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Foreword

Thank you for reading.

If you found meaning, intensity, or pleasure in these pages, I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review. Your words help others discover the story — and ensure it continues to reach those who need it most.

— Roman Vale


Author’s Note

Before we begin…

If you enjoy dark, daring, and deliciously wicked stories, you might want to join my private reader list.

Subscribers receive:

free exclusive stories

early access to new releases

bonus scenes Amazon doesn’t show

reader-only giveaways and sneak previews

Join here:

romanvale.uk/secret

Now… let’s begin.

— Roman Vale


Have you read Book 4: Twelve Days of Yield?

[image: ]

https://a.co/d/0ajZuoCN

The Tethered Gala continues the Bell & Brand sequence after the winter rite of Twelve Days of Yield.

In Twelve Days of Yield, Milly arrives for her first true Christmas at Bell & Brand. The farm is transformed by snow, lanterns, pine, bells, and the great calendar board that opens a new trial each day. Over twelve days, Milly is tested through obedience, endurance, shame, rivalry, service, and the desperate longing to prove she belongs. At the end waits the title of Christmas Cow — a prize that is both honour and humiliation beneath the winter bells.

The book reveals Bell & Brand at its most ceremonial, showing how seasonal ritual, herd hierarchy, and public trial can transform a woman’s place inside the system.

If you have not yet spent Christmas at Bell & Brand, you may want to read Milly’s winter story before walking into the orchard.

Read Book 4: Twelve Days of Yield — then continue into The Tethered Gala. https://a.co/d/0ajZuoCN


Prologue — Arrival Among the Apples

The van’s engine cut out with a final, reluctant cough, plunging the world into silence save for the soft patter of dawn rain on the roof. Samira Basra sat for a moment in the hush, heart pounding, the damp air thick with the scent of apples and waking earth. She pressed her palms to the canvas of her thighs, fingers trembling, the fabric of her borrowed trousers stretched tight over hips that, once, she’d held with a sort of proud defiance. Now she clung to the last vestiges of that pride like a tattered coat. Her career—her London life, with its sharp-edged kitchen heat and sharper glares—felt impossibly far away.

A shadow moved outside, silhouetted by the van’s dome light. A woman in a waxed jacket and heavy boots opened the door with a businesslike snap, rain droplets shining in her silver hair. Her accent was crisp, her gaze cool as she fixed Samira with a practiced smile.

“Up, then, Ms Basra,” she intoned. “Let’s have you—quick as you like. We’re on orchard time now.”

The world outside was barely light, the horizon a pale, shivering grey. Samira slid out of the van and into dew-soaked grass, her trainers sinking a little into the soft earth. The orchard surrounded her on all sides—row upon row of gnarled apple trees, their leaves spangled with raindrops, fat green and red fruit hanging like ornaments in the mist. The only road in or out had vanished behind a gate, now locked and flanked by discreet cameras.

She shivered, both from the chill and from nerves, as her escort—Headmistress Gwyn, she’d soon learn—strode ahead, not waiting for hesitation. “Leave your bag,” Gwyn called back over her shoulder. “You won’t need it where you’re going.”

There was a rough-woven rope on the path, laid out in a winding line between the trees. Gwyn gestured with a gloved hand. “Follow the harvest line. Shoes off. We begin as we mean to go on.”

Samira kicked off her trainers, the grass cold and sharp between her toes, and stepped onto the rope. Each footfall sent a tremor through her: the city grime washed away, replaced with the raw reality of earth and morning.

A figure emerged ahead—Doc Mayes, the rural nurse, stout and cheerful, with a florid face and hands that looked gentle but had likely never fumbled a needle. “Welcome, love,” she said, smiling as if Samira were a niece come home for Eid. “Take a breath for me. There’s nothing here but apples and honesty.”

Samira managed a thin smile, ducking her head, but already she felt the old embarrassment rising—her body so much bigger, so much more present than the girls she’d glimpsed online, the models who sold surrender like it was a delicate, private thing. Here, she felt like the feast, not the guest.

“Arms out,” Gwyn instructed, and Samira obeyed, letting her coat and jumper slide off, followed by the borrowed trousers and knickers. Rain kissed her bare skin, the orchard’s breath cold against the folds and creases she’d spent years hiding. Someone took her clothes and bag—she didn’t see who—and pressed something warm and soft into her palm: a simple shift, coarse linen, already damp. She shrugged it over her head, but it stuck on her curves, riding high on her thighs, her breasts and belly outlined in the cold light.

Gwyn didn’t flinch. “Beautiful,” she said, almost to herself. “The orchard loves abundance.”

Samira felt her cheeks burn. She tried to cross her arms, but Gwyn caught her wrists and fitted thick, quilted mitts over her hands, buckling them at the wrist so her fingers vanished, clumsy and useless. Doc Mayes moved in front of her, a gentle touch at her throat as she locked a broad leather collar into place, its tag cold against Samira’s collarbone.

“Hands-free from here, darling,” Doc Mayes murmured, tucking a lock of Samira’s hair behind her ear. “Trust the orchard. We only take what’s freely given.”

She didn’t know what to say, so she nodded, swallowing hard.

Gwyn selected an apple from a nearby crate—deep red, waxy with a gold glint. She turned it over in her hand, then pressed it to Samira’s lips. “Open.”

There was no room for argument. The apple, cool and sweet, filled her mouth, her jaw aching as it stretched to accommodate the fruit. Gwyn looped a ribbon around her head, securing the apple gag in place. The taste was shockingly fresh—tart juice on her tongue, the scent of crushed leaves mingling with her own fear.

“There,” Gwyn said, stepping back to admire her work. “You’ll get used to it. No talking in the orchard unless you’ve earned it. We speak with our bodies here.”

Samira’s heart hammered. The mist clung to her skin, rain sliding between her breasts, her hair curling into inky spirals in the damp. She was aware of every inch of herself: her hips, her thighs, the slope of her belly, the way her nipples pressed against the linen, already taut in the cold.

They began to walk, Gwyn in front, Doc Mayes behind, Samira between them like a prized heifer on parade. The rope wound deeper into the orchard, leading her past lanterns hung from boughs, their light flickering gold against the dark. Somewhere ahead, bells chimed—a soft, insistent chorus, echoing through the trees.

Other figures came into view: women kneeling beneath apple trees, some grazing from shallow bowls set in the grass, others tethered together by the wrist or ankle, all collared and adorned with blossom garlands or apple bells. The sight should have mortified her, but something about their easy laughter, the gentle way they leaned together, soothed the panic rising in her chest.

Gwyn guided Samira off the rope and onto a wide, open path flanked by apple trees heavy with fruit. “This is the Orchard Herd,” she announced, voice ringing out. “Every body here is a blessing—every curve, every stretch mark, every drop of milk.”

Samira flushed, the praise both too much and not enough.

Doc Mayes stepped forward with a clipboard, her eyes kind but unyielding. “Quick check, love,” she said, crouching to examine Samira’s knees, hips, and arms. “No cuts, no infections, nothing we need to know?” Samira shook her head. “Good girl. You’re a picture of health. Ready for your first ritual?”

Samira’s answer was a muffled, helpless sound around the apple, but Doc Mayes just winked. “That’s all the answer I need.”

A handful of cows had gathered now, watching from the shadows beneath the trees. One—tall, dark-skinned, with a garland of blossoms in her hair—grinned and elbowed a friend. “She’s got the orchard hips,” she whispered, loud enough for Samira to hear. Another, pale and freckled, chimed her bell and laughed, the sound bright as a chime. “She’ll out-yield the lot of us, wait and see.”

Samira wanted to shrink, but her body wouldn’t let her. She was too big, too exposed, too present. But in the half-light, something shifted: her shame dulled, replaced by a fragile pride. These women saw her, not as a joke or a warning, but as a promise.

Gwyn led her to a wide, glass-walled pavilion—a “milking gallery,” she called it, set among the apple trees, its floor strewn with straw and rugs. The herd filed in behind, bells tinkling, laughter and teasing fading to an expectant hush.

“Down,” Gwyn said, tapping the back of Samira’s thigh. Samira obeyed, kneeling on a padded mat, the cool rush of air sliding beneath her shift as it bunched at her waist. The grass pricked her knees, the mat’s softness a mercy after the walk.

Doc Mayes knelt beside her, gloved hands gentle as she unfastened the shift and bared Samira’s breasts to the air. The herd murmured approval: “Look at that fullness.” “She’s already swelling.” “Bet she’ll flood the pails.”

Samira bit into the apple, juice dribbling down her chin, humiliation and something hotter burning in her chest.

Mayes worked quickly, securing Samira’s wrists to rings set in the mat, her knees spread and anchored with soft leather cuffs. She couldn’t move—could barely shift her weight. Every eye in the room was on her.

Gwyn raised her voice for the herd: “The orchard welcomes a new cow today—ripe and ready, her body a gift to us all. Let this first milking remind her, and all of you, that yield is joy, and abundance is pride.”

The herd answered with a low, musical hum, some swaying, some kneeling in solidarity.

Doc Mayes massaged Samira’s breasts, working from base to nipple, her touch clinical but not unkind. “Bit tender?” she murmured, and Samira nodded, cheeks burning. “That’s good. Means you’re ready to flow.”

She fitted wide, transparent cups to each nipple, the suction strong enough to draw a gasp from Samira. The hum of the portable pump filled the gallery, mixing with the rain and the bells. The first pulse of suction stung, then soothed, a slow ache blossoming into something more. Samira’s milk beaded at her nipples, trembling in the cold, then slipped into the cups—slow at first, then, as her body surrendered, faster, heavier, pooling beneath her.

The herd applauded, a gentle clapping of hands and chiming of bells.

Gwyn watched, eyes sharp. “Yield is proof of belonging, Samira. The orchard keeps no secrets—every drop is seen, every effort praised.”

Mayes checked the flow, then raised the jar for all to see: Samira’s milk, cloudy and warm, more than expected for a first letdown. “A fine harvest,” she declared, pride ringing in her voice.

A cow with a silver bell knelt beside Samira, her touch light on Samira’s shoulder. “First time’s the hardest,” she whispered. “You’re one of us now. Just breathe.”

Samira blinked tears from her eyes, the humiliation now tinged with pride. Her body ached, her jaw sore from the apple, her nipples tender and throbbing. But as the milk flowed and the herd murmured their approval, she felt something inside her soften—a knot of old shame unraveling in the warm, apple-scented air.

Mayes removed the cups, wiping Samira’s chest with a soft cloth. “Well done, darling. Best first yield I’ve seen all month.”

The apple was eased from her mouth, and for a moment Samira just breathed—her own, her body’s, the orchard’s. Gwyn slipped a blossom garland over her hair and fastened a golden apple bell to her collar. It chimed as she exhaled, trembling with relief and new, fragile hope.

The herd drew close, pressing cider and warm milk into her hands—mitts off, for just this moment, so she could taste the sweetness. She drank, the warmth spreading through her, the aftercare as gentle as the ordeal had been sharp.

Blankets were thrown around her shoulders, the cows huddling close, laughter and low, intimate jokes rising like steam from the straw. Someone braided Samira’s hair, weaving apple blossoms into the curls, her fingers deft and kind.

Samira closed her eyes, letting herself be pulled into the centre of this new world—no longer an outsider, no longer only the sum of her shame, but a part of something ancient and bright and joyful.

As the sun crested the trees, bells chimed all around her, and Samira felt, for the first time in years, that she was home.


Chapter 1: The Orchard Herd’s Welcome

Samira awoke to the sound of bells—low, melodic, mingling with the calls of birds and the distant rumble of a tractor beyond the trees. For a moment, she was unsure where she was; the thick softness under her cheek felt nothing like a London pillow, and the cool, damp air tasted of grass and cider, not city grit. She lay very still, curled in a nest of straw and heavy blankets, her body aching in places she hadn’t known could ache.

Her first sensation was of weight. Her breasts, still tender from the night before, pressed against her chest, the skin flushed and a little raw where the milking cups had been. Her hips and thighs were stiff, her knees marked with shallow indentations from the padded cuffs. When she tried to flex her fingers, she felt the familiar constraint of mitts—her hands swallowed in soft leather, useless but strangely comforting.

The open-sided barn—the glass gallery, they called it—was half-filled with pale morning light, its roof high and raftered with beams strung with paper lanterns and apple blossoms. Beyond, the orchard rolled away in gentle rows, dew glittering on every blade of grass. Cows were stirring all around her: women of every size and shade, their hair tangled, cheeks flushed with sleep, some still cocooned in blankets, others already stretching or whispering in pairs.

Somewhere nearby, a bell chimed—a clear, high note. Samira turned her head, blinking through the hair that had escaped its braid in the night. She caught the eye of a transfer cow, the one with the silver bell and the easy, regal posture. The woman nodded, a faint smile flickering at the corners of her mouth.

“Morning, city girl,” she murmured, voice soft but teasing. “Sleep well in the orchard?”

Samira tried to answer, but the words stuck. Her throat was dry, her jaw still faintly aching from the apple gag. Instead, she offered a shy nod, feeling her cheeks flush.

“Don’t worry,” another voice said—a curly-haired cow across the aisle, her skin golden in the morning sun. “Everyone aches the first night. It’s part of the charm.” She flashed a grin, then nudged her neighbour. “She’ll be sprouting branches by tomorrow, see if she doesn’t.”

There was laughter, not unkind, and a soft chorus of bells as the herd shifted and rolled up from the straw. Samira sat up carefully, wincing as her shoulders protested. The blanket slid from her, baring the top of her shift and the curve of her thigh. She tried to tug the fabric down, but her mitts only fumbled at the hem, the motion awkward and oddly exposing.

A staff member—Doc Mayes—appeared at the barn door, her hands cupped around a steaming mug. “Up, herd! Day’s started without you,” she called, her accent warm and familiar, as if she’d been born in the roots of these trees. “Bells on, cheeks bright, breakfast won’t wait for laggards.”

Cows groaned and grumbled in mock protest, but the energy shifted: blankets were shrugged off, shifts straightened, collars checked for new ribbons or bells. Someone fetched a pitcher of water and helped Samira take a careful sip, steadying her while she drank, droplets running down her chin.

“First day’s the hardest,” whispered the woman with the blossom garland. She touched Samira’s shoulder—gentle, grounding. “Once you’ve made it to sunrise, you’re orchard herd for good.”

Samira nodded again, a smile tugging at her lips despite the soreness. Her body was still foreign—a little monstrous, still more present than she liked—but there was a strange safety here, a logic to the ritual, the presence of so many other bodies equally bared, equally marked by the rules of this place.

Outside, the sky was brightening, the trees gilded with the first fingers of sun. Bells chimed again, and the herd began to rise as one, stretching and teasing and tucking stray hair into place. Staff moved among them, checking mitts and collars, offering quick words of encouragement or the occasional gentle chide.

Samira drew in a long breath, the scent of apples, grass, and warm bodies swirling around her. For the first time since arrival, she let herself hope that, perhaps, this world might offer not just humiliation, but a kind of belonging—a place where her abundance was not only permitted, but prized.

She looked around at her new sisters, at the golden morning, at the rising herd, and felt her own bell shiver against her throat. The day, and whatever new ritual it would bring, had begun.

The call came with the sunrise: a sharp peal of a brass bell and the staff’s practiced voices ringing through the open gallery. “Herd—out! Line up in the grass, yields and posture, let’s see your pride!” The command was familiar to the seasoned cows, who rolled from their straw with an energy Samira envied, bells and garlands swinging as they stood, shook off blankets, and shuffled into a loose column at the edge of the barn.

Samira’s body felt slow, her limbs both heavy and stiff. Still, she mimicked the others, pushing herself upright, trying not to blush as her breasts swayed beneath her shift, the fabric already sticking to the skin from sweat and last night’s residual milk. Doc Mayes caught her eye, offering a wink and an approving nod. “You too, love—show the orchard what you’re made of.”

The herd moved as a tide—new and old, all shapes and shades, shoulders brushing as they filed out of the gallery into the orchard’s gold-lit heart. The grass was slick with dew, icy against Samira’s bare feet, the air sweet and sharp with the scent of apples and cider. The sky overhead was streaked with pink, lanterns still glowing among the boughs, slowly fading into day.

In the clearing before the glass gallery, the staff had assembled a row of padded milking frames—oak and brass, each fitted with leather restraints and hooks for yield jars. The herd arranged themselves on hands and knees or elbows and bellies, guided by staff with brisk, sure hands. Mitts stayed on; nobody here used hands unless ordered.

Samira hesitated, nerves fluttering, but the silver-belled senior cow nudged her forward. “Best take the place before they pick one for you,” she whispered, not unkindly. “Front row’s for show, but you’ll want to set the tone.”

Face burning, Samira shuffled forward, her shift already damp at the thighs, her body refusing to shrink no matter how she hunched her shoulders. Doc Mayes caught her at the end of the row, guiding her into a frame set directly beneath a low-hanging apple bough. “Let’s have you, then. Arms here, knees apart. Hips up, love. That’s it.”

The frame was cool, the restraints snug but not cruel. Her arms were strapped at the forearm, mitts making her hands little more than soft paddles. Her knees slotted into padded hollows, her hips lifted, chest supported but exposed. The position was both humiliating and oddly stabilising—her body forced into a posture that demanded surrender and, somewhere deep down, hinted at pride.

All along the line, the other cows were settled into similar frames, their collars and bells glinting in the sun. Some wore blossom garlands or ribbons, others had apple motifs embroidered on their shifts. A handful of staff moved among them, murmuring encouragement, checking each restraint, and attaching yield jars to the harnesses.

Doc Mayes leaned in close, her voice pitched for Samira’s ears alone. “You’re not here to be hidden, Samira. The orchard’s bounty is for all to see. We prize the biggest harvest, the boldest display.” Her hands were gentle as she massaged Samira’s breasts, checking for tenderness and warmth. “Good, very good. Let’s see how you pour for us.”

The suction cups were cold against Samira’s nipples, the sensation shooting through her like a jolt of memory. She gasped, trying not to squirm as Doc Mayes adjusted the fit. “Steady, love. The first flow’s always a bit shocking.” The pump hummed to life, soft at first, then insistent—a rhythmic pull that made Samira’s breath catch, her body shuddering with a mix of relief and mortification as milk began to bead, then stream, into the jars.

The staff moved down the line, each cow’s name or number called aloud, yield measured for all to hear. “Two point nine for Jessa, full and fine!” “Three one five, not your best but nothing to hide.” The senior cow beside Samira offered a low, approving moan as her own yield surged, the staff clapping her on the back and announcing, “Queen of the morning—four and a quarter, bold and bountiful!”

When Doc Mayes checked Samira’s jars, her eyebrows lifted in clear delight. “Now here’s a real orchard girl! First full yield, and look at that colour. Thick, sweet, just as we like it.” Her voice was pitched for the entire herd. “Our London lass is proving the city grows plenty ripe.”

Samira flushed, humiliation pricking at her skin, but the herd broke into a round of applause, bells and voices mingling in a chorus of praise. “Well done, new cow!” “Look at her go!” “Plenty for pie and cider!”

There was teasing, too—“Careful, or you’ll flood the frames!”—but it was gentle, threaded with camaraderie and the sense of being truly seen.

As the milking continued, the relief spread through Samira’s body—first in her breasts, then deeper, a tension she hadn’t known she carried melting away under the steady, public pull of the pump. Her body was on show, yes, but it was no longer merely a source of shame. Here, her fullness was celebrated, measured, and, above all, shared.

The final yields were tallied, the staff comparing notes, offering a last pat or whispered praise. The sun had risen fully now, casting the orchard in golden light, dappling the herd’s skin with warmth and shadow. When Doc Mayes unstrapped Samira’s arms and patted her hip, it was with a kind of approval Samira had only ever longed for—never received.

“Welcome to the herd, Samira,” the nurse said, voice thick with pride. “You’re orchard-sweet already.”

And as the herd shuffled to their feet, bells chiming, Samira felt a quiet, trembling pride unfurl inside her—something new, fragile, and fiercely precious, ready at last to root and grow.

No sooner had the last yield jar been uncoupled than the staff called the next order. “Feeding time, herd—hands behind, mouths to the grass! New girls front and centre.” The command rolled over the cows like a warm wind, familiar and oddly affectionate, and the line shuffled toward the orchard’s open green, mitts still locked, arms nudged behind backs by quick staff hands.

Samira’s heart beat faster. She tried to cover her belly with her arms, but Doc Mayes shook her head, guiding her forward with a gentle but insistent palm. “We do nothing halfway here. The orchard feeds her own. Knees to the grass, love.”

The herd formed a loose semicircle beneath the apple trees, sun spilling through the boughs, dappling skin and hair. Staff and a few of the more experienced cows scattered breakfast in the grass—slices of crisp apple, oat clusters, dollops of thick cream, and, as a treat, drizzles of golden honey. The food gleamed in the light, but it was spread wide and low, forcing everyone to crouch, bend, and graze with only their mouths.

Samira hesitated, aware of how much she stood out—her hips wide, thighs dusted with dew, belly round beneath the shift that now rode up with every movement. She could feel the eyes of the herd on her, some curious, others simply amused by the new girls’ embarrassment.

The silver-belled cow nudged her with a knee, her tone low and teasing. “First time’s always awkward. Just keep your arse up, chin low, and pretend you’re in Paris at a cheese tasting. The rest comes easy.”

Samira laughed in spite of herself—a muffled, shaky sound. She lowered herself to all fours, knees sinking into the grass, and tried to focus on the ritual’s absurdity rather than the ache in her muscles or the way her breasts swayed with every movement.

A handler passed behind, tucking her elbows tight to her sides and giving a gentle swat to her rump. “No hands, city girl—show us how an orchard cow eats.” There was laughter from the herd, but it was warm, a chorus of encouragement rather than cruelty.

She leaned down, lips brushing cool blades of grass, reaching for a slice of apple. The first bite was crisp and tart, sweet juice running down her chin. Oats crunched beneath her teeth, honey stuck to her lips. The cream was thick, clinging, making a mess of her mouth. Her belly pressed into the damp earth, and for a moment she was acutely, painfully aware of how exposed she was—hips high, shift bunched at her waist, milk still drying on her skin from the morning’s ordeal.

But as she grazed, something shifted. She heard the laughter of the herd, the gentle jokes, the praise for “good posture” and “full backsides,” the staff’s easy comments on “appetite” and “yield.” Her shame, once sharp as glass, began to dissolve—dulled by the absurdity, soothed by the solidarity of other bodies bent and grazing beside her.

A staff member—one of the rustic farmhands with a voice like soft cider—walked among them, offering gentle corrections. “Keep your knees apart—shows you’re open to the orchard’s gifts.” “Lift your chin when you take a bite. We want to see those lips work.” “Tail up, Samira—there, just like that. Beautiful.”

Samira obeyed, finding a rhythm in the ritual. The food was sweet and filling, her belly warming with every mouthful. She glanced sideways and saw another new intake—nervous, trembling, cheeks streaked with tears and honey—look to her for reassurance. Samira offered a smile, cream smudging her lips, and the girl’s shoulders relaxed, her own laughter joining the chorus.

When the last crumbs had been eaten and the last apple core licked clean, the staff called them to kneel in the grass, hands still restrained behind their backs, chins up, faces messy and shining in the sun.

Doc Mayes surveyed them, hands on hips, a smile creasing her face. “Well done, herd. That’s how we feed—no shame, only pride in what you are. Look at you—full bellies, full hearts, and not a single hand used.”

The herd broke into applause, bells chiming, cows leaning against one another for balance. Samira felt her heart lift, her body heavy but content, her embarrassment now a gentle ache instead of a wound.

She had surrendered, publicly and without reserve, and been met not with cruelty but with laughter and praise. The orchard, for all its rituals and rules, was beginning to feel less like a stage and more like a home.

Breakfast ended as suddenly as it began. The staff clapped their hands, voices rising above the soft laughter and lingering sound of grazing. “Line up! Knees in the grass, hands behind—let’s see which of you remembered your orchard manners.”

The herd, flushed and sticky from food and morning exertion, gathered in a rough line beneath the apple trees. Sunlight slanted through the boughs, catching in garlands and tangled hair, glinting off bell collars. Samira knelt with the others, heart thudding—not with dread, exactly, but with a nervous anticipation she recognised from childhood assemblies: would she be called out for praise or for correction?

The staff moved down the line, offering quick, clear-eyed appraisals. “Best grazer—Ellen, for keeping her chin up and hips high. Full marks, girl.” There was applause from the herd, a ripple of bells. “Boldest display—Amara, for not shying from the cream.” “Most improved posture—Samira, who went from blushing to showing off, and made it look like art.”

Samira flushed with pride as her name was spoken, the other cows chiming their approval. Her skin still tingled with embarrassment, but now the attention felt different—more like an embrace than a trial.

But ritual required more than just praise. “Corrections,” announced Doc Mayes, her tone shifting—still gentle, but firm as a pruning hook. “Hands behind means hands behind, Lucy. That’s two with the paddle—stand for it, and mind your posture.” A young cow, cheeks red, shuffled to the front, her mitts still smeared with honey from a moment’s cheating. She bent over a padded bench beneath the nearest tree, her shift lifted to expose her backside.

The staff produced an applewood paddle—smooth, pale, and carved with the Bell & Brand emblem. The paddling was brisk but not cruel: two sharp smacks, the sound ringing out beneath the boughs, the herd murmuring encouragement rather than mockery. Lucy straightened, eyes watering, but was greeted by a chorus of “Good girl!” and a soft pat on the shoulder.

Next, a transfer cow was called up for “talking out of turn”—her correction delivered in the form of a plug check and a ceremonial recitation of the orchard’s hands-free code. Each infraction was handled the same way: public, ritualised, but never demeaning. The punishment was a reminder, not a threat, and the herd’s support was ever-present.

Then it was Samira’s turn. “You hesitated, Samira, when it was time to feed,” Doc Mayes said, voice almost fond. “Only a heartbeat, but we keep the orchard in rhythm.” She beckoned Samira forward, guiding her to kneel at the edge of the group, her shift lifted, body bared to sun and herd. The applewood paddle felt cool and strange against her skin.

“One swat, for learning,” Mayes intoned. “And one for showing the others how to take it.”

The paddle cracked lightly across Samira’s backside—a quick sting, more shock than pain. The herd broke into warm applause, bells jangling, and a few called out, “Welcome to the real orchard!” or “Now you’re one of us for sure!”

Samira found herself grinning despite the burn, her embarrassment melting in the sunlight. The ritual’s message was clear: all were seen, all were subject to correction, and all were equally embraced. The staff praised her form, the herd pressed close to offer support, and she was guided back into line with a gentle touch and a murmured, “Well done.”

When the corrections ended, the staff clapped again, signalling the return to ordinary time. “That’s the way, girls! Orchard discipline makes for orchard pride.”

Samira settled back among her new sisters, her skin still smarting, her heart beating hard with something like joy. She’d been tested, found wanting, and welcomed back just the same. The ritual was public, yes, but also safe—her shame now indistinguishable from belonging.

The rituals of feeding and correction left the herd buzzing—some rubbing their stung behinds, others giggling or looping arms around new friends as they returned to the shade beneath the apple trees. The staff melted back into the gallery, leaving the cows a rare, unsupervised moment together. This, Samira quickly sensed, was a different kind of test: not of yield or obedience, but of belonging.

The senior cow with the silver bell—Aaliyah, Samira finally caught the name—took her place at the centre, her presence as natural as sunlight. “All right, girls, listen up. New faces, old habits. The orchard runs on pride and discipline, but you don’t last long here without a sense of humour, too.”

She surveyed the group, her gaze lingering a moment on each new intake—Samira included. “First rule: the orchard sees everything. Don’t bother hiding your curves or your nerves. Every body here has been bent, paddled, and put on display. Second rule: help your sisters, even if you’re rivals. That means sharing advice, fixing a garland, whispering a warning if you spot Doc Mayes with a plug check in her eye.”

