrian caught his hoof on the ground and stumbled. The new weight on his chest bounced. Anna grabbed him and hauled him upright.
“Fuck me running,” a voice called out. “See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about. I mean. Just look at her over there. That’s tragic.”
Three women sat beneath a massive oak, their bodies half-hidden by tall grass. One pushed herself to her hooves. Long, wavy red hair hung down her back, braided with daisies and California poppies. Bright petals dotted her tanned skin as she brushed the grass from her thighs.
She sauntered closer, her eyes fixed on Adrian.
He hunched forward, shoulders curled inward, trying to hide his tits.
“You’re going to throw out your back walking like that,” the redhead said. “You know that, right?”
She stopped a few feet away. Her body carried the plush shape the ranch seemed to favor. Wide through the hips, full in the chest, no sharp angles left on her.
Adrian turned his face aside. He tried to ignore the woman.
But she stepped into his path. Her fingers found the R tattoo on his skin. She traced its edge with one nail.
“Oh, I see.” Her mouth curled into a knowing smile. “They repurposed you, didn’t they? Cut you up and softened everything.”
“Don’t touch him.” Anna seized Adrian’s arm and pulled him behind her.
The redhead’s attention shifted to Anna. She stepped closer until there was barely any space between them, then leaned to one side and glanced behind. Her eyes dropped to the tattoo inked across Anna’s ass cheek.
“Holy shit.” She gave a low whistle. “A-plus.” Then she glanced toward the strawberry blonde behind her, who was still lounging beneath the oak tree. “Hear that, Rosie? Looks like you might have some tough competition today.”
“As if.” Rosie stood up. She folded her arms under her chest and shifted her weight onto one hip.
Beside her was the youngest of the group, a brunette with warm brown skin and hazel eyes that seemed too big for her face. She sat up, watching Anna with open curiosity.
“What do you want?” Anna asked.
The red-head simply smiled at her. “Right, we should exchange names first. That’s the polite thing to do, right?”
She cleared her throat. “Hello, I’m Blossom. This tasty bitch next to me is Rosie.” She tipped her head to the small brunette behind her. “And that other girl over there is my herd-sister, Daisy. Now, we’ve given you our names, strangers. I believe the polite thing to do is give us yours in return. Right?”
Daisy stood up and rushed over. “Hey, I just wanted to say I love your horns!” she said to Anna. Her tail wouldn’t stay still. It kept flicking behind her in quick little arcs as she talked. “They’re so white. Mine have that ugly yellow tint. Mind if I touch them?”
“Daisy,” Blossom said gently. She placed a hand on the girl’s arm. “Manners.”
Daisy scoffed. “I’m just saying, she’s got good stock markers.” Her eyes dropped to Anna’s chest, then to Adrian’s. “Both of you do, actually. Well. For imports at least. What were your names again?”
Anna looked away, intending not to answer.
“I’m Adrian and this is my girlfriend, Anna.”
Rosie snorted. Daisy looked at Blossom, her expression suddenly soft with pity.
Blossom tilted her head. “Umm… I’m sorry, but those don’t sound like real names.”
“What are you talking about?” Anna said. “That’s what our parents called us.”
“Your parents aren’t here,” Blossom replied. “What do the handlers call you?”
Adrian’s mouth opened, then closed. He looked at Anna. Anna looked at the dirt.
“They call her Buttercup,” Adrian said, pointing toward Anna. “And me…” His voice dropped as the answer seemed to sink in. “Sunshine.”
“Then those are your real names.” Blossom smiled. “We are what the ranch calls us, because the ranch is what we are.”
Fuck that.
“I’m Anna,” Anna repeated, more boldly this time.
Blossom ignored her, instead her attention had already shifted to Adrian. She stepped closer, her nostrils flaring. “You’re frightened,” she said. “Let me guess. Your milk production is low, right?”
“How did you—”
“Well, shifties tend to have those kinds of problems during their first few weeks. And we all know how rough some of the handlers can be.” Blossom reached out, her fingers brushing against Adrian’s shoulder. “You’ve been eating that gray slop they serve in the trough, huh?”
Adrian nodded.
Blossom turned to Rosie, then to Daisy, and said, “See? Called it.”
The two women giggled.
“Slop is for emergencies,” Blossom explained. “Not for everyday feed. You can’t produce premium milk from that synthetic crap.” She studied Adrian’s face. “You’re a shiftie, right? If so, then you need real proteins, fats, and the right nutrients to stabilize your yield.”
“I don’t understand,” Adrian said. “I thought we just… ate what they gave us.”
“Well, yeah,” Rosie said, flipping her strawberry-blonde hair back. “But there’s so many options around here. Eating nothing but that gray mush is how you end up as grade-B stew by twenty two. You have to work the system if you want to go far here.”