The cows laughed, some nudging each other, the tension melting further. Aaliyah’s tone shifted, more intimate. “There’ll be times you hate the public rituals—milking, grazing, punishment. But I promise, it gets easier. Every embarrassment you survive is one less thing the orchard can use to make you feel small. Besides, they only tease the ones they want to see thrive.”

A few transfer cows took the chance to rib the newcomers: “Watch out for the Apple-Gag day—that one separates the grazers from the bloomers.” Another piped up, “Don’t let your hips get you stuck in the gallery doorway, city girl.” The jibe was pointed at Samira, but she sensed a sly affection beneath it.

Samira smiled, rolling her eyes, her cheeks still warm but her heart lighter. She recognised the pattern—kitchen banter, the slow process of earning your scars.

A new cow, even younger than Samira, leaned in and whispered, “Did it hurt, when they first milked you? I thought I’d die of shame.”

Samira shook her head gently, voice still low but steadier. “It’s not so bad once you let go. They want you to yield—and then they cheer you for it.”

Aaliyah overheard and nodded in approval. “That’s the orchard way. Shame’s like a peel—comes off quick if you let it. What matters is how you show up next time.”

She gestured for the group to huddle closer, forming a loose, cross-legged ring in the grass. “One more thing, especially for the new herd. If you ever feel lost, or like you can’t do what they ask, you come to me. Or to Amara, or any of the old hands. We’ve all been there. The only way out is through.”

Doc Mayes reappeared with a tray of cups—cider for the senior cows, warm milk for the rest. “Bonding time,” she declared, setting the tray at the centre of the circle. “No hands—pass the cup with your lips, show your sisters how it’s done.”

The next few minutes were a warm blur of laughter, tipsy sips, accidental spills, and, for Samira, a growing certainty that she was being not just accepted but absorbed. Flirtation and rivalry mixed in: a boast about who could out-yield whom, a dare to see who could go longest without breaking posture during chores.

As the sun climbed, Aaliyah offered Samira a soft, motherly nudge. “You’ll do well here. There’s a power in being watched, if you make it your own.”

Samira, cheeks flushed from cider and praise, let herself believe it. For the first time, she was not just being tested—she was learning the orchard’s real lesson: exposure could be a kind of freedom, and belonging was its own, most dangerous pleasure.

The sun was high, the orchard humming with birds and the distant rumble of farmwork. The first rituals of the day faded into a gentle lull, the air thick with the scents of grass, apples, sweat, and straw. The staff retreated to the gallery, leaving the herd sprawled in a patchwork of bodies and blankets beneath the leafy canopy—some half-dozing, others chatting or braiding apple blossoms into each other’s hair.

Samira settled against a broad, sun-warmed trunk, her body still tingling from the morning’s ordeals. The ache in her backside had faded to a pleasant heat, her muscles loose with exhaustion and a deep, animal satisfaction. She let her knees fall open, the shift riding high, not caring who saw. For the first time in ages, her skin did not feel like an accusation.

Aaliyah joined her, folding herself down with the easy grace of someone born to the orchard. She pressed a mug of warm milk into Samira’s hands, her own mitts now draped across her lap. “Drink up, city girl. You’ve more than earned it.”

Samira sipped, the milk thick and slightly sweet—somehow richer for being her own, mixed with the orchard’s bounty. Around her, the herd drifted closer, shoulders touching, thighs overlapping, forming a loose circle of warmth and laughter. Someone tucked a blanket over her bare legs, another tucked stray curls behind her ear.

There was no shame in this touch, only the gentle pressure of belonging. Cows stroked each other’s arms, traced patterns over bellies and backs, offering lazy massages or just the comfort of presence. Samira felt hands—soft, strong, and sun-warmed—working knots from her shoulders, another combing through her curls with practiced fingers, weaving apple blossoms into a crown.

“I thought I’d feel more… lost,” she admitted, voice husky with fatigue and wonder. “But it’s like the orchard knows what I need before I do.”

A chorus of murmurs, agreement, a kiss pressed to her cheek. “You belong now,” said Amara, her breath warm against Samira’s skin. “The orchard doesn’t keep secrets. Every bit of you—every ache, every pleasure—is shared.”

As the herd curled tighter around her, Samira let herself be held, her body claimed by ritual, by touch, by praise. The weight of her curves, once her enemy, was now a kind of offering, a promise to the orchard and to herself that she could be more than the sum of her shame.

The bells on her collar and wrists chimed with every sigh, every shift, their music blending with the low, sweet laughter of the herd. Her heart felt as wide and abundant as the orchard itself.

For a moment—brief but blazing—Samira realised she was not merely surviving the spectacle; she was becoming it, blooming in the rich, wild light of belonging.

The scene drifted to stillness, the only sounds the breath of sleeping cows, the wind through the apple boughs, and the soft, contented murmur of her own heart.


Chapter 2: Apple-Gag Training & The Worm Test

The minutes dragged on, each new cow forced to hold her apple, jaws aching, breath fogging the glass, chins sticky with juice. Samira’s jaw throbbed, but she held tight, refusing to show weakness—if only because the only way out was through. Doc Mayes and Gwyn circled the kneeling herd, inspecting each apple for deep, visible bite marks and any sign of surrender. The staff nodded approvingly at Samira’s effort; her apple, already shining with saliva, bore the imprint of her teeth deep in its flesh.

Gwyn straightened and raised her voice. “You wear your silence well. This is not a private ordeal—this is your badge and your burden. Until the orchard is satisfied, you will keep your apple gag. No words, no protest, only discipline and display.”

The staff checked each ribbon for security, retied any that had loosened, and made sure mitts were firm on each new cow’s wrists. Samira’s lips burned, jaw stiff and sore, drool and apple juice slipping down her chin and between her breasts. She tried not to glance at the others, but out of the corner of her eye saw that she was not alone: every girl’s face was a flush of embarrassment, eyes bright with tension, bellies pressed forward as they breathed through their noses.

Aaliyah, the senior cow, approached with a knowing smile, adjusting Samira’s blossom crown and smoothing the hair from her forehead. “Show them how we parade, orchard girl,” she whispered, just loud enough for Samira to hear. “Bite down, head up. Let them see what you’re made of.”

The staff helped the gagged, mitt-bound cows rise, forming them into a line. The rest of the herd gathered as spectators, some teasing, others offering silent nods of encouragement. Staff and visitors—handlers, buyers, farmhands—looked on in anticipation.

Gwyn stood before them, her presence commanding. “Herd, today these new apples show their discipline. They will parade in silence. They will endure the orchard’s gaze, and they will do so without complaint. Let your bodies do the speaking—let your pride ring louder than words.”

With a signal from Doc Mayes, the line began to move. Samira felt her heart hammering, the weight of her body and her shame held together by the apple in her mouth and the ribbon biting at her scalp. Her mitts were useless at her sides, her arms pulled back as the staff steered her into formation.

The taste of apple—sweet, sharp, relentless—filled her head. The only sounds were the muffled scuff of knees, the distant birds, and the gentle chime of the herd’s bells. Every breath was a struggle, every step a surrender, but the ritual was not hers alone. She moved forward with the others, gagged and hands-free, into the orchard’s open day—on display, unspoken, utterly seen.

Led by staff and flanked by the senior cows, the new herd shuffled and tottered from the gallery, their apple gags glinting in the rising sun. The orchard was awake now: rows of apple trees bright with dew, light streaming through the branches, the grass alive with the hush of expectation. Every step was slow and choreographed, mitt-bound arms at their sides, bodies naked beneath thin shifts or left bared from the waist down, all for the sake of the ritual.

Samira felt every inch of her on display—hips swaying, breasts heavy and marked from milking, belly soft and visible beneath the taut linen. The apple filled her mouth, sweet and foreign, forcing her jaw wide, making her lips ache. Juice and drool slipped down her chin, dripping onto her collar and down between her breasts. Each time she swallowed, it was with effort, humiliation blooming and then transforming with every stride.

Along the orchard path, senior cows and staff watched with keen eyes. Some lounged against trees, bells and blossom garlands vivid in the morning light, while others trailed the parade, calling out encouragement or gently mocking the new girls. “Hold your heads up, apples! Let them see that pride!” “No slouching, Samira—orchard hips out, tail high!”

Samira tried to obey, back straightening, her posture forced into a shape both submissive and proud. With every step, her thighs brushed, her bell chimed, and the heat in her cheeks deepened. But around her, she saw the same flush on every face, the same wild, nervous shine in every pair of eyes. There was no hiding, but neither was she alone.

The parade passed beneath apple boughs hung with ribboned fruit and fairy lights—some apples as large as fists, some tiny and green, all gleaming like jewels in the early sun. At intervals, buyers and visiting staff stood with clipboards, watching as the new herd passed, jotting notes and exchanging quiet comments. Their gaze slid over Samira’s curves, lingered on her roundness, the stretch of her hips and the fullness of her breasts, the way her body seemed to overflow the orchard’s expectations.

“Lovely, that one,” a buyer murmured, just loud enough for Samira to hear. “Look at the bite she’s got—teeth marks deep as any I’ve seen. Good discipline, plenty of flesh, she’ll yield well in the gala.”

Samira’s heart leapt at the unexpected praise. For a moment, the apple in her mouth felt less like a punishment and more like a trophy, proof of her strength and belonging.

The parade stopped at a wide clearing, where a low platform had been set among the grass and fallen petals. Staff called each new cow by name or number, guiding them up onto the platform in single file, always gagged, always hands locked in mitts or behind backs. Here, each girl was made to stand, turn, and kneel—postures checked, hips adjusted, apple gags inspected for bite and shine.

Samira, called up last, climbed the platform, her steps careful, her body trembling but upright. The staff turned her to face the assembled herd, the buyers, and the distant gallery windows. She knelt, back straight, thighs parted, the apple pressing painfully against her teeth. Juice ran down her chin, pooling in the hollow of her collarbone, and her jaw ached with the effort of holding fast. But when Gwyn leaned in to check her gag and posture, she nodded with clear approval.

“Very fine,” Gwyn announced, voice ringing through the orchard. “This one knows what it is to bite through her shame and let the orchard see her pride.”

There was applause, not mocking but genuine, the herd chiming their bells and stomping the grass in solidarity. Samira’s chest swelled, the humiliation and pain transmuted—by ritual, by unity, by sheer effort—into something close to joy.

The staff left the gags in place. “The trial is not over,” Gwyn reminded the herd. “The apples remain until the Worm Path is conquered. Let them carry their silence as far as their bodies can go.”

Samira, still kneeling, let her eyes close for a heartbeat. She could taste apple, grass, and her own sweat; she could feel the ache in her jaw, the heavy fullness in her breasts, the throb of her bell against her throat. Most of all, she felt the weight of the orchard’s gaze—not as a burden, but as a mantle, a sign that for the first time, she was truly, gloriously seen.

The sun had climbed higher, burning off the last of the orchard’s mist, when the staff signalled the next trial. Gwyn clapped sharply, drawing the attention of the crowd. “On your bellies, apples! It’s time for the Worm Test—show us how you crawl for the orchard’s prize!”

A line of apples, fat and shining with morning dew, had been laid out along a winding track through the long grass, weaving beneath low-hanging branches and between the roots of ancient trees. The path was narrow, the earth cold and a little muddy from last night’s rain. Every few metres, a bell hung from a stake, chiming softly in the breeze, marking the route like a string of challenges.

Samira barely had time to process the instruction before handlers nudged her and the others into place: gagged with their apples, arms still bound in mitts behind their backs, knees and bellies pressed to the damp earth. Her shift rode up, leaving her backside bare to the sky; her breasts, heavy and milk-bruised, brushed the grass with every breath.

At the front of the line, Gwyn raised her staff. “You’ll crawl—head down, nose to the ground—until you find the biggest apple and bring it to the finish. No hands, no words. Use your mouths or nothing at all. The best effort is not always the fastest. Show us your grit, your yield, your orchard pride!”

A staffer rang a bell, and the trial began.

The new cows lurched forward, some scrambling, some hesitating, the bells at their throats chiming wildly. The grass was slick, cold against Samira’s thighs and belly, dew soaking into her skin. She grunted as she moved, using her shoulders and hips to propel herself, every shift of her body a fresh humiliation. Her jaw screamed for relief as she clenched the apple gag, drool and juice smearing across her chin and onto the grass.

She bumped and jostled against the others, the line breaking as bodies curved around tree roots and dipped under branches. Her hips made the crawl awkward—she had to sway them from side to side, her size making her slow, but the fullness of her body was on proud, helpless display. Each time she tried to pick up speed, her breasts dragged and jolted, her bell clanged, and her thighs pressed deeper into the mud.

Some cows tried to snatch apples early, but the staff called out, “No shortcuts—biggest apple or bust!” Aaliyah, watching from the sidelines, shouted encouragement: “Show them your bite, Samira! Orchard hips don’t quit!”

Samira bit down on her gag, eyes stinging. She focused on the apples ahead—one, larger than the rest, sat nestled in a tuft of grass at the path’s end. Her jaw ached, her body trembled, but she drove forward, face streaked with mud, legs burning.

Reaching the prize, she hesitated—how to grip it with her mouth, already filled by the gag? She dropped to her elbows, turning her head and nudging the big apple with her cheek, using her teeth to press it against the ground. With awkward determination, she managed to pin the apple between her face and the earth, scooping it forward inch by inch. Other girls were already struggling, their apples smaller, their bodies trembling with effort.

By the time she reached the finish line, Samira was gasping through her nose, sweat and apple juice slicking her face. She presented her prize to Gwyn—head bowed, hips high, apple pressed awkwardly against her lips and chin.

Gwyn inspected the apples with a practiced hand, lifting each for the herd and staff to see. “Deepest bite marks—Samira! And the biggest apple, too. There’s discipline and hunger in this one.”

There was laughter and applause, a rowdy chorus of bells. A staffer gently stroked Samira’s cheek, wiping away the worst of the mess, offering a quiet, “Well done, love.”

The girls who dropped their apples or chose small ones were playfully teased—one was awarded the “Rotten Apple” bell and sent to kneel for extra inspection. Samira, breathless and filthy, was allowed to kneel beside Gwyn for the closing of the ritual.

Despite her humiliation, Samira’s chest swelled with something close to pride. She had crawled, struggled, and been seen—not as a joke, but as a cow with will, hunger, and strength worth praising.

Her jaw still burned, her throat was raw, and her body was streaked with grass and juice—but as her bell rang in time with the herd’s applause, Samira was, for the first time, hungry for more.

The trial ended with the new herd panting in the grass, cheeks streaked with mud and apple juice, knees stained green. The staff moved among them, each girl still gagged, breathless and trembling, but heads lifted just a little higher now. Gwyn stood before them with a handful of apples, each bearing the unique imprint of desperate jaws and determination.

“Let’s see the fruits of your labour,” she announced. “Orchard discipline leaves its mark.”

One by one, the apples were inspected. Staff examined the teeth marks, the shine, the bite, holding each up for the herd to see. Those whose apples were barely dented, or had slipped from their mouths, drew laughter—some gentle, some raucous, but always in the spirit of camaraderie.

“Best effort for size and bite—Samira,” Gwyn declared, raising Samira’s apple high. The applause was warm, even reverent, the herd chiming their bells and calling out encouragement. “She bit through pain and pride alike—let that be the day’s lesson.”

Other cows were singled out for “quickest crawl,” “most inventive retrieval,” or “most amusing flop”—every accomplishment, every struggle, was acknowledged. Even the cow with the “Rotten Apple” bell was wrapped in the herd’s laughter and affection, made to kneel at the staff’s feet for an extra inspection, but then swept up into a rough, affectionate hug by the others.

At last, with the trial complete, the gags were finally removed. Staff eased the apples from each mouth, checking jaws and lips for bruises, wiping away drool and grass. When Gwyn untied Samira’s ribbon, her jaw ached, but she felt a deep satisfaction—a kind of victory written not just on her face, but in her body’s exhaustion.

Doc Mayes offered Samira a cup of warm cider, holding it to her lips since her hands were still useless. “Sip, love. You earned it.” The sweet, spicy drink soothed her throat and left her light-headed with relief.

Around her, the herd closed in—a crush of sticky, laughing bodies, mitts bumping, hair tangled with blossoms and leaves. They pressed their cheeks to hers, murmured praise, compared bite marks, and offered sympathy for aching jaws. The humiliation had been real, but the praise and laughter washed it clean.

Samira let herself sink into the chaos, her heart beating wild and full, her pride no longer a secret, but a song sung by every bell in the orchard. She had crawled, bitten, and borne witness to her own transformation—and the herd had claimed her for it.

The staff praised the new cows again, promising rest and gentle aftercare. The ritual was over, but the sense of unity, of being truly seen, lingered long after the apples were cleared away.

As Samira settled against the cool grass, her breath slowing, her body warm and aching, she knew this was no longer just endurance. This was becoming. This was belonging.

And as her bell chimed softly against her throat, Samira found herself eager—genuinely, hungrily eager—for whatever the orchard demanded next.


Chapter 3: Fitting & Bough Suspension

The morning air was thick with promise—a hush of dew and birdsong drifting through the open gallery as the staff moved among the herd, their footsteps muffled on straw and stone. Samira stirred, groggy but already tingling with anticipation. Her body was stiff from yesterday’s crawl, the ghost of bite marks on her jaw, her muscles loose and warm where the herd’s aftercare had worked away the worst of the ache.

Before dawn had fully broken, Doc Mayes and Headmistress Gwyn called the cows to rise, bells and garlands jangling, voices low but urgent. “Harness day, girls! The orchard wants to see you at your finest. On your feet, hands ready, pride up!”

A row of harnesses hung from hooks along the gallery wall—straps of soft, green-dyed leather, buckles burnished gold, each set adorned with small apple-shaped bells and stitched motifs of leaves and blossom. The air hummed with the scent of oiled hide and cut grass, undercut by the faint, sweet tang of cider.

Samira felt her pulse quicken. The harnesses were beautiful, but intimidating—designed to frame every curve, every dip and swell of a body meant for yielding. Her cheeks burned as Doc Mayes approached, holding up a set of straps sized for her “abundance.”

“Let’s have you, Samira,” she said, warm and brisk. “The orchard doesn’t hide its fruit. Arms up.”

Samira lifted her mitt-bound hands, nerves fizzing as the first strap wrapped around her torso, just beneath her breasts. The leather was cool, then warming quickly, snug but not cruel. Another buckle fastened at her waist, hugging her belly, the fit firm but careful not to pinch. Shoulder straps crossed her back, drawing her posture upright. Thick, padded bands circled each thigh, then a tail plug was offered—golden, weighted, and tipped with a green silk bow. With a gentle, practiced motion, Doc Mayes pressed it into place, the fullness a shock that faded to a delicious, humming ache.

“There,” Mayes murmured, buckling the final straps and checking for comfort. “Beautiful. You fill it out like you were made for orchard harness. No shame—look how the green sets off your skin.”

Samira glanced down, seeing herself transformed: the leather and bells caught every motion, every breath, her curves accented, not hidden. She flushed, half mortified, half strangely proud. Around her, the other cows were fitted as well—some smaller, some broader, each harness tailored to their shape, every figure admired in turn.

The senior cows offered honest, sometimes teasing praise. “That’s a harvest body!” “No gaps in those straps, lovely!” “You’ll jingle louder than any of us come parade.”

Once all were fitted, Headmistress Gwyn walked the line, inspecting each girl. “These harnesses are more than ornament,” she intoned, her voice smooth as cider. “They’re your proof of place—every buckle, every bell, every blossom earned. The orchard’s pride is public, and so is your offering. You’ll be seen, weighed, used, and—if you’re lucky—celebrated.”

A final flourish: blossom garlands were woven into hair, apple bells fastened at hips and breasts, mitts checked and locked once more. The herd gleamed in the growing light, the sum of their parts transformed into a spectacle of orchard abundance.

Samira’s skin prickled where the leather hugged her flesh, her tail plug heavy, bells already singing with the smallest movement. Her body, for so long a site of struggle and secret shame, was now a thing to be admired—open, framed, and claimed by the orchard’s ritual.

With a gentle hand, Aaliyah leaned in and whispered, “Wait until you feel the breeze through the boughs. That’s when you’ll know you belong.”

Samira swallowed, nerves dancing. The day’s ordeal was only beginning, but for the first time, she felt ready—harnessed, adorned, and, in some quiet corner of her heart, almost eager to be seen.

The ritual of harnessing complete, the herd gathered at the gallery’s open threshold, a living line of curves, bells, leather, and blossom. Sunlight was breaking over the orchard now, streaming gold through the mist and painting everything with a kind of trembling clarity. The grass sparkled with dew; distant trees hung heavy with fruit, and the air thrummed with anticipation.

Headmistress Gwyn signalled with her staff, and the herd began their slow procession into the heart of the orchard. The staff led them in single file—each cow hands still locked in mitts, bodies pulled upright by the harnesses, bells jingling with every step. Their hips swayed, breasts bounced, and the tail plugs tugged with every movement, all eyes drawn not only to the spectacle but to the open, communal pride in every exposed curve.

Samira found herself near the middle, acutely aware of every chime and every glancing gaze. Each breath drew in the scents of cut grass, leather, apple blossom, and the faintest undercurrent of cider. The morning was cool, but the excitement—and the growing heat of her own body—kept her shivers in check.

The path wound between rows of ancient apple trees, each branch heavy with fruit, some hung with garlands or tiny lanterns from last night’s festival. The herd’s bells mingled with the birdsong, the music of their movement a language of its own—every jingle a promise, every clink a challenge.

As they rounded a bend, the trees opened onto a wide, grassy clearing. The sun pooled golden across the space, where sturdy, low-hanging boughs had been selected for today’s trial. Beneath the branches, rugs and blankets had been laid for aftercare, and baskets of apples and cider waited in the shade.

Already assembled at the edge of the clearing were the senior cows and a handful of visiting buyers—men and women in country tweeds, their eyes bright with interest, clipboards in hand. Staff gathered at the periphery, calling encouragement, adjusting garlands, and checking harnesses for last-minute slips.

Gwyn turned to the herd, her voice ringing out, “Orchard Herd, you are seen. Today, you are tested not just for yield, but for your beauty, your bravery, your belonging. Suspension is the rite that proves you: a body offered to the orchard, to the sky, and to those who would honour what you give.”

Staff and senior cows began helping the new herd to their places beneath the boughs. Samira’s heart pounded as she was guided forward, positioned so that all could see—buyers, staff, the watching herd. Her harness was checked one final time, bells arranged, blossoms straightened. The ground beneath her was soft, cool with dew, but the press of bodies and the eager, celebratory air made her feel strangely light.

Aaliyah, positioned beside her, squeezed Samira’s wrist with her mitts. “Deep breath, city girl. Let the orchard hold you. The rest will come.”

Samira nodded, throat tight, her skin humming where the leather pressed. She gazed up through the branches, sunlight splintering in the leaves above, and felt the collective anticipation—hers, the herd’s, the whole orchard—ready to bloom.

She was here, not just to be seen, but to be displayed. Not just to submit, but to offer herself as part of something larger, something that was both humiliation and celebration.

The trial was about to begin.

They called it the Bough Trial, and for Samira, the name would echo in memory long after the marks faded from her skin.

The sun was high now, burning away the last of the mist, gilding the orchard clearing in a brightness that left nowhere to hide. Samira stood among her sisters, her harness snug around every curve, the tail plug heavy and insistent, her mitts already aching from hours of restraint. Bells swung at her hips and breasts; her blossom crown shed petals with every tremor of anticipation. Around her, the herd buzzed with tension—nervous giggles, whispered reassurances, a barely contained excitement that was as much arousal as fear.

Staff moved among them, checking buckles and garlands, brushing stray hairs from faces, murmuring comfort or last-minute advice. Headmistress Gwyn was everywhere, her gaze sharp but not unkind, her hand cool and sure as she tapped Samira’s shoulder. “You’re to be in the centre, darling. Show us how city fruit ripens.”

Samira could only nod, throat too tight for words. She had not known, until this moment, how fully she wanted to be seen—and how terrified that desire made her.

One by one, the cows were led beneath the low, sturdy boughs. Leather cuffs were buckled around each wrist—mitts still in place, palms useless—then ropes, thick and soft, were threaded through D-rings set in their harnesses, hoisted slowly, arms drawn overhead, feet just barely brushing the grass. Bells chimed with each rise, the sound delicate as the first notes of a song.

Samira felt the harness cinch tight against her ribs and belly, the pressure grounding even as her toes left the earth. She dangled for a moment, suspended in sunlight, the orchard spinning below. Her arms ached, her shoulders burned, but the real shock was how naked she felt—her entire body framed and offered, nothing left unmeasured or unseen.

She was not alone. A row of cows hung in the air beside her, bodies swaying in the morning breeze. Hips, bellies, breasts—each a different shape and shade, each adorned in leather and blossoms, each making music of its own as bells rang and harnesses creaked. The buyers moved in for a closer look, clipboards poised, expressions ranging from clinical curiosity to open hunger. The senior herd watched with a mix of envy and encouragement; some grinned and called jokes, others gazed with a kind of reverence.

Doc Mayes, ever gentle, stepped before Samira, her gloved hands soothing as she checked circulation, then adjusted Samira’s hips to best “show the orchard’s gift.” “You’re a marvel, love,” she whispered, smoothing the leather where it bit into the softest part of Samira’s thigh. “Let them see every inch.”

Samira’s pulse hammered in her ears. Her body, once the source of her deepest shame, was now displayed, lauded, and—she could not deny it—desired.

“Ready for milking!” Gwyn’s voice rang out, echoing between the trees.

A flurry of staff set about their task, moving from cow to cow with clinical efficiency and something more. Samira watched as cups were fitted to each breast—glass and gold, suction humming to life, the first tug making her gasp and bite her lip. She heard the same sound from her sisters, a chorus of shudders and breathless moans as milk began to flow, drops gathering in jars lined up below each suspended body.

Samira’s milk came quickly—her body had been aching for release since dawn. The suction was steady, the pressure building, her breasts full and sensitive in the harness. Milk welled and ran, beads sliding down the inside of the cups, pooling in the warm glass. A staff member announced her yield aloud, “Fine flow—look at that colour! You’re all orchard cream now, Samira.”

The buyers murmured approval. One—a woman in smart country tweed—pointed out the high letdown, the generous curve of Samira’s hips. “She’ll do for the gala, no doubt. Such presence—look at the way she swings.”

The herd echoed the praise. “That’s harvest for you!” “Show them what London sends us!” “Bigger is always better here, love!” Their words were a balm and a spur, setting Samira’s cheeks aflame and making her arch her back, pressing her breasts further into the suction, letting the shame and pride blend until she could not tell them apart.

The suspension went on—longer than she expected. Staff rotated the cows, hoisting some higher, letting others dangle lower. A few, overcome with the intensity, whimpered or tried to hide, but every effort was noted. “Head up, Amara—orchard girls don’t shy from the sky!” “Smile for us, Ruth, you’ll get a blossom for bravery!”

Discipline was gentle but firm. One girl, trembling and on the verge of tears, was given two quick smacks with the applewood paddle, the sound echoing as a sharp reminder. The rest of the herd cheered her through it, bells and applause drowning out any trace of mockery. Another, who let out a defiant giggle, was made to sing a silly rhyme as she swung, the humiliation softened by the laughter of her sisters.

Through it all, Samira clung to the rope’s pressure, the heat in her harness, and the steady throb of her own bell. Her body, stretched and swaying, ached in every muscle, but there was an exhilaration beneath the pain—a growing delight in her own spectacle. When she glanced sideways, she caught Aaliyah’s gaze, steady and bright. The older cow mouthed, “Beautiful,” and Samira’s heart soared.

The milking slowed, the jars full, staff easing off the suction with a final, tender pat to each breast. Some of the buyers gathered to inspect the yields, comparing colours, complimenting the fullness and clarity. “She’s a keeper, this one—writes her story in every drop,” a buyer said, pointing to Samira’s jar. “We’ll see her in ribbons by the Gala, mark me.”

Finally, the ropes were lowered, one by one, and the cows set gently down onto the grass. Arms tingled, legs shook. Staff swarmed in, removing mitts, checking skin for chafing, rubbing muscles with warm, scented oil. Blankets were thrown over trembling shoulders, cider or milk pressed to lips, while the senior herd gathered around to offer praise and comfort.

Samira collapsed to her knees, breath coming hard, her body both exhausted and radiant with heat. Her harness was smeared with milk, her thighs stained with grass, petals tangled in her hair. She was sticky, aching, and—if anyone asked—absolutely, wholly alive.

Aaliyah crawled over, wrapping an arm around Samira’s waist, guiding her down to the blankets spread beneath the apple tree. The other new cows followed, huddling close, a heap of laughter and shaking limbs, all barriers stripped away by ordeal and applause.

“You did well,” Aaliyah whispered, pressing her forehead to Samira’s. “You showed them everything, and they loved you for it.”

Samira blinked, her vision swimming. “I—didn’t think I could… Not like this.”

“That’s the point,” Amara said, nestling on Samira’s other side, her own harness creaking as she shifted. “Nobody thinks they’re enough, until the orchard proves them wrong.”

Staff passed around mugs of warm cider, tangy and sweet, and the herd drank without hands, tipping mugs and giggling when the liquid ran down chins or spilled onto bare skin. The buyers lingered at a distance, talking in low voices, but the world had shrunk to the circle of bodies under the tree.

Samira’s muscles throbbed, her arms limp, her breasts swollen but satisfied. Her skin bore the marks of the harness, the paddle, and the ropes—each a proof of what she had survived. Her bell, still ringing softly at her throat, was a melody she had learned to love.

A staff member, gentle and smiling, combed the tangles from Samira’s hair, weaving fresh blossoms through the curls. “You’ll be bruised tomorrow,” she said softly, “but you’ll be shining brighter, too. The orchard’s memory is long. Every mark is a promise.”

The senior herd began to sing—a low, wordless hum that rose and fell with the wind. It was a song of yield, of pride, of becoming, and Samira felt her body melt into it, the last of her resistance dissolving in the warmth and closeness.

When the song ended, the group lay together in contented silence, some drifting toward sleep, others trading quiet stories or simply breathing in the orchard air. Samira watched sunlight flicker through the boughs, painting gold across bare skin and leather and the shining bellies of her sisters.

She realised, as her eyes closed and her hand found another’s beneath the blanket, that she was no longer just surviving the spectacle. She was part of it—her humiliation transformed by ritual and herd into celebration, her body’s every weakness reimagined as abundance.

And as the orchard’s bells chimed on the wind, Samira surrendered to belonging—aching, adorned, and utterly seen.

The echoes of the herd’s song faded, giving way to the ordinary magic of birdsong and breeze. As the last note trembled in the leaves, staff moved quietly among the cows, beginning the slow, careful work of returning bodies to earth. Ropes were loosened, harnesses checked for rub and mark, mitts unbuckled with gentle fingers. The process took time—each cow was treated not as an object to be stored, but as a living, cherished thing, worthy of ritual care.

Samira’s arms were the last to be lowered. She gasped as the blood returned, a deep ache surging through her shoulders, then down to tingling hands. Doc Mayes was there at once, cradling Samira’s wrists, massaging circulation back into her fingers. The touch was firm but warm, the nurse’s voice pitched low so only she could hear. “Easy now. Breathe. You’re all right. You did beautifully.”

Samira nodded, blinking away the tears that pricked her eyes—half from pain, half from something sweeter. The world felt thick and muffled, her skin buzzing, every sense magnified by exhaustion and endorphins.

A blanket was wrapped around her shoulders, soft wool smelling of apples and straw. She was eased down onto the grass, her harness gently loosened, tail plug eased free with a slow, careful twist that left her muscles fluttering. Staff checked every buckle mark, every bruise and scrape, tutting with satisfaction at the rosy flush across her breasts and hips.

All around her, other cows were being tended in the same way—some slumped, too weary to speak, others giggling, comparing harness marks, the air full of affectionate teasing and soft praise. Aaliyah, who had swung beside Samira through the trial, nestled close, pressing their bare arms together beneath the blanket. “You did well, city girl. You made us proud.”

Mugs of warm cider and bowls of creamy porridge were passed hand-to-hand, no one bothering with utensils. Staff moved through the circle, offering sips and gentle strokes of encouragement. Someone combed Samira’s tangled hair, weaving a fresh blossom at her temple, while another massaged oil into her thighs, working away the worst of the ache.

The sun was high, dappling skin with gold, the aftercare space a tangle of bodies and laughter, soft snores, and the ever-present music of bells. For a while, nothing existed but the warmth of the herd—shoulders pressed close, fingers tracing idle patterns across each other’s arms, a wordless promise that no one would be left alone.

Samira drank deeply of the cider, the sweetness settling her nerves. She closed her eyes, letting her head fall to Aaliyah’s shoulder, breathing in the orchard’s scent: leather and grass, crushed apple, sweat, and the faint, intoxicating tang of her own milk on the breeze.

“I never thought I could do it,” Samira whispered, the words half-swallowed by a sigh. “Not like this. Not… with everyone watching.”

Aaliyah hummed, soft and reassuring. “You did more than survive, Samira. You offered yourself up. That’s the real test—not just yielding, but wanting to be seen. The orchard sees you. So do we.”

Samira felt her cheeks flush, a different heat now—one of gratitude, not shame. All her life, her body had been something to hide, to shrink, to apologise for. Here, among these women, wrapped in their laughter and the marks of the morning, her size was no longer a secret or a weakness. It was a badge, a banner, a bounty.

The staff announced that a short rest would follow, then gentle chores or games in the orchard. There was no rush, no urgency. Just the luxury of lying close in the grass, letting comfort and community do their slow, necessary work.

As she drifted, Samira let herself savour the simple joys: the rough weave of the blanket, the sticky sweetness of cider on her tongue, the dull ache in her shoulders fading to something like pride. The herd held her, both literally and in spirit, and for the first time since her arrival, she truly believed she belonged.

The last thing she felt before slipping into a doze was Aaliyah’s hand, warm and steady in her own, and the faint, joyful chime of bells carried on the orchard wind.


Chapter 4: The Grass Grazing Challenge

The sun had risen high, bathing the orchard in a warmth that shimmered on every apple and blade of grass. After their suspension ordeal and the comfort of aftercare, the herd dozed or chatted in loose clusters, bodies tangled on blankets beneath the trees. Bells chimed softly, the air thick with the mingled scents of sweat, leather, crushed apple, and blossoming green.

The stillness was broken by the rhythmic call of a staff bell—sharp, bright, unmistakable. “Orchard herd, up! Harnesses and mitts—gather in the grazing field. The orchard’s bounty waits!”

A ripple of excitement—and, for some, playful groans—passed through the herd. Cows disentangled, stretching aching limbs, brushing grass from their skin, and straightening garlands or blossom crowns. The senior herd was first on their feet, already helping newer girls refit their harnesses: belts cinched around bellies, straps tightened at hips and shoulders, tail plugs tested and bells straightened until every cow jangled with every step.

Samira’s nerves danced as she let Doc Mayes slip the mitts over her hands, fastening the buckles with the same easy strength as always. “No hands today, darling,” the nurse grinned, tightening the last strap. “The orchard likes her feast unspoiled.”

Aaliyah appeared at Samira’s side, helping her to her feet. “It’s just grazing,” she whispered, a twinkle in her eye. “Messier than breakfast, but a thousand times more fun.”

The staff herded the cows, a bright, motley procession of leather, skin, and flower, through the rows of apple trees. Samira’s bell chimed at her throat, echoing the laughter and teasing voices of the herd. Some of the buyers and junior handlers lounged at the field’s edge, clipboards in hand, eager for spectacle.

In the centre of a sunlit meadow, the ritual awaited. The grass was already scattered with slices of apple—some green, some red and gold—heaps of toasted oats, fat dollops of cream, and small edible blossoms. Coloured ribbons marked “reward” stations for best posture or boldest effort. The food was spread low and wide, ensuring every cow would have to lower herself fully, hips high, shoulders to the grass, mouths and bellies leading the way.

The senior cows gathered along the edge, some lounging, others sitting up to watch, a few calling out playful warnings to the new girls. “Tail up, faces down!” “Let’s see who wins the apple blossom for boldest bite!” “No cheating, London—show us how you eat when no one’s looking!”

Samira’s cheeks flushed, but she found herself grinning. The embarrassment of the last rituals was still there—a familiar prickling under her skin—but it was softened now by camaraderie, the herd’s easy laughter, and the sense of ceremony in every movement.

Gwyn strode into the centre, voice ringing clear. “Orchard herd, today you feed as the orchard itself: wild, beautiful, and hands-free. Posture and appetite will be judged. Best grazing earns the blossom crown; worst… the Rotten Apple bell. Show us the orchard’s hunger!”

With a sweep of her hand, she signalled the ritual to begin. Cows dropped to all fours, bells jingling, hips rising, harnesses creaking, and Samira, in the centre of it all, felt the old nerves give way to a secret, trembling thrill. Here, her body was not hidden, but welcomed—her appetite, her curves, her very messiness celebrated.

She lowered her face to the grass, lips parting for her first bite, and let herself be claimed once more by the orchard’s rites.

With Gwyn’s clarion call, the ritual transformed the grazing field into a living pageant. Samira, along with the other cows, dropped onto her knees, then eased down onto her elbows as staff and senior herd circled in close, corralling the energy of the moment into something equal parts game and rite. The grass felt cool and springy beneath Samira’s bare legs and belly, still dew-damp where the sun had not yet dried the earth. Her harness creaked with each shift, bells chiming at her hips and throat, tail plug tugging with every movement.

All around her, the orchard hummed with the spectacle of hunger: women in harness and garland, their hair wild, eyes bright with nerves and anticipation. The field’s feast was scattered in artful chaos—rosy apple slices, crumbled oats, sticky honey, dollops of clotted cream catching the sunlight, edible blossoms tossed like confetti. The offerings were spread wide and low, forcing every cow to lower herself fully, hips swaying high, faces pressed into the food and grass.

Samira’s face flamed at the exposure: her breasts hung heavy, swaying beneath her as she crawled; her belly brushed the grass, sticky and cool; her hips rolled and her thighs parted with each stretch for another bite. The shift she wore was bunched up around her waist, leaving her arse bare for all to see—marks of harness and paddle still faintly visible from the morning’s ordeal.

Staff circled, offering real-time feedback with a mixture of mirth and authority. “Wider knees, Ellen—let the orchard see your hunger!” “Don’t be shy, Lucy, that apple won’t bite itself.” “Samira, hips up, belly down, there’s a blossom crown waiting for best posture.” Their voices blended with the ring of bells and the birds overhead, weaving the ritual into every sense.

At first, Samira moved gingerly, awkwardly aware of every jiggle, every exposed curve, the cream that clung to her chin and ran in rivulets down her breasts. She hesitated at an apple slice, nose nearly touching a tuft of clover, and caught her own reflection in the eyes of a nearby buyer—assessing, hungry, but also approving. A jolt of shame ran through her, but then Aaliyah, grazing just beside her, nudged Samira with her hip and grinned, a streak of cream on her own cheek.

“Eat up, city girl,” she whispered, voice pitched so only Samira could hear. “Orchard’s watching. The hungriest cow wins the sweetest prize.”

Samira felt laughter bubble up, mingling with her nerves. She opened her mouth, teeth sinking into a crisp slice of apple, juice spilling down her chin. The flavour was shocking—bright, tart, alive. She leaned forward, licking cream straight from the grass, oats clinging to her lips. All at once, her embarrassment softened, replaced by the primal pleasure of feeding, of being seen, of offering her appetite as a spectacle.

The herd began to play, turning the ritual into raucous competition. Some tried to snatch the largest apple slices, others arched their backs, making a show of posture and “natural technique.” “Tail up, Ruth!” “Whoever eats the most gets first pick at the cider!” Cows nuzzled one another, giggling as cream was licked from cheeks and jaws. The field was alive with laughter, the sound of bodies jostling, bells clanging as hips knocked together.

Samira, swept up in the energy, felt her own appetite rise. She reached for a pile of oats with only her lips, gathering as much as she could, feeling the stickiness of honey mingle with the salty taste of her own skin. A staff member knelt to check her posture, pressing a palm to the small of Samira’s back. “Beautiful, love,” she murmured. “You look born for this. Let the orchard see you thrive.”

Buyers and handlers watched from the sidelines, some taking notes, others openly smiling at the spectacle. “She fills the harness well,” one remarked, gesturing at Samira’s abundant backside, the curve of her thighs. “Strong appetite, no hesitation—that’s what we want.”

Samira flushed with pride, heat blooming across her skin. Every motion was being seen, measured, weighed—but the scrutiny no longer felt like judgment. It was an invitation, a challenge to claim her body and her hunger, not hide from it.

The herd’s chant rose again, louder now, exuberant:

“Apple sweet and honey wild,

Orchard feeds her boldest child.

No hands to hide, no shame to keep—

We graze, we giggle, we dive in deep!”

As the last of the food disappeared, the staff called for a final round of “boldest bite.” Samira, emboldened, lunged for the last slice of apple, taking it between her teeth and grinning around the mouthful, cream streaking her chin and blossom petals caught in her hair. The herd cheered, some teasing, “Careful, London, you’ll out-graze us all!” and others simply applauding her gusto.

When the feeding ended, Gwyn walked the line, inspecting each cow—chins up, hips high, faces smeared with the evidence of their feast. “Best grazer,” she declared, pointing to Samira. “For posture, appetite, and sheer spectacle, the blossom crown is yours.”

Staff placed a fresh garland of apple blossoms around Samira’s hair, their scent sweet and sharp. The applause was real, the laughter gentle, and Samira found herself beaming through the sticky mess, her heart pounding with pride.

She knelt with the others, breathless and full, as buyers and staff called out final notes—“Strong jaw, good yield!” “She’s a show cow for certain.” The comments were no longer barbs, but badges of belonging.

In the orchard, shame was just another kind of hunger—one that could be fed, transformed, and shared.

Samira’s hands ached in her mitts, her body was a sticky, glorious mess, and she could not remember a time she had felt more alive, more celebrated, or more ready for whatever came next.

The last shreds of apple skin were still clinging to Samira’s lips when the call went out: “Hold, herd! Stay as you are!” The order rang out through the meadow, sharp and certain, and every cow on the field froze—mouths sticky, knees buried in grass, harnesses smeared with cream and honey, mitts trapped useless at their sides.

Samira felt her heart skip, her body humming with a wild, unspent energy. She barely had time to swallow her mouthful before staff descended in a practised, methodical sweep. The staff—boots slick with dew, sleeves rolled, faces open with anticipation—moved among the herd with swift, gentle authority, their hands warm and sure.

She glanced sideways: every woman around her was in the same position—on all fours, tail plugs bobbing, hips arched high, their bodies streaked with food and sweat and orchard sunlight. The ground pressed against Samira’s belly, grass cool on her skin, blossoms crushed beneath her knees. Her shift was bunched at her waist, baring her backside and thighs, the leather harness biting deliciously into her curves. Milk from the last session had dried sticky in the hollow beneath her breasts, but she knew, from the ache and fullness, that her body was ready again.

Gwyn’s voice rang out, sharp and clear: “Yield is joy, and joy is public. The orchard asks, you answer. Milking begins—hold your grazing pose until released!”

There was a rustle as the staff moved into action. The machines and hand-pumps were brought forward—glass jars, polished and gleaming, thick tubes, polished metal cups, the scent of disinfectant and warm water mingling with apple and cream. Doc Mayes was at Samira’s side first, kneeling in the grass, her hands gentle but authoritative as she reached beneath Samira’s body to cup each breast.

Samira’s nipples were already tight, sensitive from grazing and the brush of her shift. Doc Mayes’ fingers were practiced, massaging gently from the outside in, coaxing the flow, working out any tension with deliberate slowness. Samira shuddered, pressing her forehead to the ground, the movement of the nurse’s hands unmistakably intimate—a pressure that built, then melted, a sweet ache growing behind her breasts.

“Beautiful,” Mayes murmured, rolling Samira’s left nipple between thumb and forefinger, the touch neither harsh nor overly soft. “You’re already leaking, love. You’ll give us a show.”

The first cup was cold against her skin—a jolt that made her arch higher, breath catching. The vacuum whirred to life, and then came the unmistakable pull: a gentle, rhythmic tug, then another, and another. Milk welled, pooled, and began to trickle down the tube with a sound both shocking and deeply satisfying—a wet hiss, the promise of release.

The right breast followed. Samira’s arms shook, her back tightening as the suction pulled at her, drawing out not just her milk but a flush of heat that seemed to flood her whole body. Each pulse of the machine echoed deep inside her, as if the orchard itself were drinking her in.

Staff moved along the line, fixing cups to every cow, calling out encouragement and corrections. “Arch your back, hips higher!” “Good, good—let them see you yield!” Samira heard the rush and hiss of milk from all sides, the air alive with the sounds of bodies being emptied, jars filling, bells chiming, and the distant giggles and cries of the herd.

Her own milk flowed freely, each pulse an answer to the orchard’s demand. She could feel the jar growing heavier, hear the change in the suction as it filled. Mayes stroked her flank with a damp towel, wiping away the sweat and remnants of cream, her hand lingering over Samira’s hip, steadying her through each wave of sensation.

Samira’s entire world had narrowed to touch and sound: the tug at her breasts, the pressure of harness and tail plug, the wet, grassy scent rising up each time she exhaled. She heard her name called—“Samira, four and a half! That’s the field record!”—and the sound sent a shock of pride through her that made her arch even higher, hips rocking involuntarily.

Her thighs trembled with the effort, muscles burning. Her knees ached from the pressure of the earth. The harness dug into her belly and the tops of her thighs, the edge of a strap slipping into the crease below her breast with every shift. Her hair clung to her forehead, sweat running down her spine, and still the machine pulled, pulled, pulled.

A buyer knelt in the grass nearby, taking notes, murmuring to another, “Look at the colour—golden, thick, she’ll be the star at auction.” Samira couldn’t help it—she flushed with pleasure, embarrassment drowned beneath a rush of belonging and approval.

All along the line, other cows groaned, whimpered, or bit their lips to keep from crying out. For some, the milking was almost too much; for others, a test of pride and endurance. A few lost their posture, earning a gentle tap with the applewood paddle or a teasing word from staff, but most held their place, determined to shine.

Doc Mayes leaned in, whispering so only Samira could hear, “You’re what the orchard’s meant for, love. Don’t ever doubt it.”

The machine slowed, the jar near overflowing. Mayes eased the cups away, wiping Samira’s breasts clean, her hands sure and comforting. The relief was intense—Samira’s nipples tingled, her chest felt lighter, and the ache in her muscles was matched only by a pulse of pride that ran deep.

Staff moved along the line, holding up jars of fresh milk—some nearly full, others only partway, each yield celebrated aloud. “Three for Ellen—good flow!” “Amara, two and a quarter, bright and sweet!” “Samira, four and a half—orchard cream, pure as cider!”

The herd cheered, bells ringing, bodies pressing together for warmth and comfort. The buyers applauded, some openly praising the “show” and others murmuring approval at the yields, the bodies, the spectacle. Samira met their eyes, her face streaked with sweat and pride, no longer shrinking from the attention but drinking it in, letting it fill her with something fierce and hungry.

When all the jars had been shown, staff moved in with warm towels and gentle hands. Harnesses were loosened just enough for comfort, mitts left on, but the touch was careful, reverent. Samira’s body trembled from exertion, but she found herself grinning as a staff member cleaned her chest and checked for any sore spots. “You did well, orchard queen,” the woman whispered, tucking a fresh blossom behind Samira’s ear.

Aaliyah crawled over, her own face flushed and sticky, eyes bright with delight. “You’re the talk of the field, city girl. The buyers want your milk for the pie, and I bet every cow here wishes she had your yield.”

Samira laughed, low and ragged, letting the herd’s praise wrap around her like a second skin. The shame of her size and fullness, once so sharp, now seemed a distant memory—here, those very things were celebrated, desired, made into a spectacle of joy.

The herd pressed close, bodies tangling together as staff passed around jars of cider, small bowls of their own milk mixed with honey and blossom. Samira drank deeply, tasting herself, tasting the orchard, tasting belonging. She felt hands stroke her back, arms loop around her waist, lips brush her cheek in congratulation.

Gwyn called out a last word, her voice proud and clear. “This is the orchard’s promise: you give, and you are given back. Each drop, each mark, each witness to your surrender is a badge of honour.”

Samira knelt in the grass, body sticky and sore, but radiant with pride. The sunlight gleamed on her skin, the scent of apples and cream lingering in the air. As her bell rang softly, she realised she would never see her body the same way again. Here, in this field, in this herd, she was more than enough—she was abundance itself, celebrated and adored.

And as the orchard quieted, the ritual complete, Samira knew she would carry this feeling—this raw, physical joy—wherever the orchard demanded next.

The field, still humming with the echoes of milking and the laughter of the herd, shifted in tone as Gwyn raised her staff and called for order. “Up, girls—knees to grass, chins high. The orchard sees every effort. Praise is public, and so is correction.”

Cows scrambled from their feeding and milking poses, some leaning against one another, others massaging sore muscles through harness and garland. The staff moved through the aftermath, baskets of fresh towels and cups of cool cider in hand, dabbing sweat and milk from sticky skin, offering quiet comfort or quick, teasing pinches to backsides as they lined the herd up in a broad semicircle beneath the apple trees.

Samira knelt between Aaliyah and Amara, her skin tingling with the aftereffects of exposure, milk, and praise. She watched the staff’s practiced movements—their easy, affectionate authority, the way even correction felt woven into the orchard’s gentle law.

Gwyn strode before the herd, voice ringing over the breeze. “First, the praise. Best grazer—Samira, for appetite, posture, and joy. Blossom crown to you.” A fresh garland was slipped over Samira’s hair, petals cool against her damp forehead, her herdmates breaking into a cheer and a round of applause.

“Strongest yield—Amara, three jars full and sweet as cider.” “Boldest display—Ellen, for licking every last drop with no shame!” The praise was given aloud, each girl celebrated by name, the accolades lingering, letting every woman savour her moment in the sun.

But the ritual was not all softness. “Now, for those who lost form,” Gwyn continued, her tone playful but unyielding. “Lucy, mitts off—stand for two with the paddle. You know the orchard’s rules: hips high, mouth low, no hands. Next time, no cheating.”

Lucy, blushing but grinning, rose to all fours and crawled forward. Doc Mayes helped her up, gentle and unhurried. The applewood paddle gleamed as Gwyn delivered two crisp, ringing swats to Lucy’s exposed backside, the sound sharp but not cruel. Lucy gasped, then laughed, the herd echoing her with a chorus of supportive shouts and a rush of bells.

“Cheer your sisters, not their mistakes,” Gwyn reminded them. “Discipline is never a shame—it’s how we learn, and how we grow.”

Next, a new girl who had hesitated at the milking machine was called to the centre. Staff teased her lightly, then fastened the “Rotten Apple” bell around her neck—a black-painted apple dangling from a ribbon, its weight a reminder of her public stumble. She was required to kneel in view for the next round, her body on display, but the herd made space, pressing close so she would not feel alone.

Samira watched, her own embarrassment at past mistakes softened by the warmth and laughter surrounding every act of correction. She recalled her own first paddling, the sting already fading in memory, replaced by the echo of herd approval.

After the last discipline was given, the staff led the herd in a round of applause, bells and voices raised together. The tone was unmistakable: mistakes did not expel a cow from the fold—they drew her deeper in, marking her not as a failure but as someone seen, corrected, and cherished. Even the buyers and visiting staff joined in, nodding approval at the rituals’ fairness and the palpable spirit of community.

“Let these marks, these bells, these lessons be badges of honour,” Gwyn declared. “The orchard asks for all of you, not only your pride but your mistakes. We grow best where we’re tended—by ritual, by touch, by each other.”

The herd pressed close, arms linked, heads resting on shoulders. Samira felt Aaliyah’s hand squeeze hers, and Amara’s hair brush her cheek. Laughter broke out, stories traded—“Remember when I wore the Rotten Apple for a week?” “Amara once took three paddlings in a morning!” “Did you see how Lucy arched? She’ll win next time for sure.”

Staff returned with cider and slices of apple, offering sips and bites from hand to mouth, furthering the hands-free ritual. The sun dipped toward afternoon, the air thick with sweetness and satisfaction, the rituals of praise and correction lingering on bare skin and in hearts that felt, for the first time in ages, completely, fiercely accepted.

Samira leaned back, letting the blossom crown tilt on her hair, her cheeks flushed with the sting of effort, the warmth of praise, and the camaraderie that had once seemed impossible. Here, her failures were celebrated as bravely as her triumphs, and her body’s evidence—of mess, of effort, of yield—was proof of her place among them.

The field rang with laughter and bells as the herd was released, ready to tumble into aftercare and rest. Samira moved with them, her body aching but her spirit soaring, eager for the next demand, the next chance to be seen, corrected, and, above all, cherished.

The sharpness of ritual faded, leaving a kind of golden stillness across the orchard. Staff moved with practiced tenderness, helping the herd ease from their poses—mitts unbuckled, harnesses loosened, blossom crowns straightened or replaced with fresh garlands. Every cow was given a soft, sun-warmed blanket and led or carried, if needed, to the shade beneath a wide, ancient apple tree.

Samira let herself sink onto a nest of cushions and straw, limbs heavy, skin flushed and sticky from effort, sweat, and the residue of milk and cream. The air was alive with the scent of apples and warm bodies, the quiet hum of bees, and the soft rustle of leaves overhead. Nearby, Aaliyah and Amara flopped gracelessly onto the blankets, giggling, rolling onto their backs with the freedom of children after a summer game.

Staff appeared with trays of cool cider, bowls of sliced fruit, and a pot of honeyed milk still warm from the sun. Cups and treats were offered hand-to-mouth, in a continuation of the day’s hands-free theme. Laughter broke out as cows tried (and failed) to sip or feed each other without spilling, the mess only adding to the sense of giddy relief and togetherness.

“Open wide, Samira,” Amara teased, holding a slice of apple between her teeth, crawling over to press it to Samira’s lips. Samira obliged, biting down with a grin, juice running down her chin to join the other sticky traces of the ritual. Aaliyah countered by tipping a cup of cider for Samira to sip, most of it missing her mouth and spilling cold across her collarbones, drawing more laughter.

With every touch, every exchange, the barriers between the women faded. They sprawled against one another, bodies tangled, legs draped carelessly, hands and arms a tangle of comfort and casual affection. Samira felt someone’s fingers combing her hair, another cow’s cheek pressed to her shoulder, the soft, slow pressure of bodies pressed together for no reason but the sheer pleasure of it.

For a while, no one spoke of discipline, or buyers, or who had yielded the most. Instead, they compared milk stains, swapped stories of worst grazing fails, and traded compliments—genuine and effusive—about curves, stamina, and the prettiest blossom crowns.

Samira let herself drift, eyes half-closed, the sun and cider warming her from the inside out. The ache in her muscles was sweet now, the sting of earlier embarrassment wholly transmuted by praise and touch. Someone wiped a smear of cream from her cheek with a gentle thumb; someone else pressed a lazy kiss to her temple.

When the staff returned, they found a heap of cows tangled in the blankets, their laughter rising and falling like the music of bells. Gwyn watched for a moment, pride and satisfaction softening her sharp features. “The orchard’s work is done for now,” she announced quietly. “Rest, herd. Let the afternoon be yours.”

Samira nestled deeper into the embrace of her sisters. The orchard’s sounds—bells, laughter, distant birds—became a lullaby. She felt the curve of Aaliyah’s body at her back, Amara’s arm slung over her hips, and the faint thump of someone’s heartbeat beneath her ear.