“We’ll show you!” the third girl, Daisy added. She looked between Anna and Adrian with happy eyes. “There’s places to eat around here, you know? Good places. Even by import standards. You just have to know where to look.”
Blossom gestured toward the far fence. “Come. We’ll show you how to get those numbers up. Well, if you want, I mean.”
Anna’s hooves stayed planted. “Why are you helping us?” she asked, eyes narrowing.
Blossom turned to look at her. “Because you’re in my pen,” she said. “And one bad apple makes the whole group look rotten. Well, that and because…” Her gaze softened as she added, “Well, because you’re new here, and I know you’re both probably scared. But don’t worry. You’ll see. The herd takes care of its own. Even the stubborn ones.”
They walked past rows of stalls and milking barns. The fence line curved east toward a cluster of buildings Anna had assumed were storage or staff quarters.
She was wrong.
The first structure was a wooden shack with a wraparound porch, painted a cheerful red that made Anna’s eyes water after over a month of industrial white. A sign above the door read ‘The Creamery’ in looping script. Naked women, hucows, lounged across the porch. Some dined on food while others brushed and braided each other’s hair.
A handler leaned against the porch rail, tablet tucked under one arm, chatting with a heavy-hipped brunette who had a small gold star on her collar.
“Close to another milestone, Goldie. Another twenty gallons of milk and I’ll put in that word for a private stall.”
The brunette just smiled and sipped from her mug like it was the most normal conversation in the world.
“This is where you get the good food at,” Daisy explained, practically vibrating with excitement. “Not that trough crap. You can get some grilled chicken here. Baked salmon. They got all kinds of protein shakes, too. Nutrient rich smoothies.”
“I’ve been here for over a month,” Anna said. “Why didn’t any of the handlers tell me about it?”
“The handlers don’t advertise it because they want to see who figures it out on their own,” Daisy replied. “Kind of like a test, I think.”
“A test of what?” Adrian asked.
“Of whether you’re worth investing in,” Rosie said.
She stood beside a small mirror, adjusting her flower tiara as she checked her reflection. “Imports who spend all day crying in the pens? Girls who eat nothing but that gray slop. They never last long. But imports who adapt, the ones who start acting like Bellcalves, well, they learn to love farm life.”
“Umm, excuse me, but what’s a Bellcalf?” Adrian asked.
“We are,” Daisy said. “Hucows who were born and raised on the farm. But the girls from outside, the ones like you two, you’re imports.”
Anna rolled her eyes. These women are out of their fucking minds.
Beyond the Creamery, more buildings came into view. A miniature golf course sprawled beside the fence, where hucows putted with custom-made clubs. Farther along, a movie was being projected against the white wall of a barn. Clusters of shaded hammocks hung between wooden posts, some occupied by girls curled up against each other. Some had their heads buried between the legs of others. Laughter drifted across the grass.
For a moment, Anna thought she was looking at a summer camp. But the horns, hooves, and tails brought her back to reality. And she instantly felt nauseous.
“This is more than just a farm, you know,” Blossom said, watching Anna’s face. “It’s a community. We have beauty pageants, festivals, movie nights. Parties. We have relationships, children, careers.”
“Careers?” Anna repeated. “You can’t be serious. You’re livestock.”
“We’re hucows,” Blossom corrected. “There’s a difference. You’re still thinking too much like a human.”
“I am human!” Anna snapped.
Rosie laughed. “No, sweetie. You’re a hucow with a bad attitude. Come on. The pageant starts in twenty minutes, and I still need to register.”
Before Anna could argue, Rosie turned to the festival grounds. Daisy and Blossom followed. Even Adrian joined them, leaving Anna little choice except to trail behind.
They passed hucows who waved to Blossom and called out greetings to Daisy. Handlers stood along the paths, nodding as the women went by instead of barking orders. It all seemed so peaceful.
And that bothered Anna. None of the girls seemed afraid here. Nobody seemed to remember that they were all prisoners. Or that they were meat.
The pageant pavilion stood ahead of them on a raised wooden platform. Hay bales surrounded it in neat rows, forming seats for the growing crowd. Above the stage hung a bright banner.
Spring River Festival—Beauty in Production.
Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of hucows milled about, all wearing flower tiaras similar to Blossom’s. The air smelled of pollen and perfume. Actual perfume, Anna realized.
She drew a slow breath through her nose, and the fruity fragrance struck her. She knew it from somewhere. From crowded parties, and nights spent getting ready for dates.
For a moment, she could almost picture her old life again.
“Here.” Blossom reached into a basket beside the wooden platform and pulled out two more flower tiaras. She placed the crown of poppies on Anna’s head before Anna could protest, then put the other on Adrian.
“You don’t sit in the audience without a crown. It’s disrespectful.”