As her thoughts slipped toward sleep, Samira realised that she had never felt so accepted, so utterly claimed by her own abundance. Here, her size, her appetite, her very messiness were not flaws but badges of belonging—a fullness the orchard had demanded and the herd had celebrated.

Her last waking thought was a simple, wordless gratitude, carried upward with the scent of apples and the music of her bell:

I am home.


Chapter 5: Cider Bath & Glass Gallery Display

The orchard afternoon drifted by in a haze of drowsy laughter and warmth, sun filtering through the branches, bodies tangled in a contented sprawl beneath the apple trees. The earlier trials still hummed in Samira’s muscles, the soft ache of effort softened by cider and aftercare. The air was ripe with the scent of apples, skin, and the distant promise of something sweet and new.

The peace was broken by a cheerful chorus of bells and the firm, familiar call of staff. “Up, herd! On your feet—no more lounging. The orchard needs you shining for the next spectacle!” Laughter and groans rippled through the blankets as staff moved among the cows, rousing them with gentle hands and teasing reminders, straightening harnesses and garlands as they nudged each woman awake.

Samira blinked into the sun, muscles slow to obey. She stretched, feeling every inch of her body—the stickiness from cream and milk, the rough comfort of grass on her bare thigh, the weight of her harness snug around her hips. Her bell chimed as she rolled over, a small sound that sent a flicker of anticipation through her chest.

As she and the others stood, staff began arranging them in pairs and small groups, leading them toward the centre of the orchard. There, in a patch of sunlit grass, stood several enormous oak barrels, hoops shining, already half-filled with fragrant, golden cider. Buckets of warm water steamed in the shade, brushes and sponges laid out in neat rows, while baskets of fresh blossoms and clean towels promised comfort for after.

Headmistress Gwyn stepped forward, her presence commanding but smiling. “Today’s ritual,” she announced, voice carrying over the meadow, “is the cider bath. Before the herd may be displayed, before you can truly shine for your watchers, the orchard insists you be cleansed—milk, cream, sweat, and every mark of the morning’s labour must be washed away. This is not only a washing, but an offering: your bodies, your fullness, your surrender—shown and praised before all.”

The herd responded with a low, buzzing energy—some blushing, some laughing, all braced for what was to come. Buyers, staff, and senior cows gathered at the field’s edge, their expressions a mix of amusement and anticipation. The cider barrels seemed to glow in the sunlight, promise and threat in equal measure.

Aaliyah leaned close to Samira as they were lined up for the procession, her tone both playful and reassuring. “It tickles at first, but it’s heaven after all that sweat. Just let them scrub you—they’ll make a spectacle, but it’s all part of the game.”

Samira felt her nerves flare, a hot flutter of embarrassment at the thought of being stripped, soaked, and scrubbed in view of so many. But mingled with that dread was a deep, dizzying thrill—a desire to be seen, to be chosen, to be claimed and made beautiful by ritual.

Staff checked harnesses, removed the last traces of blossom crowns and blankets, and unbuckled mitts so that every cow stood exposed, skin slick with the remains of the day’s excess. The orchard air felt cool, almost bracing, on Samira’s sticky thighs and breasts, the sun tracing every curve and dimple without mercy or apology.

Gwyn called the herd forward, her voice lowering into something almost intimate. “Trust the orchard. Let the cider carry away your shame. You are not just to be cleaned, but to be offered anew—ripe, shining, ready for the glass gallery’s gaze.”

Samira’s heart thudded in her chest. She stepped forward with her sisters, the grass cool beneath her feet, the eyes of the orchard on her. Every trace of fatigue vanished beneath a wave of nervous anticipation and a sudden, startling pride. For all her self-doubt, for all the sticky, messy residue of the day, she was wanted, summoned, and soon—she would be revealed.

The meadow’s hush was shattered by the clatter of barrels being rolled into place, their oak sides damp and fragrant, iron bands shining in the sun. The scent of cider—sharp, golden, and honeyed—rose like a spell over the herd. Samira’s pulse quickened, nerves warring with anticipation. This would not be a bath hidden behind screens, or a cleansing done in private; it would be a public celebration of every mess the orchard had made of them.

Staff arranged the cows in loose lines, the buyers and senior herd forming a semicircle to watch. “All harnesses off for this one,” Gwyn intoned. “You’re to be as bare as apples in the sun—nothing between you and the orchard’s gaze.” Mitts were unlaced, buckles unfastened, leather and blossom crowns collected in baskets, until the field was a riot of naked flesh and trembling, sticky women.

The staff called names in pairs, leading each group forward, laughter rising as bodies jostled and bells still chimed at throats and ankles. Samira felt her skin flush as she stepped from the shade, her bare hips and thighs marked by dried milk, cream, and the deep lines of her harness. Every step was sticky; the grass clung to her calves, cider and sunlight bright on her skin.

Aaliyah brushed Samira’s shoulder as they reached the first barrel. “We go in together. That way, if you shriek, it’s not just you.” Her wink was conspiratorial, a balm to Samira’s nerves.

Doc Mayes offered a steadying hand and a murmured, “Steady, now, city girl—let the orchard soak you up.” With a flutter of staff hands, Samira and Aaliyah mounted the steps and perched on the edge. Samira’s toes curled over the slick rim, and then, with a whoop from Aaliyah, they slipped down into the golden cider.

The world became bubbles, cold-then-warm fizz, and the sharp tang of apple. The cider enveloped Samira’s body—up her calves, over her knees, hips, thighs, rising to her waist and spilling over the swells of her belly and breasts. She gasped as the liquid closed around her chest, her nipples tightening and tingling. The cider’s fizz found every tender place: the nicks left by the paddle, the secret soreness between her thighs, the faint stings of grass burns and chafed skin. The sensation was electric, shivery and almost erotic, every pore alive.

All around her, the air was thick with squeals and laughter. “Oooh, that’s cold!” “It tickles!” “Keep your arse in, Ellen, or you’ll slosh it all over us!” The barrels rocked gently as more women slid in, bodies pressed close, cider splashing up over shoulders and down backs. The orchard audience hooted and applauded, some buyers trading remarks on “the orchard’s crop” with a frankness that made Samira’s cheeks flare and her thighs squeeze tight beneath the surface.

Once settled, the staff set to work: some wielded soft-bristled brushes, others thick sponges, their hands as reverent as they were thorough. Samira’s skin was massaged, scrubbed, and caressed—fingers tracing the fullness of her breasts, the curve of her belly, the soft under-crease of her arms, the dimpled expanse of her hips and thighs. Everywhere, cider seeped into her pores, tingling over her bruises, soothing where the harness had bitten deep.

A handler cupped Samira’s chin, tilting her face up, and swept her hair back into the cider, combing through the curls with strong fingers. “Can’t leave a drop of cream or milk,” she teased, working blossom petals from the tangles, “or the gallery glass will never forgive us.”

Samira shivered, every nerve ending awake. She let herself be turned, dunked, and spun, cider running down her back and between her breasts, collecting in the valley of her belly and then sluicing down her thighs. It fizzed at her nipples, stung faintly at the bruised swell of her hips, and cooled the heat between her legs left by milking and the herd’s touch.

She felt hands slide over her shoulders, along the backs of her arms, kneading the knots from her muscles. Another staffer traced circles across her thighs, pausing to gently scrub at a stubborn smear of cream, making a show of “polishing every inch.” The herd shouted encouragement, some offering up songs or chants to cheer the spectacle.

Aaliyah, next to Samira, wriggled and splashed, sending cider sloshing over the barrel’s edge. “Feels like we’re being made into pie filling,” she teased, voice thick with delight. “The buyers are going to want a taste of this!”

At that, a buyer—an older woman with sharp eyes—called out, “Shine her until she glows, then bottle her up for me!” The laughter was riotous, but beneath it, Samira sensed the genuine appreciation—the joy of being noticed, praised, and handled with such open affection.

The staff leaned in, pressing their hands flat to Samira’s belly, their fingers splaying over the softest part of her, then up to cup her breasts, lifting, scrubbing, then letting her skin glide slick beneath their touch. The sensation was as much worship as washing; humiliation and pleasure braided together, inseparable now from the sound of applause and the orchard’s approving gaze.

When every cow had been bathed and scrubbed, staff poured buckets of fresh, warm water over heads and shoulders, rinsing away the last sticky traces. Cider streamed from Samira’s body, her skin left pink, shining, and tender. She was lifted from the barrel, hands supporting her underarms, her body slippery and gleaming in the sunlight, cider still trickling down her calves, her breasts, dripping from her hair in golden strands.

On the grass, towels waited—thick, rough, and fragrant with apple and sun. Staff swaddled each cow, gently patting them dry, massaging oil into tired muscles and working more blossom petals into clean hair. Samira felt someone’s hands kneading along the base of her spine, another working over her feet, the comfort of communal touch melting away the last aches of exposure.

The herd gathered on the grass, a festival of clean, damp skin and laughter, each woman radiant with the cider’s sheen. Some were dressed again in fresh harnesses, others wrapped in nothing but blankets and garlands. Staff fussed over bruises, checked for scratches, and handed out mugs of cider and sweet apple slices for refreshment.

Samira’s body buzzed with the memory of hands, of eyes, of cider fizzing in every hidden place. What should have been mortifying—her nakedness, her size, every curve and dimple revealed—was instead transformed. She looked around at her sisters, at the staff, at the buyers still watching from the shadows of the trees, and saw only celebration. Every body was praised, every mess cherished, every act of surrender answered by a chorus of laughter and ringing bells.

As the ritual faded, Samira realised she no longer clung to her towel for modesty. She stretched out on the grass, her skin tingling, blossoms braided into her clean, damp curls. Someone pressed a slice of apple to her lips; she ate it without shame.

The orchard had made her bare, and it had made her beautiful.

And when the staff called for the herd to rise—ready now for the glass gallery’s gaze—Samira did so with her head high, her body glistening, her shame transformed into shining pride.

The cider bath’s laughter faded into a softer, sweeter quiet as the herd spilled onto the grass. Staff guided each cow to a patch of dappled shade, the earth beneath layered with thick blankets and baskets of fresh towels, blossom garlands, and bottles of scented oil. The aftercare area was alive with sunlight filtering through the boughs, the hum of bees, and the occasional tinkle of a bell as someone stretched or shifted.

Samira collapsed onto her blanket, skin still tingling from the scrub of cider, muscles loose and grateful. The air was warm and fragrant with apples, her own hair damp and tangled, slick with the last drops of the ritual. She stretched out, arms above her head, letting her belly and breasts fall where they might. No one stared—no one needed to. Every body was bare, shiny, and celebrated.

Aaliyah flopped down beside her, rolling onto her back, blossom petals scattered across her curls. “We’re officially orchard-fresh,” she declared, laughter threading her words. “Think they’ll bottle us for next year’s harvest?”

Samira grinned, unable to help herself. “If they do, I want the label—sticky, abundant, and a little too much.”

The staff moved among the herd with gentle purpose. One knelt at Samira’s side, offering a towel to blot the cider from her breasts, then massaged warm oil into her shoulders and arms. Another checked her thighs and belly for any redness, rubbing away the last aches with practiced hands. The touch was neither hurried nor clinical: each movement was a gift, a celebration of the body they had so thoroughly used, cleaned, and displayed.

Gwyn came by, a basket of fresh blossom garlands on her arm. She knelt to crown Aaliyah, then Samira, then Amara with loops of white and pink petals, each tied with a green silk ribbon. “You all shine, now,” Gwyn said softly. “Not a one of you hidden. The orchard is proud.”

As staff finished their rounds, the herd began to sprawl and nest together—legs tangled, arms thrown across shoulders, heads pillowed on bellies and breasts. A staff member brushed Samira’s hair, untangling knots and weaving in sprays of tiny white blossoms. The feeling was both soothing and ceremonial, a finishing touch that made her feel, for a moment, less like a spectacle and more like something precious.

Cups of warm milk and cider were passed hand to hand—or, more accurately, mouth to mouth, as the hands-free theme continued. Samira found herself laughing as Amara, ever mischievous, tried to tip a cup to her lips, cider spilling down her chin, sticky and cold. She licked it away without shame, giggling as Aaliyah wiped her mouth with a swipe of her thumb.

The conversation was soft, almost drowsy—a patchwork of jokes, half-whispered gratitude, and lazy praise. “You looked like a goddess in that barrel, Samira.” “If they’re handing out ribbons for softness, Amara, you’ve got them all beat.” “I hope someone counted the bubbles on my arse—I lost track after twenty.”

Amid the play, there was something deeper—an undercurrent of pride and acceptance that ran through every gesture. Staff offered quiet compliments: “You held your head high,” “You let us see you, fully,” “Your body is a gift to the orchard.” For Samira, each word burrowed deep, soothing old wounds she’d carried into the orchard. Here, there was no need to shrink herself, no reason to hide.

When the herd was clean, rested, and newly adorned, Gwyn clapped her hands, voice warm and proud. “Time for the gallery, girls. Let’s show them what beauty looks like, after the orchard’s embrace.”

Samira stood, stretching until her joints popped, the garland warm and fragrant on her brow. Her body was still a little sore, a little sticky, but she glowed with a new confidence—a pride born not only of survival, but of being cherished, touched, and made beautiful before all.

She looked down the line at her sisters, each crowned in blossoms, skin gleaming, eyes shining. Together, they moved toward the gallery—arms and hearts entwined, laughter and bells following in their wake.

As they went, Samira felt the orchard’s gaze—no longer a threat, but a blessing. She was ready for the glass, ready for the crowd, ready to be seen and celebrated again.

The procession from the orchard to the gallery was nothing short of ceremonial. The herd moved together—naked but for their garlands and fresh blossom crowns, skin still glowing from cider and oil. Sunlight shimmered through the apple trees as buyers, staff, and senior cows fell in behind, their excitement humming in the air like a promise.

The glass gallery stood at the edge of the orchard, walls transparent and gleaming in the late-afternoon light. Inside, mirrors lined every wall and corner, amplifying every detail—every curve, every blush, every drop of moisture on skin. Staff opened the doors wide, inviting the herd in beneath the eyes of a crowd now grown: buyers in elegant tweeds, staff with clipboards, and senior cows watching with a mix of pride and envy.

Gwyn welcomed them with a flourish. “You are not just here to be seen, but to be witnessed—every angle, every effort, every beauty revealed.” Her voice rang through the gallery, reverberating off glass and tile. “Today’s display is for you, herd, as much as for the orchard.”

Samira was chosen for centre stage. Her heart pounded as staff guided her to the gallery’s central milking frame, an elegant contraption padded in apple-green leather, gleaming with polished brass. Mirrors surrounded her, and the gallery’s lights threw her reflection in endless, luminous loops. She stood tall, feeling the cool air tighten her skin, blossom garland heavy in her hair, breasts full and still rosy from the day’s ordeals.

A staff member helped her onto the frame—knees cushioned, arms cradled in soft restraints. Another adjusted her position, guiding her hips forward, tail plug gleaming, body exposed from every direction. The buyers pressed forward, their gazes intent, notebooks and phones at the ready, while staff murmured praise and technical notes.

The ritual began with a slow, deliberate unveiling. Gwyn circled her, describing every mark: “Here, the cider’s blush. Here, the milk’s trace. Here, the orchard’s pride.” She gently caressed Samira’s hip, then signalled to Doc Mayes and the milking team.

The cups were fitted, cold and smooth, to Samira’s nipples. She bit back a gasp as the suction began—a slow, rhythmic tug, the hum of the machine echoing in the hushed gallery. Mirrors captured her every reaction: the tightening of her jaw, the arch of her back, the tremble of her thighs as her body gave way.

Her milk flowed, pale gold and sweet, winding through the tubes into glass jars that caught the gallery lights and seemed to glow. Staff called out yields, the numbers ringing through the hall, and Samira’s name was praised for her fullness, her letdown, her composure.

“Look at her pride!” called one of the buyers, and another added, “A true show cow—every angle, every mark.”

Samira’s embarrassment burned away under the flood of attention. For the first time, she met her own gaze in the mirror—not shrinking from the sight, but embracing it. She saw herself as the orchard did: bountiful, beautiful, fully offered. The applause was thunderous, bells and clapping, her name chanted by her herd.

When the milking was done, her body tingling and weak, the staff carefully released her from the frame. Buyers came forward to taste her milk, offered in little crystal cups, praising its sweetness and the “hint of orchard.” Herdmates clustered around, wiping away tears and sweat, wrapping her in a soft blanket, pressing kisses to her cheek and brow.

Gwyn placed a golden apple bell at her collar. “For yielding so beautifully in the glass. For becoming the orchard’s joy.”

Samira let herself be held, pride blooming where shame had once lived. Every ache, every mark, every second under the glass was now part of her story—a story written not in hiding, but in full, shining display.

The gallery’s lights caught on her skin as she closed her eyes, listening to the applause, the ringing of her bell, and the hush of her own triumphant heart.

The applause seemed to shimmer through the glass, wrapping Samira in a warmth far deeper than the orchard’s afternoon sun. Staff helped her down from the milking frame, arms gentle around her shoulders, fingers soft as they released each restraint. The herd surged close, their bodies a tide of garlands, shining skin, and ringing bells.

Aaliyah reached Samira first, her embrace fierce and giddy. “You did it, orchard queen,” she whispered, pressing a kiss to Samira’s cheek, petals tangling in her hair. Amara wasn’t far behind, slipping a blanket around Samira’s shoulders and holding her close, their bodies pressed together in comfort and celebration. Samira felt hands stroking her arms, someone braiding blossoms into her damp curls, another girl wiping away a stray tear with the side of her thumb.

The staff moved among them, offering cups of warm cider, slices of apple, and honeyed milk. Gwyn herself crouched before Samira, meeting her eyes with approval. “You bore the orchard’s gaze, and you shone,” she said softly, voice carrying the weight of ritual. “That is all we ever ask. You belong.”

Buyers, too, lingered—offering compliments, some asking quietly to taste the milk again, each remark a further proof of Samira’s accomplishment. Staff praised her for her composure, for her yield, for her willingness to be utterly seen.

The herd began to settle on the gallery’s thick rugs and cushions, drawing Samira down into the warmth and comfort of their embrace. Bodies sprawled and intertwined—some resting their heads in others’ laps, some holding hands, the closeness a wordless promise of safety and pride. The sticky, aching aftermath of the display was washed away by the simple pleasure of being held and touched, cherished without reservation.

For a long while, no one spoke, the quiet broken only by the distant sounds of bells, the contented sighs of girls sinking into aftercare, and the murmur of staff as they moved through the room. Someone combed Samira’s hair, others pressed soft kisses to her shoulder, her temple, her hands.

Samira found herself crying—a slow, silent flood of relief and gratitude. She was not weeping from humiliation, but from joy. Every fear she’d brought to the orchard had been stripped away, not with cruelty, but with ritual, care, and community. Her fullness, her yielding, her “too muchness”—all of it had been wanted, witnessed, praised.

Aaliyah curled beside her, pressing their foreheads together, sharing in her quiet tears. “You’re ours now,” she murmured. “You always were.”

The staff left the herd to rest, the gallery’s glass walls now fogged with heat and the breath of so many bodies. The sunlight faded into gold, bells ringing softly as cows dozed or whispered together, sharing the memory of their ordeal and the giddy pride of having endured it together.

Samira felt the golden apple bell at her collar, its weight a promise she’d never have to carry alone. She looked around at the herd, at the staff, at the gallery’s mirrored walls reflecting her shining body—and she knew she was home, not in spite of her submission, but because of it.

Her last thought before slipping into peaceful, well-earned sleep was simple, certain, and sweet as cider:

Here, I am seen. Here, I am enough.


Chapter 6: Apple Bobbing Bondage & Apple Bell Run

Samira awoke to the orchard’s distinctive morning hush—a blend of birdsong, the distant chime of bells, and the slow, collective rustle of women rising from their tangled sleep. Dew dusted every blade of grass and leaf, sparkling silver in the early light. The sun was barely a thumb above the treetops, gold and soft, and the air still held the cool promise of night.

She stretched, feeling her muscles protest with a familiar, satisfying ache. Her body bore the residue of yesterday’s spectacle: garland petals stuck in her hair, the faint sweetness of cider clinging to her skin, and a golden apple bell still fastened to her collar—a symbol of both her endurance and the herd’s approval. Around her, the herd stirred, some murmuring quietly, others laughing at private jokes or comparing blossom crowns.

Before long, staff appeared at the edge of the sleeping cluster, carrying baskets of fresh shifts, harnesses, and mitts, their faces bright with anticipation. “Up, herd! Apple Games today—every cow present, prettiest smiles and swiftest feet!” called Doc Mayes, her voice carrying with an energy that sparked grumbles and groans, but also excitement. The herd rolled to their knees, gathering close as staff began the ritual of harnessing—soft leather wrapped around waists and hips, mitts fastened, tail plugs checked for snugness and swing. Every girl, Samira included, was inspected for bruises and fatigue, staff fussing with a gentle thoroughness that bordered on affection.

As they dressed, the mood was different—brighter, giddier, less weighted by the tension of ordeal. The Apple Games, everyone knew, were meant as much for joy as for spectacle. It was a rare day when rivalry and laughter were given pride of place beside the orchard’s usual rituals of submission and display.

Gwyn gathered the herd near a broad meadow at the orchard’s edge, beneath the heavy shade of three ancient apple trees. The field had been transformed overnight: colourful garlands hung between the boughs, ropes strung in playful loops, and at the meadow’s centre, a long wooden trough glimmered with icy water and bobbing apples—red, green, gold, each shining in the light. Further along, an obstacle course had been marked: low branches to crawl beneath, hay bales to slither over, lines of dangling apple bells waiting to be rung.

Staff bustled about, finishing the set-up, laughter mixing with the snick of rope against bark and the splash of apples in water. Buyers and visitors gathered at the periphery, drawn by the promise of public play and hands-free competition. Senior cows claimed seats of honour, blossom crowns resplendent, some offering words of encouragement to the new herd, others whispering tactics for “winning the golden bell.”

Gwyn stepped forward, her posture commanding but her smile wicked. She wore a sash of green and gold, a heavy bell at her hip. “Orchard herd!” she called, silencing the chatter. “Today is not for solemnity, but for play, pride, and spectacle. The Apple Games test not just your yield, but your boldness, your hunger for joy, and your willingness to be witnessed—messy, clever, and free.”

She explained the rules with ritual gravitas and playful glee. “First, the Apple Bobbing Bondage: hands bound, knees to the grass, faces to the trough. The cow who bites the most apples—without dropping, without cheating—wins the golden apple bell. There will be prizes for style, for shamelessness, and for sheer appetite.”

A ripple of excitement went through the herd. Samira felt it in her bones—a flutter of nerves and delight that she recognised from her first day, though now it was laced with anticipation instead of dread. She glanced at Aaliyah, who gave her an encouraging grin, already flexing her mitts and rolling her shoulders. Amara, ever competitive, was bouncing on her toes, tail plug swaying with every motion.

Gwyn continued, her voice rising, “After the bobbing comes the Apple Bell Run: an obstacle course—no hands, just mouths, hips, and bellies! Ring every bell on the way, and make the orchard proud. There will be cider and blossom crowns for our winners, and a few playful forfeits for our dawdlers.”

The herd laughed and groaned in equal measure, the tension of the previous day melting away beneath the promise of games and the giddy safety of ritual. Staff finished their preparations, checking harnesses and bells, leading the cows to line up beside the apple trough.

Samira found herself trembling—not with fear, but with a deep, wild anticipation. She was acutely aware of her body: the swing of her hips in the harness, the curve of her belly, the way her thighs and breasts would be on display as she knelt and bobbed. But she no longer felt exposed in the old way. Here, every body was fair game; every flaw, every abundance, every sticky trace from the day before was celebrated, not hidden.

The field was bright with colour and sound, the air cool but buzzing with laughter and the occasional, competitive shout from the herd. Buyers and staff circled the perimeter, clipboards and cider in hand, eager to judge and praise.

Gwyn clapped her hands, a bell chiming at her wrist. “Let’s begin the games, herd! Make the orchard proud, make each other proud, and above all—have fun. Today, joy is your discipline.”

Samira drew a deep breath, her heart pounding in her chest, a smile tugging at her lips. Surrounded by the herd, ready to submit herself to ritual and laughter, she felt not just ready, but eager. The orchard would see her—messy, bold, and shining—and she would see herself reflected back in every apple, every bell, every chorus of laughter that echoed across the field.

The games had begun.

The sun had climbed just high enough to burn off the last of the morning mist when the herd was marched in a procession toward the games field. The meadow was already alive with colour and excitement—buyers in linen and tweed, staff in orchard-green aprons, and the senior herd assembled along hay bales, calling out jokes and challenges to the fresh contestants.

Samira felt the thud of her heart as her mitts were buckled behind her back, the leather hugging her wrists, forcing her posture open and her chest forward. Her harness was tightened a notch, accentuating every curve, and the familiar, delicious pressure of her tail plug made her hyper-aware of every motion. She could feel cream and cider dried on her thighs from the day before, her skin cool and sticky in the shade, her belly rumbling in anticipation—not just for apples, but for the public attention the ritual guaranteed.

Doc Mayes gave a last check to Samira’s garland, brushing a strand of hair from her brow and whispering, “Remember, herd spirit is half the win. Make a mess, show us your hunger.”

A trough stretched before them—handmade, broad and deep, filled with water cold enough to draw steam in the rising light. Apples floated and bobbed, their skins bright and dappled. The air carried the sound of bells, birds, and the rumble of buyers’ laughter. Every woman in the line—curvy, lean, freckled, brown, scarred—was equal in this exposure: knees to the earth, faces bare, bodies painted in sun and shadow.

Gwyn raised her staff and the crowd fell quiet. “Apple Bobbing Bondage: five apples to win, none may use hands. If your apple falls, you start again. And,” she grinned, “the prettiest spectacle earns the golden bell, not just the swiftest.”

The herd lined up, harnesses creaking as they shuffled on their knees to the edge of the trough. The grass was damp and sweet under Samira’s shins, her thighs parting automatically for balance. She was keenly aware of the swell of her belly pressing into her lap, her breasts swinging loose as she bent to peer into the icy water. She heard buyers murmuring, “That one’s got a bite on her, watch her go,” and felt the pressure of their gaze as both thrill and weight.

Gwyn’s cry—“Begin!”—sent the field into chaos. Cows plunged forward, hair and blossom crowns flying, bells jangling madly as faces hit the water.

The cold was shocking, breathtaking. Samira gasped, the water streaming into her ears and down her neck, soaking her garland, chilling her nipples to hard, tingling points. Apples darted away from her open mouth, spinning and bumping against her nose. She blinked away the sting, fighting to find her rhythm—mouth wide, jaw working, her breath short and frantic.

Beside her, Aaliyah let out a roar of laughter as she surfaced, empty-mouthed, water pouring off her brow. “Keep your arse up, Samira! That’s how you get the good ones!” Ellen to Samira’s right lost her grip and burst out spluttering, only to be rewarded with a bucket of water splashed over her back by a grinning staff member. The herd roared, staff and buyers cheering, the ritual a riot of noise, movement, and messy competition.

Samira redoubled her efforts, tongue darting for a red apple, her chin scraping the trough’s edge. She caught it on the third try, teeth sinking into its cold skin, the taste sweet and tart. She raised her head, apple still clamped in her mouth, and the crowd erupted—buyers clapping, herdmates singing out, “That’s the spirit! First apple to Samira!”

The contest was relentless. Every time Samira went under, the water grew colder, the apples more elusive. Her garland slid down over her eyes, petals sticking to her wet cheeks, and she found herself giggling as she struggled for her second apple. Amara next to her snatched two apples almost at once, her jaw strong and unyielding, face fierce with determination.

The staff circled, calling encouragement and sometimes gentle taunts. “Don’t be shy, city girl, the orchard wants to see you eat!” “Wiggle those hips, Aaliyah, you’ll scare the apples into your mouth!” Hands patted backs, straightened harnesses, or gave quick swats to bellies and thighs to spur on slower bobbers.