Anna snatched the tiara off and was about to toss it away. “I don’t care about—”
“Put it on, Buttercup,” Blossom commanded. “Or leave. Those are your options.”
Anna glared at her. With a reluctant sigh, she placed the flowers back on her head. They brushed against her horns, sending a strange little shiver down her neck. She bit her lip and waited for the sensation to fade.
They settled onto a hay bale near the front. Rosie had disappeared toward the backstage area, while Daisy and Blossom stayed with Anna and Adrian.
“Rosie’s been trying to win for three years now,” Daisy said. “She’s A-minus grade, which is pretty good, don’t get me wrong. But she keeps coming in second. And I can tell it’s really starting to eat at her.”
“What does winning get you?” Anna asked. “Like a ribbon or something?”
Daisy’s face softened into a dreamy smile. “You get to be a princess. For a whole week, you live in the main house with the Queen. You get to wear dresses and makeup. Warm baths every night. You get to ride around in the Queen’s carriage. Eat whatever you want. The handlers take lots of pictures of you, treat you like royalty. Wait on you hand and hoof.”
Her smile faded. “And then, after the week is over…” She went quiet. Even her tail stopped moving.
“And then what happens?” Adrian asked.
“And then you’re the main course at the staff barbecue,” Blossom finished. She had delivered the words with such casual certainty that Anna wondered if she had heard her correctly.
“It’s a great honor to be eaten by the staff,” Blossom continued. “The winner’s picture goes in the Hall of Fame, right beside her mounted head. Her name gets written in the Book of Pageant Winners. In a way, it’s kind of like living forever.”
Anna just stared at Blossom. Her mouth hung open for a moment before she found her voice. “You’re saying the prize for being the most beautiful girl is being cooked and eaten?”
“Of course.” Blossom sounded genuinely puzzled by Anna’s reaction. “What higher purpose could there be? Every hucow eventually gets eaten, Buttercup. Me. You. Every single one of us, you know.”
She glanced toward the stage, where the pageant lights shone across hay. “All that truly matters is the quality of your meat, the beauty of your body, and who gets to eat you in the end.”
“That’s insane,” Anna said.
“That’s life,” Daisy said.
Music burst from the speakers before Anna could say anything else. The pageant began.
Contestants emerged one by one, each announced by a number and a grade. Some twirled beneath the lights. Others struck poses for the crowd. The audience cheered, whistled, and called out their favorites.
“Good luck, Rosie!” Daisy yelled, clapping her hands. “You look tasty as fuck!”
Rosie was contestant number seven. She held her head high as she crossed the platform, then arched her back when she reached the center. Stage lights flashed across her horns as she turned to face the audience.
Cheers rose from the crowd.
Rosie smiled and held her pose, soaking the attention in.
More contestants came and went. But none drew the same response until one hucow in particular stepped onto the stage: a platinum blonde named Peaches. She had a bright smile that seemed to charm everyone around her. Several girls were already chanting her name.
“Good luck, Peaches!” someone shouted.
“Look at those hips!”
Peaches laughed and blew a kiss toward the crowd. She made her way through her poses. When she finished, the applause nearly shook the wooden platform.
Then came the final round.
“It’s time for the staff’s favorite event,” the announcer said. “Presentation poses!”
Two women wearing chef hats wheeled a giant metal roasting pan onto the center of the stage.
Anna stared at it. What the fuck?
The pan was enormous, easily large enough to hold a full-grown person. Its sides had been polished until they gleamed beneath the stage lights. Someone had scattered sprigs of rosemary and parsley around the rim.
Anna let out a small, nervous laugh. “They’re joking, right?”
The announcer's voice boomed across the pasture. “Each finalist will now demonstrate how cute they’ll look in the oven!”
When Rosie’s number was called, she climbed into the large roasting pan. She lowered herself onto her back, folded her legs, and tucked her arms close to her side. The two chefs leaned over her and wound kitchen twine around her wrists and ankles, pulling each knot tight.
Rosie arched her back beneath the stage lights, then parted her legs, giving the audience a better view of her hips and breasts. Heat crept into her cheeks as hundreds of eyes watched. One of the chefs lifted an apple to her lips.
Rosie opened her mouth without hesitation. The fruit settled between her teeth. Her eyes closed.
For one awful moment, Anna forgot she was looking at a person. Rosie looked like a holiday turkey laid out for dinner. The chefs fussed over her pose.
And the crowd loved it.
“Beautiful form!” the announcer shouted. “Look at that posture! Couldn’t you just eat her up? I know I could!”
Anna looked around her. Women were laughing and clapping. Girls near the front bounced in their seats, some wiping tears from their eyes as they screamed Rosie’s name.
Rosie seemed to love every second of it. The chefs untied her, and she climbed out of the pan, blew kisses to the crowd, and skipped backstage.
Then Peaches stepped into the shallow metal pan.