With every plunge, Samira’s body became more water than flesh—her shift clung, soaked to her waist, breasts heavy and swinging, her tail plug tugging with every wiggle. The apples tasted of sun and frost, sweet and sharp on her tongue. Water and juice dripped down her chest, between her breasts, pooling at her knees as she pushed herself for a third, then fourth apple.

The herd’s energy was infectious. Some women bit their apples and flung their heads up with triumphant shouts, bells and breasts bouncing as they did. Others lost their fruit and had to start over, drawing laughter and mock groans. The buyers shouted favorites, making bets—“That one in green, look at her form!”—while staff kept score and the senior herd provided running commentary.

By her fourth apple, Samira was shivering, hair plastered to her head, the blossom crown a sodden ruin. Her cheeks ached from smiling, and her lips tingled from the cold. She caught a golden apple with her last plunge, her jaw wide, teeth clamped down, and surfaced, nearly choking with pride and laughter.

Aaliyah was just behind, face streaming with water and joy. “Finish it, Samira!” she called. “Don’t let the orchard down!”

Samira steeled herself, jaw working the last apple free, and surfaced with a cry. The staff blew whistles, bells rang, and buyers cheered as Gwyn stepped forward, inspecting each girl’s apples, herding them together for the final judgement.

“Fastest was Amara—four apples in as many breaths! But for spectacle, for style, and for giving us the most shameless joy—Samira, the golden apple bell is yours!”

A hush fell as staff tied the heavy bell around Samira’s neck, green silk ribbon soft against her damp skin. The bell chimed low and bright, a promise and a prize. The herd pressed close, hugging and kissing her cheeks, smearing water and juice in wild celebration.

Amara, ever competitive, took her mock paddling with a grin, and Ellen was made to crawl the course with an apple in her mouth, the herd laughing and cheering her on. Forfeits were gentle, always paired with praise and reassurance—a reminder that here, even “losing” was a badge of belonging.

Samira basked in the applause and the warm, sticky closeness of her sisters. Her body ached, her skin tingled, and her pride glowed as bright as the orchard sun. For a few wild moments, she was only joy and mess and ringing bells—her shame drowned in ritual, her laughter louder than any fear.

As the herd caught its breath and the staff reset the field for the Apple Bell Run, Samira knew she would never forget this morning. Here, kneeling in the grass, garland askew, apple juice on her lips, golden bell at her throat, she was more than enough—she was a champion, chosen by the orchard, claimed by the herd, and utterly, joyfully free.

The meadow, still echoing with the chaos and laughter of apple bobbing, transformed quickly as staff and senior cows reset the field for the next ordeal. Staff strung colourful ribbons between trees, adjusted dangling ropes, and checked each dangling apple bell, making sure every brass clapper was ready to sing at the lightest touch. Buyers shifted to new vantage points, eager for a better view. Herdmates, hair still wet from the trough, wiped faces and spat out the last traces of apple and water, gathering at the starting line.

Gwyn stepped forward, the bright sun at her back, golden sash and heavy orchard bell catching the light. She surveyed the herd, her smile full of promise and mischief. “Now comes the Apple Bell Run. This is not just about speed, but style, daring, and joy. You’ll crawl, wriggle, and swing your way through the orchard’s best—hands tied, hips high, bells to be rung by any means but fingers.”

The rules, she explained, were simple but strict: hands stayed bound in mitts behind backs or at sides, harnesses remained tight, tails and bells affixed to hips and ankles. The course wound between apple trees, beneath low branches and over straw bales, dotted with stations where apple-shaped bells hung from cords—each one to be rung using only hips, breasts, bellies, mouths, or thighs. Along the way, hay bales and barrels provided obstacles, ropes strung low forced the herd to wriggle and squirm, and every few metres, a staff member or senior cow was posted to keep time, cheer, and shout encouragement or teasing correction.

Samira knelt with the others at the starting line, her breath coming fast, golden bell from the bobbing contest still tied at her throat, harness snug at every curve. Aaliyah nudged her, grinning, “Ready to ring your way to another prize?” Amara, not to be outdone, shot a glance down the line. “Winner gets the first taste of cider after. Loser—well, you’ll see.”

Gwyn raised her arm. “On my word—herd, make the orchard ring!” The bell sounded, and the herd burst forward with wild, joyful abandon.

Samira’s world narrowed to grass, sky, and the flash of bodies beside her. She dropped to all fours, arms bound behind, hips rolling, knees digging into the cool earth. Her breasts swung heavily with every lunge, her tail plug bounced and tugged, the bells on her harness chimed a chaotic, laughing melody. She heard buyers gasp and staff cheer as the herd surged into the course, every woman a riot of colour, skin, and motion.

The first obstacle was a row of dangling apple bells, each strung just above head height. Samira rose up on her knees, arched her back, and twisted her hips, swinging her bell into the first apple until it chimed clear. Around her, the other cows did the same, some using breasts, others flicking their hips, Amara going so far as to bump the bell with her rear, earning a round of delighted hoots from the buyers.

“Style points, Amara!” a staffer shouted, ticking her clipboard. “Samira, those hips could ring church bells!” Samira flushed with pride, giggling despite the effort. She shimmied to the next station, her harness creaking, sweat beading along her back, every movement exaggerated for the crowd’s delight.

Next, the herd had to crawl beneath a web of low-strung ropes—hands still useless, forced to wriggle and squirm on bellies and thighs. The grass was soft and damp, brushing Samira’s skin, the earth cool against her breasts. She could feel her curves squeeze and shift, the rope occasionally snagging at her garland or sliding along the top of her hips. Ellen ahead of her got stuck, laughing helplessly until staff helped her free, drawing more applause and a chorus of “No shame in a tight spot!”

Samira powered through, shoulders flexing, tail wiggling behind, her bell singing in counterpoint to her heavy breaths. She could taste salt and apple on her lips, her mouth still sweet from the last round. Sweat trickled between her breasts, her thighs burning from the effort. At the next bell station, she twisted her body, pressing the bell against her belly and grinding upward until the clear chime rang out. Staff shouted, “Now that’s orchard innovation!” as Samira gave a triumphant wiggle, grinning for the crowd.

The course became a carnival: hay bales to straddle and hump, each cow finding her own rhythm to make the bells at each end jingle. Ropes to crawl beneath, stations where buyers and staff offered silly dares—“Ring this bell with your breasts, not your hips!”—and every time, Samira obliged, delighting in the challenge, the applause, and the laughter that followed her every move.

Amara and Aaliyah stayed close, turning the contest into a friendly, raucous rivalry. At a barrel obstacle, Amara tried to block Samira’s path, only to lose her balance and tumble into the grass, tail in the air, bell clanging. Aaliyah snatched a blossom from Samira’s hair and tossed it ahead like a gauntlet, shouting, “Last to the blossom owes cider for all!”

At the penultimate station, the course took the herd up a slight rise, where the final, largest apple bell hung from a low branch. Staff and buyers crowded close, cheering, taking notes, the sun warm on every shining body. Samira summoned her strength, planting her knees, arching her back, and swinging her hips in a wide, showy circle. Her bell struck the apple, a clear, ringing sound that echoed through the orchard. The applause was wild, buyers shouting, “There’s our star!” as she collapsed laughing, breathless and glowing.

The finish line was marked by a thick blanket and baskets of apples, staff waiting to untie mitts and offer cool cider. The herd tumbled over the line, bodies entwined, some rolling in the grass in fits of giggles, others shaking with exhaustion and pride. The staff began tallying scores—not just speed, but “best bell technique,” “most creative use of body,” “boldest crawl,” and “biggest audience reaction.”

Samira lay on her back, sweat trickling down her sides, golden bell chiming softly at her throat. Her body was slick and grass-stained, garland askew, but she felt luminous. Aaliyah rolled beside her, hair wild, face split in a grin. “You made them roar, city girl,” she whispered, and Samira’s heart leapt at the praise.

Gwyn called the results: “Best bell run, Amara—she barely slowed for anything! Most creative, Samira—those hips and that belly, the orchard’s own chime! And for spirit, Ellen—stuck but never stopped laughing!”

Winners received blossom crowns, extra cider, and hugs from all sides. Forfeits were silly: Amara had to serve everyone cider hands-free, Ellen performed a mock striptease (to the herd’s raucous cheers), and Samira was pulled to the centre for one more celebratory hip swing, ringing her bell to the delight of the crowd.

The buyers pressed forward, eager to congratulate and praise. Staff showered the herd with compliments, rubbing sore shoulders and kissing flushed cheeks. The sun climbed higher, the field a chaos of bodies and laughter, every cow touched and held and made to feel not just enough, but beloved.

Samira felt her strength ebb, replaced by a deep, humming satisfaction. The orchard’s gaze was everywhere, but it was not a burden—it was a benediction. She had become a spectacle not just to endure, but to enjoy. Every ache, every mark, every public display had drawn her deeper into the heart of the herd.

As the herd cuddled together beneath the trees, staff passing cider and apples mouth-to-mouth, Samira closed her eyes, bells and laughter still ringing in her ears. She belonged to this ritual, this field, this tangle of bodies and joy.

And when the next challenge was called, she would be first to the line—eager, open, and utterly unashamed.

The last bell’s chime lingered in the air as the herd tumbled together over the finish line, a jumble of flushed, grass-streaked bodies, laughter, and the lingering thrum of adrenaline. Staff moved quickly among them, unfastening mitts, loosening harnesses, guiding exhausted women onto thick picnic blankets and cool grass in the shade of the orchard’s ancient trees. Everywhere was the scent of apples, sweat, and crushed green; the sounds of applause and the gentle clatter of bells, now ringing softer with every breath.

Samira flopped onto her back, her chest rising and falling, legs sprawled wide, every muscle humming with fatigue and pleasure. Her body was a mess—sweat-slick, streaked with grass stains, garland tangled hopelessly in her damp hair. Her golden apple bell, earned in the first game, still hung at her collar, cool against her skin, the sound of its chime echoing her rapid heartbeat. She heard Aaliyah’s giggle beside her, felt the soft press of Amara’s hand on her calf, and for a moment, she closed her eyes and just let the sunlight and herd’s laughter wash over her.

Gwyn called for order with a flourish, her bell ringing clear and sweet. “Herd, gather! The orchard has seen your spirit, your shamelessness, your joy. It’s time for the day’s honors and a toast to every bold, messy, glorious soul.”

The cows, now hands freed but still adorned in harnesses, garlands, and bells, scrambled and crawled toward the centre. Staff helped them sit or kneel, bodies close, arms thrown over shoulders and laps, some heads pillowed on a neighbour’s belly or thigh. Staff brought trays of cider, sweet and golden, and baskets of apples and soft cheese, passing them mouth-to-mouth in keeping with the day’s hands-free play. Laughter broke out as cider spilled, someone nuzzled a slice of apple to Samira’s lips, another cow helped her lick the last drops from her chin.

Gwyn stood before them, resplendent in her sash and blossom crown, her eyes bright with pride. “Best Apple Bobber—Amara, for speed and daring!” Applause and cheers, Amara bowing with mock solemnity, then accepting her blossom garland with a wink. “Best Bell Run—Ellen, for wriggling through every rope with style!” Ellen beamed as her garland was slipped on, the herd chanting her name, staff ruffling her hair and planting kisses on her cheeks.

“And for the orchard’s own—Samira! For creativity, courage, and a spectacle that will ring in our memory for many seasons!” The crowd erupted, buyers and staff joining the herd in applause. Gwyn placed a garland of white apple blossoms on Samira’s brow, the petals cool and fragrant, her golden bell shining beneath it. Samira’s cheeks burned, but her heart soared—every gaze, every shout, every hand on her skin was a balm.

But the ritual held space for more than just triumph. “For our dawdlers, our tangle-footed, our stuck-in-the-hay,” Gwyn teased, “light-hearted forfeit! Ellen, a cider for every bell you missed!” Ellen gamely crawled from cow to cow, offering cider with her lips, drawing squeals and kisses in return. Amara, as runner-up, received a mock paddling—staff tapping her behind with an applewood paddle, each swat followed by the herd’s delighted applause.

“Discipline is no shame,” Gwyn reminded them all, “only a mark of courage—a sign you dared, and dared again. Each of you, orchard or not, is celebrated here.”

After the awards and forfeits, the mood mellowed. Staff brought bowls of cool water, towels, and bottles of scented oil, moving gently among the herd. Samira stretched out on her belly, feeling strong hands knead away the ache from her shoulders and thighs, another staff member braiding her hair and threading it with fresh blossoms. Her harness was loosened, then removed, and the tail plug eased free, the sudden relief a delicious ache. Someone rubbed oil into her hips and belly, whispering soft praise: “You moved with such joy today, love. The buyers won’t stop talking about your bell.”

Around her, the herd sprawled in contented heaps, legs and arms draped over one another, the aftercare space alive with gentle touch and lazy, affectionate teasing. Aaliyah tucked herself against Samira’s back, arms looped around her waist, pressing a kiss to her shoulder. Amara sprawled beside them, head pillowed on Samira’s thigh, fingers tracing idle patterns on her knee.

Herdmates compared bruises and marks, showing off grass stains and blossom petals stuck in unexpected places. They swapped stories of their best (and worst) moments on the course, laughing until tears ran and bodies shook. Buyers mingled at the edge of the clearing, praising individual cows, offering compliments or gentle jokes, some even shyly asking for selfies or tasting the last of the herd’s cider from their lips.

As the sun began to slip lower, staff led a hands-free toast. Each cow was given a cup or an apple slice, encouraged to feed another with her mouth, hands behind her back or holding a friend’s hair. The field rang with laughter and bells as cider spilled, apple juice dripped, and bonds of ritual play deepened into true, sticky intimacy.

Samira was drowsy, the buzz of the games still in her muscles, when Gwyn knelt beside her and pressed her palm to Samira’s cheek. “You found your joy today, orchard girl. Not just in winning, but in being seen. Remember that feeling. You belong.”

Samira blinked back tears, overwhelmed not by shame but by the enormity of being so accepted—every curve, every mess, every wild, laughing moment. She was not just tolerated, but chosen. Around her, herdmates murmured love and pride, staff stroked her hair, and buyers watched with open admiration.

The aftercare was long, slow, and full of tenderness. Oil and balm were massaged into tired limbs, blossom garlands untangled and replaced, cider pressed to lips again and again. Cows rested together, some drifting toward sleep, others telling stories or planning jokes for the next ritual.

Aaliyah whispered, “You’ll always have a place with us, no matter how many bells you ring.” Amara grinned, adding, “And I’ll beat you next time, city girl. But you’ll look better doing it.”

As twilight settled, the herd gathered one last time for a song—an old orchard melody, voices weaving in and out, bells chiming softly in the evening air. Samira felt her whole body relax, her spirit warm and buoyant, her sense of belonging now as bright and certain as the garland on her brow.

When the staff finally called an end to the games, promising comfort and rest before tomorrow’s rituals, Samira was content to let herself be carried by her sisters to a fresh blanket beneath the apple trees. The laughter faded to quiet, arms and bodies curled together in a heap of warmth and pride.

Samira’s final thought, before dreams claimed her, was one of certainty—she was not just a spectacle, not just a show cow. Here, in the orchard’s heart, in the press of bodies and the echo of laughter, she was seen, cherished, and truly, joyfully home.


Chapter 7: Cider Blossom Night & Worm Path Punishment

Dusk in the orchard fell like a benediction, the last rays of sun slanting gold between the rows of heavy apple trees. The air shimmered with the faint, sweet scent of crushed grass, cider, and bruised fruit, the warmth of the day lingering on every trunk and bough. Herd and staff moved in gentle procession, voices hushed and laughter softened by the falling dark.

Staff had strung fairy lights and paper lanterns from branch to branch, weaving pools of warm light through the leaves. Candles flickered atop barrels and crates, painting every face with shifting gold. Blankets and rugs sprawled beneath the trees, piled with cushions, baskets of cider bottles, fruit and cheese, and fresh blossom crowns for every member of the herd. The atmosphere was softer, slower, a gentle counterpoint to the day’s riotous games.

The buyers and senior cows were present, but their posture was relaxed, eyes full of quiet pleasure rather than judgement. There were no clipboards or tally sheets, only garlands and cider mugs, hands held loosely, fingers trailing across bare skin or entwined in someone else’s hair. For this one night, the competition was set aside; spectacle was traded for sweetness, the rituals of dominance and display yielding to something closer to kinship.

Gwyn gathered everyone beneath the largest apple tree, her own crown a wild halo of blossoms and leaves. She stood on a crate, mug in hand, her voice rich and ringing through the dusk. “Herd, tonight is Cider Blossom Night. We mark the fullness of the orchard’s yield, the pride of our bodies, the sweetness of our belonging. No more games, no more fear. Tonight we honour what we have made together—milk, courage, laughter, and love.”

A ripple of warmth moved through the group, shoulders relaxing, heads bowing in recognition. The staff handed out blossom crowns, pressing petals into curls, tucking sprays of flowers behind ears and between breasts. Each touch was gentle, reverent, a wordless promise: you belong, you are wanted, you are seen.

Cider flowed freely, poured from amber bottles into mugs, sipped from cupped hands or pressed to each other’s lips. Platters of sliced apples, honeyed cheese, and berries made their way around the circle, fed from mouth to mouth, hands kept free in a playful echo of the day’s rituals. Herdmates curled close on blankets, sharing warmth, laughter, and the easy, unhurried touch of those who have suffered and celebrated together.

As the sky deepened to indigo and the first stars shimmered above the orchard, staff began a round of songs—old folk melodies, orchard chants, and soft harmonies that rose and fell like wind through the trees. Some sang, some simply listened, heads resting on shoulders or in laps, arms twined in contentment.

Samira sat nestled between Aaliyah and Amara, her body still warm and loose from the day’s exertions. Her blossom crown tilted over her brow, a lock of hair curling against her cheek. She sipped cider from Aaliyah’s hand, the drink tart and sweet, and felt herself melt into the moment: the hush, the closeness, the sense that here, beneath these trees, every wound—old and new—might finally be healed.

As the song ended, Gwyn raised her mug and spoke again. “Tonight, we celebrate not just the best, but the whole—every cow, every story, every scar. Drink, share, love. You are the orchard’s pride.”

The herd answered with a chorus of toasts, bells chiming in the warm night. The lanterns flickered, the grass was cool beneath their knees, and for the first time since her arrival, Samira felt utterly, unconditionally at home.

As night settled over the orchard, a hush replaced the day’s exuberance. The herd sprawled in loose, affectionate clusters across rugs and blankets, bare skin pressed against bare skin, cider-sweet breath mingling in the warm air. Paper lanterns bobbed gently from the boughs above, sending ripples of gold and pink across every thigh and cheek, every breast and blossom crown. Someone hummed a melody, soft and shapeless, and the hush that followed the songs made every heartbeat, every sigh, sound sacred.

The baskets of food and bottles of cider seemed endless, passed hand to hand, mouth to mouth. No one was allowed to feed herself; every taste, every sip, was an act of trust and gentle play. Amara grinned as she pressed a slice of honeyed apple between Samira’s lips, brushing a thumb along her jaw to catch the trickle of juice. Samira laughed, blushing, and repaid the favour with a cube of cheese, her lips brushing Amara’s in the exchange, drawing a wolf-whistle from someone nearby.

Aaliyah, ever the ringleader, plucked a berry from a platter and dropped it into Samira’s mouth with exaggerated ceremony. “To abundance,” she declared, and the herd cheered, echoing the toast in cider and kisses.

The staff mingled freely among them, no longer guards or guides but sisters in ritual. Doc Mayes reclined with her back against a tree, mug in hand, laughing at a joke from a senior cow. Another staffer wove fresh blossoms into the hair of anyone who sat still long enough, fingers quick and gentle, her smile wide and genuine. For a time, all the distinctions of rank and role were blurred; there were only bodies, warmth, and the heady glow of acceptance.

As the night deepened, conversation turned inward—softer, more confessional. Gwyn, her voice now a low, loving murmur, invited the herd to a new kind of ritual. “Let’s play a game,” she said. “Each of us will share three things: one thing we’re proud of, one thing we fear, and one person in this orchard who inspires us.”

The challenge hung in the air, a blend of nerves and anticipation. Someone—Samira thought it was Ellen—let out a nervous laugh. “You first, boss lady.”

Gwyn didn’t hesitate. “I’m proud of this herd, of the strength and beauty I see in every face tonight. I fear—” here her voice softened, almost vanished, “I fear ever becoming so hard I can’t be gentle, or so gentle I forget how to protect you.” She smiled, eyes shining. “And I admire Doc Mayes. For never letting any of us slip through the cracks, no matter how messy we get.”

The herd broke into soft applause, bells chiming, cider sloshing from mugs as they toasted Gwyn’s confession. The next to speak was Amara, who drew a line of laughter when she confessed, “I’m proud of being the fastest crawler in the orchard, even if my arse is still stinging from Ellen’s prank. I fear… letting my guard down and realising I needed someone. And I admire Samira—for turning redder than any apple every time she wins, and never letting it stop her.”

Samira flushed, laughter bubbling up alongside a knot of something sweeter, deeper. It was strange, being named in this way—her flaws and victories both made public, held up for affection rather than ridicule.

Aaliyah took her turn with a flourish. “I’m proud of my patience. You all test it every single day.” Her grin softened as she looked around the circle. “I fear losing this. Not just the rituals, but the… us-ness. And I admire Lucy, for finding her voice and not letting anyone, not even herself, take it away again.”

The ritual moved from woman to woman, each confession different in texture but all woven from the same fabric: pride in bodies and bravery, fear of isolation or not belonging, admiration for those who dared to be fully seen. The staff took their turns, too, sometimes silly (“I’m proud I never spilled cider on Gwyn—yet”), sometimes raw (“I fear losing a girl, even for a day, even to her own doubts”).

When her turn came, Samira’s heart thudded in her chest, and she felt every gaze, every warm body pressing closer, every hand resting on her thigh or shoulder. She took a breath, tasted apple and nerves, and spoke.

“I’m proud…” Her voice faltered, but she forced herself to go on, “I’m proud of my yield. I never thought I’d say that about my body. Or that… that I could be proud of the mess I make. I fear…” Her throat closed for a moment, but Aaliyah squeezed her hand, grounding her. “I fear failing in public. Not just being seen, but… disappointing you, or being too much, or not enough.” She swallowed, blinking tears. “And I admire Aaliyah. For… making it look easy to belong. For knowing how to comfort and tease at the same time. For never letting me hide.”

The silence that followed was heavy, but not uncomfortable. It was the silence of recognition, of a hundred secret hurts made visible, and answered not with pity, but with touch. Amara wrapped her arms around Samira from behind, pressing a kiss to her shoulder. Aaliyah, eyes shining, leaned her forehead to Samira’s. “You belong here,” she whispered, so quietly Samira barely heard it. “You always did.”

Gwyn raised her mug, voice firm. “To Samira, and to every cow who ever thought she was too much, or not enough, and learned the orchard has room for all of it.” The herd echoed the toast, some more cider ending up on breasts and bellies than in mouths, drawing more laughter.

As confessions wound on, the mood shifted from vulnerable to giddy. Herdmates teased one another—“Lucy’s afraid of spiders, not the plug!” “Amara only admires Samira because she wants her apple crown back!”—but beneath every joke was a bedrock of love and solidarity. No one’s pride was mocked, no one’s fear dismissed.

As the circle closed, the staff began to offer soft, wordless praise: a hand stroking hair, a thumb wiping away tears, lips pressed to cheeks or collarbones. The herd grew more tangled, bodies curled together in sleepy affection. Someone began a new song—low, slow, and full of longing—and the herd joined in, voices weaving harmony and comfort into the darkness.

Samira lost track of time, lost track of which limb belonged to whom. She fed someone a slice of cheese, received a sip of cider in return, and found herself at one point being cradled in Aaliyah’s lap, her hair stroked while Amara massaged her calves. A staffer pressed a warm, oil-scented cloth to her shoulders, working away the last aches from the day’s games.

When the song faded, Gwyn made a final, ritual speech. “You are the orchard’s true blossom. Every flaw, every secret, every scar—tonight they are garlanded, not hidden. You are herd, and you are home.”

The herd answered with a quiet chorus of “home,” the word floating through the orchard like a blessing.

Samira, eyes closed, body soft and safe among her sisters, felt the truth of it settle in her bones. She understood—at last, at depth—that pride was not the absence of shame, but its transformation. That fear could be confessed and still lose its power. That admiration, given freely, could stitch a herd together more tightly than any harness or bell.

As the last of the cider was poured and the fireflies began to drift through the grass, Samira knew she would carry this night inside her for the rest of her life. Not as proof that she had been perfect, but as proof that she had been loved, flawed, and fully seen.

Tomorrow would bring new ordeals, new tests and rituals. But tonight, the orchard belonged to the herd—and the herd, in all its shining, sticky, beautiful imperfection, belonged to itself.

The hush of the orchard’s night was velvet-thick, the kind of quiet that made every snap of a twig and rustle of leaves sound like thunder. The herd had grown drowsy, bodies tangled in the grass, cider making everyone loose-limbed and dreamy. Someone sang a lullaby, half-forgotten, the notes trailing into laughter. Lantern light painted slow gold on bare arms and cheeks; everywhere, touch and comfort.

Then Gwyn’s bell sounded—a single, sharp chime, ringing clear through the dusk. The mood shifted as if a breeze had turned. Herdmates straightened, staff rose from blankets, and even the buyers seemed to sober, the warm haze of cider replaced by the keen edge of ritual anticipation.

Gwyn’s voice was low and commanding. “The orchard gives, and the orchard teaches. Tonight, as we celebrate our fullness, we must also balance with humility. For those who broke form or faltered—who hesitated, doubted, or defied today’s rites—the orchard calls you to the Worm Path. Not as punishment alone, but as a return to belonging, and a lesson for us all.”

A ripple ran through the herd—nervous laughter, teasing nudges, a few resigned sighs. This was no secret ordeal; the Worm Path was as public as it was humbling, but never cruel. It was spectacle and discipline braided together, watched by all, endured by a few, and remembered by everyone.

Staff began calling names, their tone both gentle and unyielding: “Ellen, for dawdling on the bell run. Amara, for sabotaging a sister’s blossom. Lucy, for breaking posture in the milking gallery. And Ruth…”—Gwyn’s eyes twinkled—“for giggling through the paddle.”

The chosen few were ushered to the side, herded by staff with the kind of loving firmness that was ritual in itself. Each was fitted with an extra set of mitts, their arms bound in front and then behind, the leather tight but careful. Tail plugs were checked, bells retied. Around the neck of each “offender” hung the “Rotten Apple” bell—a wooden fruit painted black, swinging from a red ribbon, heavy and cold. For some, an actual apple was placed in their mouth as a gag, held by a clever leather halter that forced their lips wide and cheeks to bulge.

Samira watched, her heart fluttering. Relief and empathy warred within her. She had skirted punishment this time, but knew the shame and dread of the Worm Path—her first week, it had been her ordeal, and it still haunted her body’s memory. She reached for Aaliyah’s hand, squeezing it tightly as the ritual began.

Staff led the punished cows to the far edge of the orchard, where a winding path snaked through tangled grass, over roots and between low-hanging branches. The Worm Path was lit by lanterns, each one spaced so the light barely overlapped, leaving stretches of deep shadow and bright gold. Obstacles had been set along the way: logs to crawl beneath, mud patches to slog through, small bells strung at intervals, all designed to make the journey slow and effortful.

The rest of the herd formed a loose corridor, some standing, others kneeling in the grass, staff and buyers filling in the gaps. There was no jeering, only anticipation—this was a rite every cow faced at some point, and most watched with a mix of curiosity and compassion.