A handler adjusted the lights while Peaches settled into her pose. She tucked her arms and legs close to her body, just as Rosie had done, then added a playful tilt of her head and a coy smile. The chefs tied her wrists and ankles with twine. Blonde hair spilled over one shoulder as she lifted her chin and opened her mouth for the apple.
The audience exploded with cheers.
Peaches giggled around the shiny red fruit while people shouted her name.
“Outstanding presentation!”
Peaches remained there for a good minute as the crowd admired every inch of her body from head to hoof. She soaked it all in, batting her lashes as though she had been born for the role.
Anna watched the spectacle with a growing knot in her stomach. Her gaze lingered on Peaches, tied down in that gleaming pan, helpless, while everyone cheered. And a picture formed in her mind.
Herself in that pan, waiting for someone to slide her into an oven.
Anna swallowed hard. The thought came with sickening clarity. These girls were practicing. They were being taught how to feel when the cooking began.
The pan showed them where they would end up. The twine showed them how they would be held. Even the apple turned their final meal into part of the performance.
Peaches was untied to thunderous applause. Waving to the crowd, she disappeared backstage. Moments later, the curtain rose again, revealing all thirty contestants.
“Alright ladies!” the announcer shouted. “You know what to do!”
Excitement swept through the crowd. One by one, the girls reached up and removed their flower tiaras. They held them in their hands as the contestants lined up across the stage.
Adrian looked from one side to the other. “What is everyone doing?”
Blossom smiled. “Voting.”
“What?”
“Voting,” Daisy said. “It’s really simple. Just toss your tiara at whoever you think should win.”
Anna removed the tiara from her head. She looked down at it. The flowers were bright and cheerful. Tiny ribbons curled around the stems. It looked harmless.
She glanced at Rosie.
“On my count!”
The crowd fell silent.
“Three!”
“Two!”
“One!”
Hundreds of flower tiaras flew through the air. Some struck the stage and bounced away, while others landed around contestants’ hooves. Petals broke loose and scattered across the floorboards.
Peaches disappeared under a shower of flowery crowns.
Rosie did too.
“Count them!” the announcer shouted.
Handlers hurried out and began gathering the flowers into separate piles for each contestant. One pile grew higher, then another. Rosie kept smiling, but her eyes followed every tiara that landed at Peaches’ feet.
“Rosie!” the announcer shouted. “Takes second place with five hundred and eighty-six crowns!”
Rosie bowed her head while the crowd applauded.
“And now, I present to you the winner of today’s pageant!” 
The announcer paused long enough for the crowd to lean forward. “With five hundred and eighty-seven crowns, let’s hear it for this year’s Spring Princess. The beautiful… Princess Peaches!”
The crowd went wild.
Peaches covered her mouth and squealed as flowers were thrown into the air around her.
“All hail Princess Peaches!” the announcer said.
“Princess Peaches!” the crowd began chanting.
“Princess Peaches!”
A diamond tiara was placed on Peaches’ head as flower petals rained down around her. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She kept smiling through them, her mouth stretched so wide that it looked painful.
More farmhands rushed onto the stage and wrapped her in a gorgeous purple-pink silk robe. They picked her up and sat her down on what looked like a golden throne. One of the handlers knelt beside her with a silver plate and fed her grapes as the crowd continued chanting her name.
Rosie stood off to the side. Her smile had faded. Her ears drooped, and her tail curled tightly between her legs.
“Oh no,” Daisy whispered. “Poor Rosie. Just look at her. She’s devastated.”
“She’ll get over it,” Blossom said. “She always does. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with second place.” 
She glanced at the roasting pan still sitting on the stage. “It means you get to live to compete again.” Her eyes dropped to the tiara still clutched in Anna’s hands.
A small, thankful smile crossed Blossom’s face. “Though it was rather rude of you not to vote for anyone, you know.”
Anna said nothing.
Her eyes returned to Peaches. She sat proudly on her golden throne while a handler held a grape to her lips. Flower petals covered her silk robe. She was still smiling as the crowd celebrated her; still had tears streaking down her face.
Then Anna looked at Rosie, who was standing alone at the edge of the stage, watching it all with her head bowed.
Anna looked back at the roasting pan. Then at Peaches. Then at Rosie. Around them, everyone cheered as if this were the happiest moment of their lives. But they knew. Every one of them knew exactly what that pan meant.
Peaches had won. She would be celebrated, crowned, dressed in silk, and carried away like royalty.
Then she would be eaten.
Rosie had lost that honor, and that was why she stood there crying.
Only then did Anna understand what she had been watching. None of them saw anything terrible in what was happening here. These women, the Bellcalves, they’ve turned death into a pageant. That was why Blossom had been so offended by her refusal to vote.
They expected her to smile and help pick a winner.