Gwyn addressed the herd. “Tonight, we watch not to shame, but to witness. We remember that discipline makes belonging sharper. We cheer for courage, not just for victory. Let no one walk the Worm Path alone in her heart.”

With a nod, the staff gave the first signal. The punished cows dropped to all fours, faces low, noses nearly brushing the earth. With their hands bound, every movement was a struggle; mud squelched under knees, grass tangled in hair, apples and gags kept jaws stretched wide. Bells chimed with every awkward crawl, the sound less triumphant than in the games, but no less public.

Ellen, first in line, bit down on her apple, her face pink with effort and humiliation. Her hips wobbled as she pushed herself through a patch of cold mud, mitts squelching, thighs streaked dark and shiny. The herd watched, some murmuring encouragement, a few senior cows calling out praise—“Good, Ellen! Head up, arse down! Show the orchard how you wriggle!”

Amara followed, eyes blazing with mock indignation, her garland askew, tail plug bouncing with every thrust. She let herself be teased—Aaliyah shouted, “Karma’s got you crawling!”—but her laughter faded into focus as the path narrowed, branches scratching her back, earth cool and unforgiving.

Lucy, the smallest of the group, struggled with the apple gag, spit trickling down her chin. At one point she faltered, nose buried in the grass, a tremor running through her. The herd fell quiet, tension crackling. Then Samira broke the silence, calling gently, “You’re not alone, Lucy. Every crawl ends in arms.” Gwyn nodded in approval, and the staff helped Lucy right herself, a hand on her hip until she found her rhythm again.

Ruth, last of the four, wriggled forward, her bell clanging wildly. She made a show of swinging her hips, earning laughter and cheers. “Never let the orchard say you lack style!” someone shouted, and even the buyers joined in with applause.

The Worm Path was slow. Each cow had to crawl under logs slick with dew, mud clinging to bellies and thighs, grass matting hair and blossom crowns alike. Bells strung from low branches forced them to duck and twist, their bodies twisting in undignified postures, backsides swaying, faces often pressed flat to the earth. The final stretch was marked by a pool of water, shallow but cold—each cow had to drag herself through, chest scraping the mud, apples and bells jangling with every shuddering breath.

The whole while, the herd kept up a steady stream of commentary: teasing, encouragement, gentle reminders. “You’re almost there!” “Mud never looked so good!” “Rotten apple’s only a bell, but you’re pure orchard underneath!” Even staff and buyers joined in, their voices less mocking than admiring, as if cheering for the courage to submit so fully.

Samira found herself moved nearly to tears. She remembered her own crawl, the humiliation and exhaustion, but also the strange pride when she reached the end and was met not with ridicule, but with warmth. Tonight, the ritual was the same: when each punished cow finally reached the display circle at the end of the Worm Path—a ring of lanterns and waiting arms—she was greeted with applause, soft laughter, and a shower of fresh blossom petals.

Staff hurried to unbuckle mitts and gags, wipe faces and mouths, and draw the punished girls into the embrace of the herd. Some were weeping, others laughing shakily, all of them streaked with mud, sweat, and relief.

Ellen was first to rise, blinking back tears. Gwyn handed her a cup of cider, murmuring, “Discipline is a lesson, not a sentence. You’re orchard through and through.” Amara flopped into the grass, grinning up at the night sky, blossom petals raining down. “I’ll crawl a dozen worm paths before I ever touch another girl’s blossom again!” she declared, drawing a round of affectionate hoots.

Lucy was hugged tight by Samira and Aaliyah, staff pressing a warm towel to her face. Ruth found herself surrounded by senior cows, who helped her out of her harness, massaged her back, and praised her resilience.

The buyers, witnessing the ordeal, seemed changed as well. One woman whispered to another, “There’s more courage here than in a dozen auctions.” A staff member, voice soft with awe, added, “What’s broken here is always mended, and what’s humbled is always lifted.”

As the aftercare began, the mood shifted again. The humiliation of the Worm Path was soothed by a flood of praise and gentle touch: staff massaged oil into bruised knees and elbows, herdmates pressed slices of apple and sips of cider to tired lips, voices low and full of gratitude. No one was left alone; every punished cow was claimed, cherished, and made whole again.

Samira, watching all this, felt her own heart expand. She understood at last that in the orchard, pain was not just endured, but woven into the fabric of belonging. That ordeal and embrace were two halves of a whole, and that to be disciplined here was never to be cast out, but always to be brought closer.

As the herd curled together beneath the lanterns, blossom petals caught in hair and mud streaked across thighs and bellies, Samira knew she had witnessed something rare and holy. In the orchard, even humiliation became a kind of grace—a lesson, a bond, a ritual of love.

And as she pressed a cup of cider to Ellen’s lips and brushed mud from Lucy’s cheek, she felt the strength of the herd’s promise: here, you are never alone in your lowest moment, and every path—no matter how wormlike—ends in arms.

As the last punished cow was gathered into the arms of the herd, the energy in the orchard shifted again—edged ordeal giving way to sweetness, the night air warm and thick with the scent of apples, grass, and the faint, lingering musk of sweat and mud. Lanterns swayed overhead, painting the world in gold and shadow, the flicker of candles on barrels and blankets giving every face a secret glow.

Staff moved among the women with practiced tenderness, hands gentle, voices pitched low with care. Blankets were unfurled, layered over the dew-chilled grass. Someone brought buckets of warm water and soft towels, while another staffer carried a bottle of scented oil and a pot of balm for tired muscles and bruised knees. Herdmates pressed close, their bodies forming a protective ring around those who had crawled the Worm Path, arms thrown over shoulders and waists, thighs pillowed for heads, fingers tracing lazy patterns across slick skin.

Samira, never more aware of her place in the circle, took a towel from Doc Mayes and wiped mud from Lucy’s face, each stroke slow and deliberate, a silent benediction. Ellen slumped into Amara’s lap, giggling and hiccuping cider as Amara massaged oil into her calves, her own hair streaked with grass and petals. Ruth’s head lay pillowed on Aaliyah’s thigh, her breath slowing as Aaliyah stroked her hair, humming a lullaby that braided with the hum of bees and the faint music of bells.

Punishment, here, was not exile but a passage; not isolation, but invitation. Each woman who had crawled the path was praised and soothed, never left alone, her ordeal honored with touch and comfort. Staff whispered words of approval: “You were brave.” “You let yourself be seen.” “You reminded us all of courage.” Her mates pressed cider to lips, fed slices of apple and crumbles of cheese, wrapped bodies around bodies, pressing warmth into every ache.

For a long time, there were no speeches, no orders—just the slow, tidal rhythm of aftercare. The herd breathed together, the air alive with the mingled scents of cider and oil, apple blossoms and skin. Someone sang a lullaby, soft and lilting, and others joined in, the melody looping through the circle like a promise.

Samira, lost in the haze of it, let herself drift. She pressed her forehead to Aaliyah’s, felt the slow, steady pulse of her friend’s heart in the rise and fall of their bodies. Amara spooned in behind, arms wrapped tight, and Samira realised that even now—unpunished, untested tonight—she was as much a part of the herd’s comfort as those who had crawled. It was not about guilt or pride, but about the porous boundary where ordeal and solace met.

Doc Mayes knelt beside the group, checking knees and elbows, smearing balm on each bruise with cool, sure fingers. “These will be gone by morning, loves. What matters is the memory you carry inside.” Gwyn, meanwhile, poured cider into cups and pressed them to each mouth, her own hands gentle, her voice thick with emotion. “Drink, girls. Let the orchard’s sweetness fill you.”

Gradually, voices began to rise again—not loud or raucous, but in pockets of conversation: whispered thanks, quiet laughter, secret jokes. Lucy, finally warm and clean, wrapped herself in a blanket and curled against Samira’s side. “I never thought crawling could end in so much… love,” she murmured, half embarrassed, half radiant. Samira kissed her brow and smiled, brushing a stray petal from her cheek.

The buyers and visitors watched from the edges, some clearly moved, others thoughtful or simply awed. One woman, who had been silent most of the night, knelt and offered a blossom garland to Ruth, her voice uncertain but earnest: “I’ve never seen a place where pain and pride are so… intertwined. Thank you, for letting us witness it.” Ruth, for once speechless, hugged her tight.

Aaliyah lifted her mug and made a toast. “To the herd. To crawling, to standing, to everything in between. To belonging—no matter the mud or the bells or the bruises.” The herd echoed her, some shouting, some crying, all raising their cups as if the orchard itself were watching.

For Samira, the ritual was transformative. She saw the punished cows not as lessened but as luminous, their vulnerability not something to be erased, but celebrated and healed. The lines between giver and receiver, punisher and punished, had dissolved, replaced by a web of touch and warmth. She realised, as she stroked Ellen’s hair and pressed an apple slice to Lucy’s lips, that this was what true belonging meant—not being above pain or shame, but never being left alone with it.

As the night stretched on, the herd curled tighter together, bodies intertwined in a great, tangled heap. Staff settled in at the circle’s edge, some dozing, others humming along to the lullabies that wound through the grass. The lanterns flickered, stars appeared between the branches, and the orchard’s sounds shifted to the slow music of insects and the wind.

Samira’s thoughts drifted. She remembered her first week, the terror of her own crawl, the way she’d hidden her tears until after. She remembered the arms that had caught her, the voice—Gwyn’s, gentle for once—that had whispered, “Here, every crawl ends in arms.” That was the lesson she’d learned and relearned: that even the sharpest humiliation, in this place, became a reason to reach for others.

She watched as Amara, now fully recovered, began to tickle Ruth’s feet, drawing shrieks of laughter. Ellen started a story about her “least graceful” obstacle, the herd falling into fits as she mimed her tumble into the mud. The circle loosened, joy rippling out again, the ordeal already transformed by praise, play, and tenderness.

Somewhere in the branches overhead, a nightingale began to sing, the notes twining with the last of the human music. The herd listened, silent for a moment, letting the sound settle in their bones.

Samira shifted, pressing closer to Aaliyah. She felt the slow, steady beat of the other woman’s heart, the rise and fall of her breath. She thought of all the small ways the herd cared for one another—fingers smoothing sweat from brows, arms encircling waists, lips brushing cheeks or shoulders, voices crooning comfort in the dark.

She felt, too, the weight of the night’s rituals. The laughter, the crawling, the singing, the tears. She understood at last that this was what the orchard offered—not a life without pain or humiliation, but a life where every wound was seen, honoured, and healed by touch and praise. It was a different kind of power—a power found not in the absence of hardship, but in the promise that, here, hardship would always end in arms.

She closed her eyes, letting the night carry her. Around her, the herd settled into sleep, bodies pressed close, breath mingling. The grass was cool beneath her hips, the blanket scratchy and warm. Lucy curled at her side, Amara’s arm heavy over her waist, Aaliyah’s hand tangled in her hair.

As the last lantern guttered out and the orchard fell into deep, velvet darkness, Samira felt her own heart open, soft and unafraid. She belonged, not because she had escaped ordeal, but because she was part of a web that would always catch her, always hold her, always call her home.

In the hush that followed, someone whispered, “Goodnight, herd.” The reply, murmured by many voices, rippled outward like a spell:

“Goodnight, orchard. Goodnight, girls. Goodnight, love.”

Samira slept, the taste of cider and apple on her tongue, her dreams bright with the memory of bells, mud, and the gentle, inescapable arms of her sisters.


Chapter 8: Field Milking Trials & Apple Blossom Blindfolds

The first light crept through the orchard, tracing every curve of the apple boughs in pale gold and silver. Dew clung thick to the grass, each blade tipped with a droplet that caught and scattered the sun. The herd lay sprawled in a jumble of limbs and blankets beneath the trees, some still curled against the lingering cool, others already stirring, breath misting in the crisp air.

Samira woke slowly, the ache of the night’s cuddled sleep clinging to her bones, blossom petals tangled in her hair. Her head was pillowed on Aaliyah’s belly, Amara draped against her back, the comforting press of bodies and the soft rise and fall of herd breath a balm after the intensity of the day before. She blinked, stretched, and let the orchard’s scent—apple, grass, distant woodsmoke—fill her lungs.

The quiet was broken by the approach of staff, their voices low but cheerful. “Up, herd!” called Doc Mayes, hands full of harnesses and fresh mitts, her own hair a halo of blossom and dew. “It’s trial day—show us what the orchard’s ripened overnight!”

Laughter, groans, and the chime of bells rolled through the blankets as the herd roused themselves, shifting into clusters of sleepy bodies and tangled limbs. Staff moved among them, offering mugs of warm cider, checking wrists and knees for lingering soreness, fussing with garlands and picking stray grass from the girls’ hair. The old comfort of ritual returned: harnesses buckled around waists, mitts slipped over hands, tail plugs tested and bells checked for shine and sound. Each girl was adorned with a fresh apple blossom crown, the petals cool and fragrant on skin still marked from the previous night’s ordeal.

The field was transformed for the morning’s spectacle. Blankets and fires were cleared, replaced by long rows of mats laid in the dew. Buyers and senior cows gathered at the field’s edge, clipboards and cider in hand, eyes bright with anticipation. A trough of water stood by, for washing hands and faces after the ordeal. The air hummed with nervous energy—this was not the playful chaos of the Apple Games, but something more solemn, a trial of yield and composure, every effort counted, every flaw and triumph witnessed.

Gwyn appeared at the head of the field, her blossom crown taller and wilder than ever. She carried a staff wound in green and gold ribbon, her voice calm but firm. “Herd, today you offer more than spectacle—you offer your strength, your pride, your bodies’ truth. The Field Milking Trials are not just for the highest yield, but for spirit, composure, and the courage to be measured and praised in the open air. Every body is different; every offering is honoured.”

She walked the line as staff helped each cow to her place, checking harnesses, smoothing hair, adjusting blossom garlands. “You will kneel—mitts locked, hands behind. Each cow will be milked, hands-free, for all to see. Staff will move down the line, buyers and senior herd will watch and judge. There are prizes: apple blossom garlands for yield, a gold ribbon for best composure, a crown for the bravest display.”

Samira knelt on her mat, the dew soaking through to her knees, her thighs pressed wide by the harness’s firm grip. Her breasts felt full, heavy from the previous day’s grazing and the closeness of the night. She swallowed, nerves fluttering, but as Aaliyah caught her gaze and winked, something inside her steadied. She belonged here, not just as a body to be milked, but as a part of this living, breathing circle—watched, celebrated, measured, and loved.

Buyers conferred quietly, some taking notes, others openly admiring the line of bodies poised for ritual. The senior cows, resplendent in blossom and bell, called out encouragement and a few good-natured threats. “No hiding, no faking—let the orchard see everything!” “I want to hear those jars filling, girls!”

Staff checked each machine—jars gleaming, tubes coiled, oil applied to sensitive skin. Samira shivered as Doc Mayes tested her suction cups, hands cool and sure. “All right, love? Milk’s not just for the jars today, but for your pride. Show them what a night in the orchard makes you.”

Samira nodded, jaw tight, but found herself smiling. She felt the weight of the morning—the history of every trial, every ritual, every bell and blossom—but beneath it, she felt a rising joy. Her fear of exposure, never quite gone, now mingled with a hunger to be seen, to yield, to prove herself and her body’s gifts. In this field, under the orchard’s eye, she was not a joke, nor a secret, but a promise of abundance.

Gwyn raised her staff, voice ringing out: “Let the Field Milking Trials begin. With pride, with composure, with joy—herd, offer yourselves.”

As the staff moved down the line, Samira closed her eyes for a moment, the sun warming her cheeks, the sound of bells and murmured praise a music that settled in her bones. She let herself lean into the ritual, breathing deep, heart wide open for whatever came next.

The field had never felt so open, so full of waiting eyes. Samira shivered as the staff checked her harness one last time, fingers brushing across her belly, adjusting the fit over hips and shoulders. The mitts locked tight at her wrists, hands snug behind her, left her with no comfort but the ground and the closeness of the other bodies kneeling in the grass. The apple blossom crown sat just above her brow, petals trembling in the morning breeze.

All along the line, the herd knelt in similar postures: backs straight or bowed, heads high or shyly lowered, thighs spread wide by the harnesses’ demands. Every breast was bared and ready, skin flushed from the chill and the anticipation. The air was thick with the scent of grass, oil, and nervous excitement. Buyers’ voices drifted through the sunlight, some low with admiration, others sharp as they discussed the rules and whispered judgments.

Gwyn strode before the line, voice carrying over the field. “This is a ritual of truth—body, spirit, yield. Hands behind, eyes up, hearts open. The orchard takes all: the brave, the shy, the new and the seasoned. Let yourselves be seen, and let yourselves be proud.”

With a nod, she signalled to the staff. They moved in practiced formation: Doc Mayes at Samira’s side, other handlers at each girl, fitting glass jars and machines or readying gentle, firm hands. Samira gasped as the suction cup was applied, the chill of the glass replaced at once by the strong, insistent tug of the machine. It latched to her nipple with a delicious ache, the familiar pulse echoing down her chest and through her belly. She squeezed her knees together, then forced herself to relax, remembering to breathe.

All along the row, the machines hummed to life, the first notes of the day’s ritual song: hissing, pulsing, the soft moans and sighs of the herd blending into a music that was at once intimate and communal. Staff moved slowly, checking each connection, whispering reassurance, adjusting posture and position as needed.

Samira glanced sideways. Amara had her eyes closed, mouth parted in a silent gasp, shoulders already trembling. Aaliyah, ever the show-off, grinned at the buyers, winking as the machine took her milk, her bell chiming with each shallow breath. Other cows squirmed, shifted, whimpered or smiled, each one a portrait of raw surrender, pride, and need.

For Samira, the initial sting of exposure faded quickly, replaced by a rolling tide of sensation: the tug and pull at her nipples, the fullness and relief as milk began to flow, the hum of the machine a counterpoint to the thudding of her heart. She felt her breasts empty slowly, aching with each pulse, her body surrendering to the process as it had learned to do. She thought for a moment about her old life—the secret shame, the fear of being seen—and marveled at the transformation. Here, her abundance was a gift, not a burden.

Staff and buyers watched intently, calling out praise and encouragement as each cow’s jar filled. “That’s the way, Lucy—beautiful letdown!” “Ellen, you’re steady as an oak!” “Samira, look at that yield—orchard cream indeed!” The words landed on Samira’s skin like sunlight, heating her from within, making her want to offer more.

Gwyn’s voice drifted up and down the row, sometimes sharp with command, sometimes soft as a caress. “Keep your heads high. There’s no shame here—only strength. Let the field see how you bloom.”

Samira arched her back a little, pushing her breasts forward for the machine, letting the staff see the full curve of her body. The urge to hide was still there, but it was outmatched now by a deeper desire—to be praised, to be chosen, to know that every drop, every ache, every quiver of her flesh was not just tolerated, but desired.

As her jar filled, Samira’s breath came faster. She felt milk leaking from the corners of the cup, sticky trails down her belly and onto her thighs. Doc Mayes wiped it away with a soft cloth, murmuring, “You’re a wonder, love. No one here doubts your offering.” She pressed her lips to Samira’s shoulder, a fleeting, motherly kiss, before moving to the next cow.

All along the line, bodies rocked and quivered, some girls biting their lips, others letting out low cries as the pressure built, then ebbed, then built again. Staff called for composure, for surrender, for bravery—not in hiding discomfort, but in showing it proudly, knowing that every shudder, every tear, every shake was a proof of effort.

Buyers walked the line, making notes, some murmuring compliments, a few offering direct praise. One, a woman in dark green with a clipboard, stopped before Samira and smiled, “That’s a prizewinner’s letdown, and no mistake.” Another, younger and less sure, blushed as he watched Aaliyah’s milk fill her jar nearly to the brim. The staff moved efficiently, marking yields on their lists, but always with an eye to the spirit of the herd.

As the trial wore on, fatigue and pride mingled in every body. Samira felt her thighs tremble, her chest ache, her vision blur at the edges. But she would not ask for mercy, not here, not now. She forced herself to hold her posture, to meet Gwyn’s gaze when it landed on her, to let the field see every drop.

At the far end, a new girl faltered, tears running down her cheeks as the machine worked her swollen breasts. The staff were quick—Doc Mayes kneeling beside her, speaking low and kind, the herd murmuring support. “You’re not alone,” Samira called softly, and the words rippled through the line, a wave of solidarity that seemed to give the girl the strength to continue.

When the machines finally slowed and the jars were removed, the staff moved in to soothe, clean, and praise. Each cow’s yield was shown to the field, numbers called out, applause breaking from the herd and buyers alike.

“Highest yield—Samira Basra! Cream of the field!”

“Best composure—Aaliyah, with her wicked grin and steady breath!”

“Bravest body—Lucy, for holding fast through her tears and finding her smile again!”

The staff crowned each winner with apple blossom garlands, tying gold ribbons around wrists, placing crowns on tangled hair. Samira felt the garland settle heavy and fragrant on her head, the applause and praise soaking into her skin until she trembled with something like joy.

But it was not just the winners who were cherished. Every cow, every body, every effort was praised and admired. The field, for this hour, became a place where exposure was no longer terror, but a form of power—a way of saying, This is me. This is what I can give. This is what I deserve.

Samira felt hands on her shoulders, her back, her face—staff and herdmates alike offering praise, touch, whispered thanks. She saw pride mirrored in the faces around her: Amara beaming, Ellen flushed with delight, Lucy radiant and tearstained but smiling. The buyers, too, seemed changed, their notes less clinical, their voices softer.

As the herd was guided into a loose, sprawling embrace at the centre of the field, cider was passed, apple slices fed from mouth to mouth, hands entwined behind backs. Gwyn raised her staff one last time. “This field will remember you. Today, you offered everything—milk, courage, and your whole, beautiful selves. May you always remember how you shone.”

Samira let her head fall back, the sun on her skin, the applause ringing in her ears. She had given herself to the orchard, and the orchard had made her whole.

The air was thick with satisfaction and relief as the field milking trials ended, bodies glowing with effort and pride, cider and praise flowing in equal measure. The staff had barely finished checking knees and soothing breasts when Gwyn raised her staff again, her voice a purr of command and invitation.

“Herd, you have yielded yourselves to the orchard, body and soul. Now we ask you to yield again—this time, not in sight, but in trust. It is time for the Apple Blossom Blindfold.”

A ripple moved through the herd—a hush and a nervous giggle, some shoulders tensing, others relaxing. Blindfold rituals were less frequent, but legendary: a surrender to darkness and guidance, a way of handing control to staff and sisters, letting the senses narrow to touch and sound, scent and taste, every body equal and exposed.

Staff moved among the herd with gentle purpose, gathering each girl’s hair into soft, careful knots, weaving fresh garlands of apple blossoms and silk ribbon. The blossoms were fragrant and cool, petals tickling cheeks and brows as the garlands were wound over eyes and tied behind heads. Some girls squirmed and blushed, others tilted their faces up, surrendering to the sensation of fingers tracing their temples and jaws.

Samira sat cross-legged on her mat, her breasts still sticky with the last of her milk, her thighs warm from the press of bodies and the sun’s growing heat. She tensed as Doc Mayes approached, her hands skilled and reassuring.

“Easy now, love. The world is still here, even if you can’t see it.” With a few deft motions, Doc Mayes arranged Samira’s hair, slid the blossom garland into place, and tied it snugly, the darkness sudden but soft. Samira’s heartbeat leapt, her breath shallow in her chest, every muscle alert.

The world beyond her blindfold became a blur of sensation. Every sound grew sharper: the rustle of bodies, the distant call of a bird, the ring of a bell. The scent of apple and crushed grass grew dense, each inhalation a wave of memory and comfort. She heard Amara’s low, nervous laugh, Ellen’s sigh, the staff’s measured, soothing tones.

“Let go, herd,” Gwyn called, her voice now honeyed and slow. “Let your bodies speak. Let your herdmates lead you. Here, you are safe to feel—everything.”

The ritual unfolded in stages, each cow paired with a staff member or trusted herd sister. Samira felt hands slip beneath her arms, lifting her gently to her feet, guiding her with slow, sure movements through the sun-warmed grass. She stumbled, giggling as a foot caught in a divot, and was steadied by a firm grip.

Aaliyah’s voice—close, warm, teasing—sounded at her ear. “Trust me, city girl. Let me show you the orchard as you’ve never felt it.”

Samira surrendered, letting Aaliyah’s hands guide her. Every brush of fingers on her back, every tug at her harness or blossom crown, every breath in her ear became a jolt of sensation. She was led through a sequence of “sensory stations”—a gauntlet of pleasure and gentle teasing.

First came taste: a cool, juicy slice of apple pressed to her lips, tart and sweet. Then a smear of honey on her tongue, sticky and lingering. A sip of cider, poured slow and careful, half of it running down her chin and neck, to be licked away by Aaliyah’s gentle tongue. Laughter bubbled up, embarrassment melting into trust, pleasure blooming low in her belly.

Next was touch. Hands—Aaliyah’s, she thought, but maybe another’s, it no longer mattered—traced the line of her jaw, cupped her breasts, circled her nipples with featherlight brushes of a blossom, then firm strokes of a callused palm. Fingertips danced over the swell of her belly, dipped beneath her harness, skimming her hips, thighs, and the soft crease behind her knee.

Each sensation was magnified in the darkness: the shock of cool petals, the heat of a breath, the sharp contrast as callused hands gave way to the soft brush of another cow’s hair across her skin. Bells chimed, not just at her throat, but in the grass beside her, the herd’s movements a chorus she felt as much as heard.

“Say what you feel,” Aaliyah whispered. “Say what you want.”

Samira found herself babbling—words tumbling out unbidden. “I feel… open. Exposed. Safe. Hungry. The apple, the honey… your hands, everywhere. I want more. I want to trust you. I want—” She gasped as Aaliyah’s lips found the hollow of her throat, pressing a slow, lazy kiss.

“You have all of us, Samira. Let yourself have us too.”

The ritual moved on. Samira was guided forward, sometimes crawling, sometimes walking, always with hands locked or guided. Someone—maybe Amara, by the laughter—fed her a slice of cheese, then a sip of tart wine. Staff pressed their palms to her back, checked the marks from the milking, whispered praise as they massaged balm into her shoulders.

She was made to kneel, to arch her back, to let hands and mouths explore the sweep of her back, the curve of her hips. The world was darkness, touch, and sound: a chorus of breathless giggles, the murmur of approval, the sharp sting of teeth at her shoulder, then the gentle heat of a tongue to soothe it.

At one station, she was made to guess what she tasted—apple, honey, wine, the salt of her own sweat. At another, she was spun in circles, laughter spiraling out of her as the herd pressed close, bodies tangling, bells ringing, lips brushing her skin.

The last station was stillness. Samira knelt in the grass, her body singing with sensation, and heard Gwyn’s voice, soft and close.

“What is your body now?” Gwyn asked.

Samira struggled to answer. “My body is… open. Needed. Enough.”

Gwyn’s hand cradled her jaw, thumb tracing her cheek. “That is what the orchard wanted from you. Not just milk, or spectacle, but this—your trust. Your willingness to be led, to receive, to surrender, not in shame, but in joy.”

The blindfold was left in place a little longer. Samira felt the herd gather close, arms circling her, bodies pressing in a tangle of warmth and comfort. Someone—maybe two, maybe more—kissed her brow, her cheeks, her lips. Fingers threaded into her hair, massaged her scalp, stroked her back.

At last, she felt the garland loosen. Light filtered in, soft and golden, the faces of her herd coming into focus one by one—Aaliyah, Amara, Ellen, Doc Mayes, Gwyn, a dozen others. Each was smiling, eyes bright with affection and pride.

“You did beautifully,” Aaliyah whispered, hugging Samira tight. “You let yourself be led, and you led us too.”

Gwyn addressed the whole field. “You have all learned the orchard’s greatest lesson: to trust and to be trusted, to lead and to be led, to give and to receive. This is the power of the herd.”

As the herd slowly disentangled, laughter and joy rising again, Samira felt changed. She was not simply emptied, or used, or exposed—she was filled, cherished, her body not just a vessel for ritual, but a living, glowing proof of belonging.

She helped others out of their blindfolds, hands gentle, eyes shining. Around her, herdmates compared experiences, hugged, and swapped whispered confessions. Staff checked every knee and shoulder, offered cider and fruit, and made sure no one was left out.

The field buzzed with life, sunlight gilding every petal, every bruise, every soft, sticky mark. The world was wide again, but Samira’s senses lingered on the memory of darkness, the trust of touch, the music of bells.

As Gwyn called for awards and aftercare, Samira reached for Aaliyah’s hand, squeezing it in silent thanks. She had given herself to the ritual and been given back tenfold.

Here, in the apple-sweet air, hands still tingling, she felt entirely, joyfully alive.

As the last blindfold was lifted and the world came back into focus, the herd found themselves blinking in the full, honeyed light of the late morning. The ritual field was awash with colour and movement: blossom crowns askew, garlands wilting, bodies flushed and sticky from milk, oil, sweat, and the endless touch of ritual. Laughter and chatter burst forth as the women gazed at one another, rediscovering faces and forms after the long surrender to darkness and sensation.

Staff moved among the herd with an air of gentle triumph. Trays of cider and fruit made their way from hand to mouth, every taste a small celebration, every cup an echo of trust and pleasure. The buyers, having lingered at the edge through most of the morning, now mingled closer—some drawn by curiosity, others by admiration, a few simply overwhelmed by the spectacle and the openness of the herd.

Gwyn, resplendent in her wild blossom crown and ribboned staff, gathered the herd in a loose semicircle. The women tumbled into the grass, some kneeling, others sprawling across each other’s laps, the easy physical intimacy now second nature. A hush fell as Gwyn raised her staff, her voice both warm and commanding.

“Herd, today you have shown not only what you can yield, but how you can trust—how you let yourselves be led, and how you lead in return. The field will remember every drop, every tremor, every joy and every surrender. It is time to honour your offerings, not with just numbers and names, but with celebration and care.”

Applause—first soft, then swelling—filled the air, bells and laughter joining in. The staff began the awards, each ritualised and rich with praise. Doc Mayes, clipboard in hand, called out yields, composure, and the unique glories of each body.

“Highest yield—again, Samira Basra. The orchard’s own, and the pride of the field!”

Samira flushed, a delighted shiver running through her. Gwyn crowned her with a fresh garland, this one threaded with golden ribbon and clusters of apple blossoms, petals fragrant and soft against her skin. Her herdmates cheered, hugging and kissing her cheeks, their hands stroking her back, arms, and hair.

“Best composure—Aaliyah, whose laughter never wavered, whose spirit lifts us all.”

Aaliyah winked, her grin wide as the applause washed over her. A blossom crown was set on her brow, her arms thrown around Samira and Ellen in a jubilant embrace.

“Bravest body—Lucy, who faced fear, who yielded and trusted, who let the orchard carry her when she could not walk alone.”

Lucy wept openly, her tears caught by Doc Mayes’s gentle fingers. Her garland was made from the smallest, most fragrant blossoms, a symbol of her quiet resilience. The herd enveloped her, their touch firm and affirming, the weight of praise grounding her in the moment.

The awards went on, each cow’s effort honoured—Amara’s boldness, Ellen’s patience, Ruth’s surrender to laughter and tears. No one was left out; even the buyers offered words of appreciation, some shy, some effusive, every comment landing like a benediction.

The staff brought out a great platter of apples, honey, cheese, and warm bread, spreading it across blankets and inviting the herd to feast. The ritual of hands-free feeding continued—each woman pressed food or drink to another’s lips, each bite and sip a gesture of trust and affection. The aftercare was a tide, flowing through every touch and word: staff checking bruises and marks, massaging oil into tired shoulders and aching thighs, herdmates combing fingers through hair, wiping away sweat, dust, or tears.

Samira lay back in the grass, her blossom crown askew, her body thrumming with exhaustion and pride. She felt the weight of the garland, the stickiness of cider on her skin, the gentle ache of her breasts and the slow burn in her thighs from kneeling so long. Above her, Aaliyah’s face floated, soft with affection; beside her, Amara nibbled bread and hummed a half-remembered song. The world felt at once enormous and very small—a circle of trust and pleasure, ringed by the promise of more to come.

Staff mingled, offering quiet praise, words of reassurance, and gentle hands for any who faltered. Doc Mayes knelt by Lucy, checking her shoulders, pressing a cold cloth to her brow. Gwyn moved from group to group, her hand always warm, her gaze sharp but kind.

A few buyers, emboldened by the herd’s openness, knelt in the grass and offered thanks. One woman pressed a blossom into Samira’s palm and whispered, “I’ve never seen such courage. You all remind me how strong surrender can be.” Another, blushing, simply nodded and left a ribbon at Amara’s feet.

A round of toasts followed—first led by Aaliyah, then taken up by every voice in the circle. “To yield and to be filled!” “To laughter, tears, and hands that never leave us alone!” “To the orchard—may we always return here, in body and in spirit!” Cider spilled, fruit was shared, and laughter rose into the branches.

As the food and drink dwindled, the aftercare deepened. Staff drew tired women into gentle massages, checked for aches or bruises, murmured reminders to rest and drink water. Some herdmates drifted to the edge of the field, curling in pairs or threes for quiet conversation or soft, drowsy touch. Others lay flat in the sun, letting the warmth seep into their bones, the memory of the blindfold still alive on their skin.

Samira let herself drift, cradled by the herd. She felt the slow thump of Aaliyah’s heart beneath her cheek, the steady breath of Amara at her side, the tangle of arms and legs that was now more home than any bed she had ever known. She listened to the hum of conversation, the ripple of praise, the music of bells and birds.

She thought of the blindfold—the terror, the surrender, the way sensation had sharpened, how she had let go into trust, how she had been led, and had led others in return. She remembered the feel of Aaliyah’s hand, the taste of apple and honey, the sound of Gwyn’s blessing. She realised, as she lay there, that this was what she had come for: not just exposure or use, but the transformation of fear into pride, of ordeal into belonging.

When the sun reached its height and the last of the cider was poured, Gwyn gathered the herd one last time.

“Herd, the field will remember your bodies, your milk, your voices. But more than that, it will remember the trust you offered—blind, trembling, open. This is the heart of the orchard: to give, to yield, to praise, to hold. Rest now. Tomorrow brings new trials, but tonight you are only this—shining, sticky, perfect, and free.”

The herd curled together in the grass, bellies full, hearts easy, bodies tangled in the kind of intimacy that had become their truest home. Staff settled nearby, their presence a final reassurance, a promise that even the ones who watched would always be part of the circle.

Samira closed her eyes. She felt the press of the garland, the warmth of her sisters, the cool grass beneath her. Her last thought before sleep was not of milk or ritual, but of the simple, profound certainty that she was loved—loved for her yield, her surrender, her trust, her laughter and tears, for every inch of her body and the bravery of her heart.

She drifted, then, on the tide of aftercare—on the promise that, here in the orchard, every pain would be seen, every joy would be shared, and every trial would end, always, in the arms of the herd.


Chapter 9: Harvest Parade & Outdoor Endurance Trial

The orchard shimmered at dawn, the first gold of sunlight threading through the last of the early mist. Cold dew beaded the grass, and the air tasted of apple skin and woodsmoke, the faint sweetness clinging to every breath. Herd and staff rose slowly from their makeshift beds—blankets and tangled limbs beneath the boughs—sleep still soft in their voices, laughter and song not yet begun.

Samira stretched, feeling the echo of yesterday’s rituals deep in her muscles: the tenderness in her thighs from kneeling, the ache in her chest from the milking trials, the sore glow on her hips where harnesses had dug deep. She shifted and rolled, taking in the hush that hung over the orchard, broken only by the rustle of birds and the soft clink of a bell as someone sat up nearby.

Staff moved quietly among the waking herd, voices low and affectionate. “Up, beauties,” Doc Mayes called, “the orchard wants you at your ripest this morning.” She handed out mugs of warm cider, steam curling into the morning chill, and checked wrists and knees for bruises as she worked her way through the nest of bodies. A staffer with deft fingers wove apple blossoms into everyone’s hair, tucking petals behind ears and plaiting garlands that shimmered with dew.

Blankets were folded away, leaving the grass cool and prickling against bare skin. Gwyn’s voice, clear as a bell, called the herd to gather under the oldest tree at the orchard’s heart. She stood tall, blossom crown wild and regal, harness and bell already shining in the new sun.

“Herd, today is the Harvest Parade—the day we show the orchard’s yield to the world.” Her voice was both celebration and command, and every cow stilled to listen. “You will be washed, braided, dressed, and made to shine for buyers and guests. This is not just a show of beauty, but of spirit. Let them see your pride as well as your curves, your composure as well as your surrender. Tonight, we endure: the Outdoor Ordeal, beneath the apple trees, until the moon has watched every breath you take.”

A low, excited buzz ran through the herd. Some eyes sparkled with anticipation, others widened with nerves. Samira felt her heart pound: the twin promise of spectacle and ordeal lit something new inside her—a fierce, greedy hope to be chosen, to be seen.

The next hour was a flurry of preparation. Herdmates helped each other wash in a trough of water, the chill making them gasp and giggle, rubbing hands down each other’s backs, scrubbing away last night’s oil and sleep. Staff worked in pairs, sectioning and braiding hair, weaving in blossom and green ribbon, tucking stray petals behind earlobes and at the nape of necks. Every touch was both ritual and intimacy—each braid and garland an act of collective care.

Harnesses were brought out, each one polished and oiled, the leather supple and heavy in the hands. Mitts were fastened, tail plugs checked and bells affixed so every cow jingled at the slightest movement. The staff took time fitting each harness: making sure no strap pinched, every curve was framed to best advantage, and the applewood buckles caught the sun.

Samira stood still as Doc Mayes buckled her in. The nurse’s hands were gentle, her smile approving. “You’ve come a long way, city girl,” she murmured. “Remember your first day? Couldn’t look anyone in the eye, barely let me touch your hair. Now look at you—ripe as any apple on these trees.” She tightened the harness at Samira’s hips, making her gasp, and then draped a garland of apple blossom around her throat, the petals cool and ticklish. “Let the buyers see what pride looks like.”

The buyers and senior cows gathered near the orchard’s main avenue, all in their best. The buyers’ faces were watchful and eager, some eyes kind, others shrewd; many wore flower pins or silk ribbons in the orchard’s colours, marking themselves as guests but also would-be patrons. Senior cows took up places as parade leaders, each garlanded and belled in gold and green, casting sly grins at the younger herd as they inspected the final preparations.

Gwyn walked the line, pausing before each cow. “Apple blossom here, bell just so, harness perfect. Smile for the crowd. Walk with your head high. The orchard is yours, and you are the orchard’s gift.” When she reached Samira, she paused a little longer, adjusting the garland, pressing a palm to Samira’s cheek. “Remember what you’ve become, and what you still might be.”

Aaliyah, standing beside Samira, winked. “Think they’ll toss apples at us, or just coins?”

Amara snorted. “If they toss coins, I’m catching them all in my cleavage.”

Samira grinned, nerves dancing in her belly, but the laughter calmed her. There was a sense of anticipation—almost joy—woven through every movement, as if each ritual touch, every bit of finery and fuss, had transformed old shame into a new, hungry pride. She rolled her shoulders, feeling the harness hug her hips, the garland brush her skin. She was ready.

As the sun climbed higher, Gwyn called the herd to order. “Parade formation! Pairs and lines, bells high, eyes proud. We will sing as we walk. Let the orchard hear you. Let every guest know: you are not just bodies, but a chorus of spirit.”

The parade lines formed—Samira with Aaliyah, Amara with Ellen, others pairing off behind. Staff checked every buckle and bell a final time, then stepped aside. Gwyn lifted her staff, her voice ringing across the orchard.

“Begin!”

The herd moved as one, the procession winding through the orchard’s main avenue. Bells chimed, garlands bounced, feet made soft sounds on the dew-damp grass. The buyers and guests watched, some clapping softly, some simply awestruck, as the herd passed by in a shimmering wave of flesh, blossom, and bright ritual.

As Samira walked, she felt eyes on every inch of her: the way her breasts rose and fell with each breath, the swing of her hips in the harness, the shine of sweat and oil on her brown skin. She saw buyers lean close to staff, murmuring—sometimes praise, sometimes the low, hungry assessment of someone choosing fruit at a market. She saw staff watching her, faces proud and protective.

A song rose—led by Amara, picked up by the whole line:

Orchard gold and blossom sweet,

Bells and bodies, hearts that meet.

Stride for pride and voice for song,

Here in the orchard, we all belong.

Samira joined in, her voice trembling but strong. The song soared and wound through the trees, the herd singing to themselves and the world, their laughter and unity shining brighter than any bell.

As the parade neared its end, the anticipation for the coming ordeal—the Outdoor Endurance Trial—simmered just beneath the pride. Samira’s heart hammered in her chest, but it was a good kind of fear: the kind that said, You are ready to be seen, to be tested, to belong.

The orchard was alive with possibility.

The parade began with a hush and a ripple—bells ringing, garlands bobbing, sunlight winking off polished harnesses and the wild, dew-beaded hair of the herd. The orchard had never looked so bright or alive. Autumn’s gold and red streaked the trees, apples hanging fat on every bough, while the grass beneath was a carpet of petals, bruised fruit, and the hoofprints of last night’s games. Herd and staff gathered in the central avenue, staff lining the path with baskets of blossoms, buyers and dignitaries clustering at every turn.

Gwyn stood tall at the head of the parade, her staff aloft, her voice strong. “Let the world see the yield of this orchard! Walk proud, walk as one—let every bell and blossom tell your story.” The senior cows led, their garlands trailing, bells ringing in perfect time. Behind them came the younger herd—Samira among them—shoulders back, eyes bright, nerves strung tight as bowstrings but faces shining with pride.

They set off down the avenue, the grass cool and damp beneath bare feet, every step echoing through the orchard. Staff watched from the sides, calling encouragement, making small adjustments as the parade wound along the path: a straightened garland here, a quick tug to align a harness there, always gentle, always admiring.

The buyers—some seated on benches, others leaning against tree trunks—watched with open interest. Not all faces were kind, but most showed some measure of delight, curiosity, or even envy at the spectacle. Samira caught the eye of one prominent buyer: a woman in a deep green jacket, silver-streaked hair twisted in an elegant knot, her gaze direct and appraising but not unkind.

As the herd passed, buyers and guests commented, sometimes in low voices to each other, sometimes loud enough for the herd to hear:

“Look at the yield on that one—she carries herself like a queen.”

“The apple garland—very traditional. Makes them look almost mythic, don’t you think?”

“That brown-skinned beauty in front—have you seen a prouder walk? Bell’s nearly singing off her hips!”

Samira’s heart hammered. She kept her gaze fixed on the horizon, posture perfect, remembering Gwyn’s words—let them see your pride. But it was impossible not to feel the eyes—hungry, appraising, sometimes gentle, sometimes assessing with a cold, clinical edge. She let her hips roll a little, letting the harness bite and the bell at her throat chime louder. Her breasts swayed, her belly soft and round under the garland, the petals catching in the dip between her collarbones.

Midway through the parade, the staff halted the line at a particularly beautiful stand of apple trees, sunlight dappling the grass. Buyers were invited to step closer, to “inspect the yield”—though always with respect, under Gwyn’s unblinking gaze. Some did: a gentle hand brushing a shoulder, a careful adjustment of a garland, a low-voiced question to a staffer about yield or discipline. One woman pressed a blossom into Amara’s hair; another tucked a ribbon under Aaliyah’s harness, whispering a blessing.

For Samira, the scrutiny was both terrifying and intoxicating. She felt exposed—not just her body, but her story, her hunger to belong, the journey from shame to this shining, public moment. She remembered the early days—trying to hide in the shadows, hating every inch of her softness, dreading the gaze of others. Now, under the orchard sun, her body was the centrepiece, every curve and scar and dimple celebrated, every bell and blossom a mark of honour.

The parade resumed, herd singing together in rounds:

Ring the bell, parade the pride,

Under apple trees we hide—

But when the sun and watchers call,

We rise, we shine, we yield, we all.

Staff led games as they walked, sometimes tucking a red or gold apple into a girl’s mouth as a gag—forcing her to march with jaw wide, cheeks burning, bell chiming more loudly with each step. Some buyers giggled at this, others murmured their approval, staff noting who bore the gags with the most composure.

Other times, apples were pressed into open hands, then snatched away as the parade moved—testing obedience and reflexes, always hands-free. The orchard rang with laughter, bells, and the low chant of the herd, every woman’s body a moving canvas of ritual and spectacle.

Samira felt herself grow bolder as the parade wound on. Each time a buyer met her eyes, she met their gaze, refusing to look away. Each time the staff called a correction—“Head up, city girl!” “Let that bell sing!”—she straightened, letting pride bloom in her chest, letting the sun catch every shining inch of her skin.

The glass gallery came into view, its walls reflecting the light and colour of the parade. Staff paused the line, lining the herd up along the gallery’s length so buyers and dignitaries inside could view every angle—front, side, back—through gleaming panes. The glass magnified everything: the shine of sweat on Samira’s skin, the swing of her hips, the fullness of her breasts, the soft roundness of her belly and thighs. Every movement was watched, measured, admired or critiqued.

Inside, staff and buyers discussed each cow in turn. The words were sometimes blunt, but never cruel:

“Best form—Samira, with her blossom and bell.”

“Most obedient—Ellen, never once broke posture.”

“Boldest use of prop—Amara, apple gag in place from start to finish.”

Samira’s heart soared at the praise, even as her legs ached and the pressure of her harness bit into her hips. She focused on her breath, letting the voices of the crowd fade, sinking instead into the rhythm of the ritual: the chime of bells, the weight of her garland, the warmth of her herd sisters pressed close on either side.

Between display stations, the herd whispered encouragement and jokes. Aaliyah nudged Samira with her hip, grinning. “Next year, I want two bells. One for each tit.” Amara snickered, muttering, “Don’t let them see your knees shake—pretend you’re marching into a feast.” Ellen sang the next verse of the parade song in a voice so clear it seemed to hang between the trees.

As the parade wound toward its close, the crowd’s energy built. Buyers leaned forward, voices rising, some arguing quietly about which cow had “the best walk,” “the most spirit,” “the prettiest yield.” The staff, for their part, looked on with pride and fierce protectiveness—Gwyn especially, her eyes never leaving the line, as if daring anyone to question the worth of her herd.

At the final station—a small dais surrounded by low barrels and flowered branches—the herd was instructed to kneel. Buyers and staff circled, offering more direct praise and, sometimes, soft touch: a kiss to the brow, a hand on the shoulder, a whispered blessing or word of admiration. The herd bowed their heads, not in shame but in ritual humility, letting the applause and song of the orchard settle around them like a second skin.

For Samira, the end of the parade felt like waking from a dream. She had not merely survived the gaze of strangers; she had basked in it, found power and beauty in her body and her voice. She was more than her yield, more than her scars or the shape of her hips. She was spectacle and sister, pride and offering, all at once.

As the staff began leading the herd toward the next ritual, Samira glanced back at the buyers one last time. The woman in green met her gaze, smiled, and nodded—an unspoken promise, a new thread in the story that would carry into the night.

The bells faded, the parade dissolved into clusters of laughter and tired relief, and the orchard felt, for a long moment, like the whole world.

The parade’s echo lingered in Samira’s chest long after the bells had faded and the line of buyers and dignitaries drifted back toward the orchard’s main avenue. Her body thrummed with pride and fatigue; every muscle ached, but the ache felt earned. The staff had begun to shepherd the herd toward the next field, murmuring about water, rest, and preparation for the endurance trial.

But Gwyn’s voice, quiet and purposeful, called Samira aside. “Basra, with me, please.” There was no rebuke—just a thread of ceremony, as if she were being handed off between rituals, not plucked from the parade as a prize.

Gwyn led her down a narrow path that wound between apple trees thick with fruit, sunlight dappling the grass in shifting gold. The air changed: quieter, the noise of the crowd replaced by birdcall and the faint buzz of bees. At the path’s end stood a small bower, nearly hidden in the green—a circle of low benches woven with willow and apple boughs, lanterns and paper ribbons fluttering overhead.

Waiting there, poised with an elegance that radiated command, was the buyer Samira had noticed during the parade: a woman in dark green wool and a silk scarf, her hair streaked silver, eyes bright and cool as cider. She looked up at Samira and Gwyn with a soft, knowing smile.

Gwyn nodded, voice dropping to a note of formal respect. “Ms. Lindholm wishes a word in private. You are to speak freely—this is not another trial. Take your time.” She brushed a blossom from Samira’s shoulder and retreated a few paces, arms crossed but watchful, granting privacy while guarding the boundaries of the ritual.

Samira stood uncertain at the entrance, the bower’s quiet intimacy suddenly more intimidating than the entire parade. She was still in harness, garland, and mitts, her bell chiming softly as she shifted her weight. Sweat cooled on her skin; her heart stuttered. She remembered every instruction about composure, but this felt different—a new, hungry kind of gaze.

Ms. Lindholm gestured to a spot on the bench. “Sit with me, Samira. If the garland or bell is uncomfortable, you may loosen it.” Her voice was low, warm, neither hard nor patronising, the kind that suggested years of experience commanding attention and trust.

Samira hesitated—then sat, knees together, the harness biting gently into her hips. She realised, with a little shock, that she felt almost naked without the protection of the herd. Alone, every mark and dimple, every sticky trace of milk or sweat, seemed magnified.

Lindholm smiled, reading her tension. “You did well in the parade. Not just in form, but in presence. I could see your pride—your willingness to let yourself be seen.”

Samira’s cheeks flamed, but she met the woman’s eyes. “Thank you, ma’am.” The old instinct to look down, to hide, to swallow her voice fought with the desire to stand tall, to be worthy of attention.

Lindholm continued, voice thoughtful. “I’ve watched you all week. The orchard is full of beautiful, yielding women, but you… you’re learning to make every gaze a gift. That’s rare. That’s what makes a star—someone who lets ritual become truth, not just display.”

Samira’s throat tightened. “I never thought I’d… I was never the one who wanted to be seen. At home, I hid behind the kitchen doors.” She managed a wry smile. “Here, there’s nowhere to hide.”

Lindholm’s smile was gentle. “And yet, you haven’t crumbled. You shine brighter every day. That’s why I asked to meet you. Not just to praise, but to ask what you want—for yourself, not just for the herd or the staff. Have you found something here worth wanting?”

Samira hesitated. The honesty of the question struck something raw. She thought of the first night—her shame, the ache of being exposed and measured. She thought of Aaliyah’s touch, Amara’s teasing, the way Gwyn’s pride had become a kind of safety net. She felt the weight of the garland, the bell, the harness—all once symbols of restraint, now transformed into a kind of armour.

“I want to stay,” Samira whispered. “Not just survive, but… I want to belong. I want to be chosen—not just by the orchard, but by myself. I want to be the reason the herd sings a little louder. I want to be more than yield—I want to be remembered.”

Lindholm’s expression softened further. “Then let yourself be remembered. There will be buyers—rivalries, opportunities. I’ll not pretend there isn’t competition. But there’s a place for women like you, who make themselves a story, not just a body in a line.”

She reached into her satchel and drew out a slim box, opening it to reveal a golden apple bell—smaller than the parade bells, delicate and perfectly wrought, its clapper fine as a needle.

“A gift. Wear it tonight—under your garland or at your hip. It’s a token of notice, and perhaps, a promise. I will speak to Gwyn about your future here after the Gala. I hope we meet again, when all this is over and you have nothing left to prove.”

Samira reached for the bell with trembling fingers, feeling the cool metal in her palm, the ribbon sliding silkily between her mitts. “Thank you,” she whispered, tears threatening but her voice strong. “I’ll try to earn it.”

Lindholm smiled, rising. “You already have.” She leaned in—not a kiss, not quite, but her breath warm on Samira’s cheek. “And if you ever doubt it, remember how you walked today. Remember what it felt like to sing and know every eye was on you for all the right reasons.”

With that, she stepped back, her stride smooth and full of purpose, leaving Samira alone in the dappled light. Gwyn returned, eyes flickering to the bell, then to Samira’s tearful but shining face.

“You’re not the first she’s chosen,” Gwyn murmured, tone equal parts proud and warning. “But I’ve never seen her give that bell to anyone who didn’t deserve it.”

Samira nodded, pressing the gift to her chest, heart pounding. For a moment she stood in the silence, letting the orchard’s air—apple-sweet and wild—fill her lungs, grounding her.

The staff called from the field; the herd was gathering for the endurance trial, and Samira hurried to rejoin them. But she walked with a new confidence, the golden bell hidden at her hip, the memory of Lindholm’s words singing in her blood.

She found Aaliyah and Amara waiting, their faces flushed from the sun and the thrill of ritual. “Did she touch you?” Amara teased, eyes wide. “Or just promise to make you the orchard’s queen?”

Samira grinned, blushing. “A bit of both, I think.”

Aaliyah squeezed her arm. “You’re ready for anything now, Samira. Even the long night.”

Staff led the herd onward, voices ringing out across the grass. “To the grove! Harnesses tight, bodies bare, hearts open for the orchard’s test!” The orchard had changed, and so had Samira. She was not just a body in a line. She was a story, a promise, a living answer to every doubt she’d carried into these trees.

As she walked toward the endurance trial—toward pain, cold, and public ordeal—she felt the golden bell at her side, every step a quiet, joyful chime.

Tonight, she thought, the orchard will see all of me. And I will shine.

The sun was high and sharp when the staff called the herd to the far edge of the orchard, voices ringing out across the field. The jubilation of the parade had ebbed into a hush—something heavier, more electric, settling in every belly as the ordeal to come approached. There was a sense of anticipation, of old stories and remembered warnings. The endurance trial was not for show, not in the same way as the parade, but it was every bit as public. The herd would be tested not by eyes alone, but by earth, wind, cold, and time.

Samira walked with the others through the grass, golden bell hidden beneath her garland, the gift from Ms. Lindholm cool and weighty at her hip. She felt the ache of the morning in her calves, her shoulders still carrying the ghost of the parade’s pride. Aaliyah was beside her, their hands brushing with each stride, Amara ahead, leading the way with laughter that sounded just a touch nervous.

The orchard’s edge was a wild place, old trees grown thick and tangled, the ground soft with moss and fallen apples, moonlight struggling through the boughs. Staff waited among the shadows, lanterns lit and swinging from branches, ropes and chains glinting gold in the low sun. The scent here was deeper—earthy, damp, heavy with apple and the promise of rain.

Gwyn’s voice, strong and unyielding, called the herd into a clearing. “Tonight is not for watching, but for surviving. The orchard’s trial is simple: you will endure, bound and bared, until the dawn. The wind and earth, the night itself, will be your judges. But you will not be alone.”

Staff moved through the herd with gentle purpose. Each woman was stripped to her harness and mitts, blossom crowns now gone to garlands that circled throats or hips. Bells and plugs were checked, every strap snugged tight, every body inspected for comfort and safety. Samira’s harness pressed close over her belly and hips, the cool leather a comfort against her heated skin. Staff led each girl to her place, some to low branches hung with soft ropes, others to smooth, worn stakes set in the earth, a few lucky enough to be tethered side by side for warmth.

Samira’s spot was at the base of an old apple tree, roots curling like fingers through the grass. A staffer—one of the quiet, careful ones—helped her kneel, pressing her back to the trunk, securing her wrists in thick, padded cuffs behind her. Her arms strained at first, but the staffer checked the angle, adjusting until Samira could breathe easily, her chest thrust high, knees spread by the harness’s tight embrace. A length of rope circled her waist and thighs, securing her in place. The bell at her hip chimed softly with each movement.

Aaliyah was tethered to the same tree, just out of reach, their ankles nearly touching. “We’ll keep each other sane,” she whispered, squeezing Samira’s toes with her own.

Amara was close too, staked to a root a few yards away, already testing her bonds with a determined smile. Ellen, Lucy, and the rest of the herd were arranged in a circle, each restrained in their own way—some lying flat, others suspended by wrists or knees, all exposed to the orchard, the night, and each other.

The staff checked every knot, every plug and bell, offering cider and water for the last time. Doc Mayes pressed a cup to Samira’s lips, murmuring, “Drink deep—this is the hardest trial, but you’re ready.” Her fingers lingered a moment at Samira’s jaw, soft and full of pride.

The sun dropped, shadows deepening. Gwyn made her way around the circle, blessing each cow with a touch, a word of courage, a reminder that endurance was a gift the orchard rewarded above all. “Yield is not just milk,” she told Samira, “but patience, resilience, the willingness to be seen and to suffer for something larger than yourself. The orchard does not break those who bend.”

When at last the staff withdrew, leaving lanterns and extra blankets within reach but far from any bound hand, the world seemed to shrink to the space between bodies, between breaths. Night fell with a chill, the orchard’s sounds changing from song and laughter to the slow, shivering music of insects, wind, and the distant toll of a bell.

For the first hour, the herd talked and joked, their voices low but steady. Amara told stories of her first trial—how she’d cried when the wind picked up, how Lucy had sung her through the darkest hour. Ellen recited orchard legends, tales of harvest queens and spirits that guarded the trees. The laughter was shaky, but it held.

Samira listened, her own voice quiet, content to soak in the warmth of her sisters’ courage. Her body protested the strain—shoulders burning, knees damp from the moss, neck prickling with cold sweat. The rope at her hips pinched, and the bell at her hip seemed to echo every small tremor.

As the night deepened, cold crept in. Dew settled on Samira’s skin, the damp soaking through the harness, every breath puffing in silver clouds. Insects crawled across bare thighs, a shiver of discomfort that she could not brush away. The moon, full and high, spilled pale light across the clearing, making every bruise, every dimple, every scar a thing of beauty.

Somewhere nearby, Aaliyah hummed—a slow, soft tune, not quite a lullaby, not quite a prayer. Samira joined in, their voices weaving together, a comfort against the ache and the dark. Other herdmates picked up the song, until the whole clearing was threaded with music, the orchard itself seeming to hush and listen.

Time lost all meaning. There were hours when Samira was sure she’d never sleep, never be warm again. The pain in her shoulders became a pulse, her hips numb, her chest tight from the restraint. She whimpered, unable to hide her need, and Aaliyah answered with whispered comfort: “You’re not alone. None of us are.”

Staff passed by now and then, silent as shadows, checking knots and faces, offering sips of cider or a soft word. They never interfered, only watched and waited, letting the trial unfold as it always had—half ritual, half test of endurance and hope.

At some point, the night broke open. Clouds scattered, and stars blazed down. The moon gilded every harness, every bell, every body glistening with dew. Herdmates called encouragement across the clearing, singing, whispering stories, weaving dreams for one another.

Samira felt her mind slip between pain and peace, her world narrowed to the pulse of her heart, the ache in her body, and the warmth of the herd’s presence. She thought of Ms. Lindholm’s gift, the golden bell pressing into her thigh, a promise that she was more than this trial—she was chosen, remembered, seen.

When the cold was at its worst, the staff returned, wrapping each cow in a thick blanket where possible, rubbing hands and feet to restore feeling, murmuring praise and approval. Samira whimpered as her bonds were loosened, the relief sharp as pain, the warmth of the blanket almost too much. Doc Mayes held her, rocking gently, whispering, “You did it, love. You made it.”

The herd was gathered close, bodies shivering and exhausted but shining with pride. Cider was passed, apples sliced and fed from mouth to mouth, every gesture a celebration. Gwyn moved among them, her face soft and open, offering praise, pressing kisses to brows, stroking hair.

Samira sank into the embrace of the herd, her body aching, her heart wide open. The pain and ordeal of the night had become something holy, a mark of honour that drew her closer to her sisters, to the staff, to the very trees that had watched over them.

The fire was lit, and the herd huddled around its glow, blankets drawn tight, bodies pressed together for warmth. Staff moved through the circle, massaging tired muscles, checking for injuries, offering praise and soft confessions of their own trials.

Aaliyah curled against Samira’s back, her arms looped tight around her belly. Amara pressed a kiss to Samira’s temple, murmuring, “You were the bravest tonight. Even when you were silent, I knew you wouldn’t let go.”

Samira smiled, the memory of the ordeal still burning in her muscles, but pride glowing brighter. She pressed the golden bell to her chest, its chime lost in the hush of the fire and the slow, deep breathing of the herd.

Gwyn’s voice, low and even, carried across the firelight. “You endured for each other, not for the buyers, not for me. That is the orchard’s secret—every pain you share becomes a bond, every trial endured together a kind of joy.”

The herd nodded, some crying softly, some simply holding hands or pressing foreheads together. The orchard’s sounds returned—wind, bells, laughter, the sigh of bodies at rest.

Samira closed her eyes. She felt the ache of the night in every bone, but the certainty of belonging was deeper, sweeter. She had survived the hardest trial, not alone, but in the arms of the herd. She had become more than a body, more than a display—she had become part of a living, breathing ritual, a story written in sweat, song, and the slow forgiveness of dawn.

As the fire burned down and the first birds began to call, Samira drifted to sleep in the circle of her sisters, the orchard’s promise echoing in every heartbeat:

Here, endurance is love. Here, pain becomes pride. Here, you are home.

The endurance trial faded with the last wisps of night, replaced by a dawn both gentle and fierce. The orchard’s wild edge was painted silver and gold, the moon a memory above the trees, the sky washed in blue. The fire, banked low through the darkest hours, now glowed anew as staff moved quietly, tending flames and fetching water, their voices soft, carrying the promise of relief.

The herd lay scattered, wrapped in blankets, bodies pressed close—still trembling from the ordeal, muscles sore, skin marked with dew, rope, and the careful signatures of restraint. Samira stirred, half-asleep, her cheek pressed to Aaliyah’s thigh, Amara’s arm heavy over her shoulders. Her body hummed with fatigue, but it was a sweet ache, the kind that spoke of survival and pride.

Staff began the rituals of aftercare with a reverence that bordered on worship. Blankets, warmed by the fire, were layered over each woman. Hands checked wrists and ankles for bruises, kneaded calves and shoulders with oil scented of apple and sage. Doc Mayes crouched by each herd member in turn, her gaze bright with approval, murmuring praise and comfort in equal measure: “Breathe, love. You did so well.” “Let me see those knees. Beautiful. Brave.”

Samira blinked up at her, mind foggy but heart wide open. The pain of restraint had left her softer, more porous—every touch, every word seemed to sink straight to her bones. She watched as Doc Mayes dabbed balm on a scrape at her elbow, the staff’s touch gentle and sure. “You held out longer than most. Did you ever doubt you could?”

Samira smiled, eyes shining. “Not once I heard them singing.”

Doc Mayes nodded, pressing a kiss to her brow. “That’s the secret. Endurance isn’t about being alone—it’s about letting the herd carry you.”

All around the fire, similar scenes unfolded. Herdmates wept, some openly, others with tears sliding silently down cheeks. Ellen sobbed as her wrists were freed, then giggled when Amara, half-delirious with exhaustion, wiped her face with a corner of a blanket and whispered, “Now you’re a proper orchard cow—marked by mud and moonlight.” Laughter mixed with tears, the air thick with relief and the heady sweetness of victory.

Gwyn moved through the circle, her blossom crown now drooping, the staff in her hand used less for command than for balance. She knelt beside each woman, offering words of praise, sometimes an embrace, always her undivided attention. To Samira, she pressed a cup of warm cider, the rim sticky with honey and apple. “Drink. You gave the orchard your pain, and it gives you back its strength.”

Samira sipped, the heat sliding down her throat, kindling new life in her belly. She found her voice trembling with gratitude. “Thank you, Gwyn. For seeing me.”

Gwyn smiled, weary but radiant. “I see all of you. Every bruise, every note of your voice, every stubborn breath you took in the dark. You’ve earned every bell, every blossom, every promise we can make.”

Herdmates curled together in the grass, sharing stories of the ordeal, some boasting of their endurance, others shy about moments of fear or weakness. The laughter was softer now, the jokes tinged with a kind of awe for what they had survived. Aaliyah squeezed Samira’s hand, her own voice hoarse but full of pride. “You didn’t break, Samira. Not once. You held us together.”

Amara nudged her. “You even made the staff cry. I heard Doc Mayes sniffling when she untied you.”

Samira laughed, the sound rough and joyful. “I’ll never forget the way you all sang. I thought I was lost, and then I heard you. I knew I wasn’t alone.”

The staff passed around bread, apples, and thick slices of cheese, feeding each herd member by hand or mouth, keeping the hands-free ritual alive. Warm cider was sipped from shared cups, every bite and swallow another stitch in the fabric of the herd. Some buyers, emboldened by the night’s trial, approached the fire to offer congratulations, their voices softer than during the parade. One woman—Ms. Lindholm—offered Samira a fresh ribbon, tying it around the golden bell at her hip. “This is yours, now. You earned it in the dark, not just in the daylight.”

Samira flushed with pride, bowing her head in thanks. The bell felt different now—less a prize, more a promise, a proof of belonging that would ring out with every step she took.

As the sun climbed, the herd’s exhaustion became a kind of reverent peace. Some dozed, heads pillowed on thighs or bellies, arms tangled, bodies pressed so close that no cold could reach them. Staff moved among them with flasks of oil and water, fingers soothing, braiding hair, weaving in fresh blossoms to replace those lost in the night.

Lucy whispered a poem about the orchard’s ghosts—“May they carry your pain into the roots, may the trees grow fat with your dreams”—and Ellen hummed a wordless tune that slowly spread, picked up by every tired, contented voice. The song became a lullaby, the fire’s smoke rising in curls through the boughs, birds joining in as the world awoke around them.

Gwyn took a final turn around the fire, kneeling in the dew beside the herd. “This is what makes the orchard different. Not the trials alone, but the way we end them—together, remade by touch and by love. You are never less for having endured. You are more.”

Tears prickled in Samira’s eyes. She leaned into Aaliyah’s embrace, letting the last of her fear melt away. She watched as Amara accepted her own bell from a staffer, laughing through tears, as Ruth curled up and slept in the sun, as Ellen and Lucy sang quietly, faces peaceful.

The buyers withdrew, some with promises of return, some with gifts left at the fire’s edge—apples, coins, a few shy, heartfelt notes written on scraps of cloth. The staff gathered the remnants of the feast, offering a final round of cider before settling in with the herd. Doc Mayes tucked herself between two girls and began massaging tired calves, Gwyn unspooled her hair and let a cow braid it with wildflowers.

Samira felt the ritual settle into her body like a benediction. Every bruise and ache, every tender place was cared for; every whispered praise landed deeper than any pain. She closed her eyes and listened to the hush, the music of the fire, the slow, steady breathing of her herd.

As the orchard brightened and the sun crested the trees, Gwyn raised her voice one last time. “Tonight, you were tested. This morning, you are home. Carry the memory of this pain—let it remind you that you are strong, that you are loved, that you belong.”

The herd answered with a murmur, a sigh that rolled like wind through the grass. Samira felt her heart thrum with new certainty—she was not alone, not now, not ever.

She drifted, then, half asleep and wholly content, cradled by arms and warmth and the orchard’s quiet promise. Her last thought before dreams claimed her was simple and sure:

There is no belonging like this, no strength so sweet, no pain so beautifully shared.

When she woke, the fire had burned low, but the herd was still there—tangled, at peace, remade beneath the apple trees.


Chapter 10: The Tethered Circuit & Rotten Apple Ceremony

The orchard awoke slowly after the night’s ordeal. The sky was washed in the palest pink, and the grass shimmered under a heavy dew that dampened every blanket, blossom, and bare knee. The fire from aftercare had dwindled to coals, thin curls of smoke rising into air that tasted of wood, apple, and sleep. In the clearing, the herd slept in a sprawl—arms thrown across waists and shoulders, faces pressed to thighs or bellies, every body clinging to the warmth and comfort of its neighbours.

Samira roused before most, her cheek stuck to Aaliyah’s hip, Amara’s arm heavy across her ribcage. She rolled gently onto her back, feeling every ache and bloom of pain from the endurance trial. Her shoulders ached from rope, thighs were mottled where the harness had pressed too long, her breasts still sensitive from the cold and the weight of her own surrender. Yet the discomfort felt holy—a badge of having survived, and not just survived, but been held in the arms of the herd.

Staff moved quietly between bodies, offering warm water for washing, hands for stretching and kneading out the worst knots, murmured praise for how bravely each had endured. “Beautiful work, love,” Doc Mayes whispered as she checked Samira’s wrists. “You bent but didn’t break. That’s what the orchard asks.” She ran her fingers over the faint red lines, smoothing in a fragrant balm that soothed both skin and soul.

All around her, Samira heard the sounds of waking: the creak of harnesses, low groans as limbs were stretched, a ripple of laughter as Ellen tried to brush leaves from her tangled hair. The herd moved slow, tender with each other, no rush to break the circle they’d woven in the night. Staff returned with breakfast—warm milk in mugs, apple wedges dusted with cinnamon, thick hunks of bread smeared with butter and honey. Every bite was fed by hand or mouth, the ritual of hands-free service holding even in this dawn, a sign that the rules of the orchard never truly slept.

Gwyn stood at the edge of the circle, staff in hand, a fresh blossom crown tangled in her wild hair. She let the herd eat and stretch, her gaze full of pride and something like anticipation. When she finally raised her staff, the sound of her bell drew every eye.

“Herd, you have endured the orchard’s test. You have been tied, chilled, watched and wrung out, and still you rise. Today you will prove that a single ordeal is not enough to break the bonds you have made. Today, you will show the orchard—and every buyer, every staff member, every guest—that you are more than bodies, more than yield. You are a living chain, strong as roots, shining as blossom.”

A shiver went through the herd, both nervous and eager. Last night’s pain was still fresh, but so was the pride—a wild, secret flame that glowed in every breast.

Gwyn nodded to the staff, who began to clear the blankets and bedding, readying the clearing for the morning’s ritual. She strode to Samira, her staff tapping lightly on the grass. “Stand, Basra.”

Samira obeyed, rising slowly, feeling the stiffness in her thighs, the slight tremble in her knees. The golden bell from Lindholm, hidden beneath her garland through the ordeal, now caught the dawn light. Gwyn reached out, lifted the bell, and with ceremony that was both maternal and regal, attached it to the front ring of Samira’s harness so it rested against her chest.

“This bell marks you as first among equals today. You carry not just your own pride, but the eyes of the herd. Lead them well.” Gwyn pressed her palm to Samira’s sternum, just above the bell, her gaze intense. “If you falter, falter with courage. If you shine, shine for all of us.”

A murmur swept through the herd—some clapping, some teasing, a few voices raised in a song of congratulations. Amara grinned and whispered, “Lead cow’s got to have the prettiest bell.” Aaliyah pressed a kiss to Samira’s shoulder, murmuring, “You’ll make us proud.”

As breakfast finished, the staff began to check and re-oil harnesses, collecting garlands and bells for the coming ritual. Those who had worn the Rotten Apple bell during the night’s ordeal were gathered aside—no shame, only a soft humour as Doc Mayes recited their “crimes” in a singsong voice. “For snoring so loud you scared off the moon, for trying to scratch with your feet, for making the saddest faces at the wind.” Each was offered an extra apple slice and a kiss to the brow; their Rotten Apple bells left at the fire’s edge, awaiting their own ritual of release.

Gwyn called the herd into a circle, staff and buyers watching at the edge. “Today, you’ll face the Tethered Circuit—a trial of unity, obedience, and shameless joy. You’ll be chained as one, each step felt by all, every triumph and every stumble a lesson in herd spirit. The buyers and staff will watch and judge—but more than that, you’ll be watched by each other. The orchard will see who you have become.”

She walked the circle, pressing her staff to each harness in turn, the blessing a promise and a warning. “You are only as strong as the weakest among you. Lift each other. Pull each other through.”

Staff moved to prepare the line, fitting each woman with the heaviest, most ornate harnesses yet—broad belts of apple-brown leather, gleaming with brass rings and chains. Ankle cuffs were attached, neck collars locked, and at each connection, a bell was added—a living chime that would echo every step and shiver.

Samira was placed at the front, the golden bell at her chest, her garland refreshed with new apple blossoms and a green silk ribbon. Aaliyah and Amara flanked her, Ellen just behind. Those with Rotten Apple bells joined at the rear, marked but not shamed—part of the chain, necessary to the whole.

The staff moved among the herd, adjusting chains, testing each link, ensuring no one would be hurt but everyone would feel the weight of connection. Buyers and dignitaries began to gather, some with notepads, others with cameras or simply hungry eyes. Ms. Lindholm approached and, with the air of a priestess, inscribed Samira’s bell with a tiny, looping “L”—a formal mark of notice. “For the first of the Orchard Herd,” she said, her voice low and proud.

A hush fell as Gwyn lifted her staff. “Before the orchard, before your sisters, before those who judge and those who only watch—you are not a single body, but a living herd. Each heart, each bell, each bruise and joy. Today, you are one.”

A brief unity ritual followed. Each woman, hands bound or arms looped behind, pressed her chin to the shoulder of the next in line, murmuring a vow: “I will lift you, I will carry you, I will not let you fall.” The vow moved down the line, growing stronger, the bells at each throat chiming in sequence, the sound passing like a promise from Samira all the way to the last girl.

Staff, buyers, and dignitaries watched, some moved to tears. A few staff joined the vow, touching shoulders, bowing their heads. Even Ms. Lindholm murmured the words, her eyes never leaving Samira’s.

When the ritual ended, Gwyn stood back, voice ringing. “The Tethered Circuit begins at my signal. Remember—unity, obedience, shameless courage. Show the orchard who you are.”

As the sun rose higher and the first birdsong tangled in the air, the herd waited—chained, garlanded, trembling, and radiant. Samira felt the weight of the golden bell at her heart, the presence of her sisters at her back, and a pride that threatened to burst her chest.

She was not alone. She was not afraid.

Today, she thought, they would shine—not just for the orchard, but for each other.

The clearing bustled with energy as staff moved among the herd, gathering the women together for the most intricate harnessing yet. The orchard felt changed: no longer a mere backdrop, but a stage prepared for spectacle, challenge, and the last, hardest test before the Gala’s main event. The air was alive with the clang of chains, the creak of leather, the tang of oil and apple blossoms. Above, crows called in the orchard’s boughs, and sunlight danced between the shifting forms of staff and buyers circling to watch.

Samira stood at the front, heart pounding beneath the golden bell now inscribed with Lindholm’s looping mark. Her harness was heavier than before—broad straps of oiled leather hugging her waist and hips, wide shoulder pieces pressing her posture tall and open. Brass rings gleamed on each side, ready to receive the lead chain, while an extra blossom garland was woven around her neck and shoulders, the petals cool and fragrant.

Aaliyah and Amara stood just behind, their own harnesses fitted with extra rings for the chains. The staff moved with swift, assured hands: buckling straps tight, checking for chafing, pausing to adjust a bell or tuck a curl behind an ear. Doc Mayes murmured as she cinched the harness around Samira’s midsection, “Remember, every pull you feel today is a sister’s strength. Trust the chain. Trust yourself.”

One by one, the herd was harnessed—each woman fitted in her own way, the gear adjusted for size, softness, or stubbornness. Ellen giggled as her tail plug was rechecked, earning a mock glare from her staffer. Lucy was braided with extra blossoms, while Ruth’s garland had apples woven in, heavy enough to sway with every step.

When the last harness was fitted, the staff brought out the chains: thick, gleaming lengths of applewood-polished steel, each link smooth and cold. The staff worked from front to back, locking each woman’s ankle cuff to the chain, then joining neck collars with slender, softer chains so no one could stray too far or too fast. The sound of the links closing—click, slide, snap—became a ritual in itself, each new connection answered by a bell’s chime.

At the rear, those who’d worn the Rotten Apple bell during the night’s ordeal were chained last. Their faces bore no shame, only a mix of nervousness and determination. Doc Mayes tied a ribbon on each of their harnesses—soft green for forgiveness, white for the lesson learned.

The buyers, gathered on the edge of the clearing, murmured approval, some taking notes or snapping photos. Lindholm stood apart, arms crossed, her gaze fixed on Samira. She wore a faint, approving smile as Gwyn approached her.

The unity ritual began. With hands bound behind or at their sides, each woman pressed her chin to the next’s shoulder, the line a living sculpture of anticipation and solidarity. Gwyn’s staff tapped the ground for silence.

“One voice. One line. One herd,” she intoned. “Repeat your vow, from the golden bell to the Rotten Apple—let the orchard hear your promise.”

Samira began, voice steady despite the knot in her throat:

“I will lift you, I will carry you, I will not let you fall.”

The vow passed down the line, each woman speaking with more confidence, the words gaining strength, picked up by staff and even a few buyers. The chain trembled with anticipation, the living current of belonging running from front to back.

When the last vow was spoken, Gwyn turned to Lindholm, inviting her to mark the golden bell in public. Lindholm stepped forward, all eyes on her, and knelt before Samira, who stood trembling with pride. With deliberate care, Lindholm pressed a kiss to the bell, then attached a small tag: “Tethered Gala Champion.” The crowd gasped and then erupted into applause. Even the buyers who might have hoped for another favourite had to acknowledge the spectacle of it—the champion, crowned before all.

A ripple ran through the herd. Some—Amara among them—teased Samira with whispers. “Try not to trip on your own pride, city girl.” But the words held affection, even admiration, beneath the mischief. Aaliyah squeezed her elbow, voice low, “You’ll carry us, and we’ll carry you, no matter what.”

Gwyn called for attention. “The Tethered Circuit is not a punishment. It is proof. Proof that you can move as one, feel as one, support and delight in one another’s strength and shame alike. The buyers will judge, yes—but so will you, and so will I. No one here stands alone.”

Staff walked the line, blessing each chain link and bell with apple oil, brushing a fresh blossom over every crown. The ritual had the slow gravity of a coronation: each harness, chain, and bell more than prop or restraint—they were marks of courage, reminders of how much had been endured and how much could still be achieved.

Before the parade began, a brief chorus was called for—a ritual song, sung with heads high and bells ringing in time.

Chain to chain, root to root,

Under blossom, branch, and fruit,

Orchard binds, orchard frees—

We are herd beneath the trees.

The sound was not perfect—some voices cracked, some bells jangled out of time—but the unity, the striving together, filled the clearing with an energy that felt holy. Buyers clapped, some staff blinked away tears. Even the birds seemed to hush, as if listening.

As the song ended, Gwyn moved to the head of the line, meeting Samira’s eyes. “You are the tip of our spear, Basra. Be bold. Be gentle. Lead us true.”

Samira felt the weight of expectation—her own, the herd’s, the staff’s and buyers’. But beneath it all, she felt the unshakeable support of the line at her back, the chain not a shackle but a promise.

As the staff signalled the start, the herd shifted, bells chiming in a living, moving chord. The Tethered Circuit was about to begin—not just a test of bodies, but a ritual of unity and spectacle, the last great ordeal before the Gala’s night would crown its champion.

With her golden bell shining and her sisters close, Samira took the first step, the chain tightening in a warm, shared embrace. Behind her, the herd surged forward—one body, one voice, ready for whatever trial the orchard demanded next.

The signal to begin rang out—a bright, sharp chime of Gwyn’s staff on a stone, answered by the collective hush of buyers, staff, and the herd itself. All eyes turned to Samira, standing at the head of the living chain, golden bell shining at her chest. The first rays of true morning caught the apple blossoms wound through her hair, the shine of her harness, the delicate weight of the chain that linked her, body and spirit, to every woman behind.

Samira took a breath, steadying her trembling legs. The first steps felt awkward—each tug at her ankle was a question, each adjustment of posture a silent conversation with the herd behind her. But as the line snaked forward through the orchard grass, something miraculous began to happen: nerves smoothed, bodies fell into rhythm, and the chain itself became an extension of the herd’s shared intent.

Buyers and dignitaries gathered along the planned route, their seats shaded by blossom-laden branches, clipboards poised and faces intent. Some watched with the cool appraisal of seasoned auctioneers, others with the fascination of newcomers—no one, Samira thought, could look away from a spectacle this raw and intricate.

The first station was a stretch of lush grass, dew-damp and cold, where the herd was required to crawl in unison, hands bound, heads high, bells chiming with each movement. Gwyn called out instructions, staff correcting posture as needed: “Backs straight, hips swaying, keep your chins proud for the orchard!” Samira led the way, feeling every shift ripple down the line—when she slowed, the herd slowed; when she pushed forward, the momentum built behind her.

Crawling was both ordeal and pageant. Samira’s knees ached, her thighs burned, and sweat prickled under her harness, but the press of the chain kept her focused, every tug a reminder of the herd’s dependence on her. She heard Amara’s laughter close behind, Aaliyah’s whispered encouragement, the playful jeers of those further back as they negotiated a tricky patch of earth or a hidden root.

At the next station, the herd was halted by buyers who stepped forward with baskets of apples and ribbons. “Apple bobbing, hands-free!” called a staffer, eyes sparkling. Each woman knelt at a trough brimming with icy water and apples. Samira plunged her face in, the cold biting her skin, the apple rolling slick beneath her lips. She gripped it with her teeth, surfacing to applause as her bell chimed a high, proud note. The buyers marked her style on their cards; Lindholm, watching from the shade, raised her chin in silent approval.

Beside her, Aaliyah managed to catch two apples at once, earning a round of laughter and a kiss on the forehead from a staff member. Amara, ever the show-off, bobbed with such vigour that water sprayed into the crowd, drawing both mock censure and delighted applause. Those who struggled were helped—either by herdmates nudging them gently or by staff murmuring encouragement at their sides.

After the bobbing, the herd shuffled forward, wet and dripping, their chains clinking. Staff led them to a milking frame set beneath the largest tree, where each woman was attached in turn—mitts still locked, bodies pressed forward, machines humming as buyers and guests observed. Samira’s breasts, still tender from the previous day’s trials, responded eagerly, and her jar filled quickly, the yield noted by staff and buyers alike. “Orchard cream!” called one dignitary, holding her glass to the sun.

As the milking concluded, the staff orchestrated a brief, playful grazing—troughs filled with oats, cream, and sliced apple were set on the grass. The herd was ordered to “graze” on hands and knees, eating with mouths only, their harnesses and bells on full display. Samira felt both the flush of humiliation and a wild, secret joy: every swallow and giggle became part of the ritual, every sticky trace on her chin a mark of acceptance. Staff and buyers clapped, some tossing blossoms or extra apple slices to their favourites.

Midway through the circuit, Gwyn announced an obstacle course: “You move as one, or you don’t move at all!” The chain tightened, the line forced to work in absolute synchrony as they crawled under ropes, wove between trunks, and struggled through mud. A few buyers, grinning, stepped forward to “correct” posture with gentle swats from applewood paddles, offering praise to those who shone and light-hearted rebuke to any who flagged.

The Rotten Apple bell at the end of the line marked out the “lead offender”—today, Ruth, who had earned her bell with a particularly theatrical collapse during last night’s ordeal. She bore the extra weight and teasing with good humour, but Gwyn required her to make an extra crawl around the circuit, cheered on by both herd and guests, before she was allowed back into the line’s embrace.

Throughout it all, Samira felt the power of her position and the burden of it. Every success won cheers and applause, every falter drew a sympathetic groan that ran the length of the chain. At one point, she stumbled, her knee buckling in a patch of slick moss. The chain went taut, and for a moment, the line wobbled. Amara’s voice rang out, not with mockery but encouragement: “Steady, Basra! We’re with you.” Aaliyah pressed her shoulder, and the chain swayed back into order. Samira swallowed her embarrassment, drew breath, and pressed forward, pride burning brighter than any pain.

At several stations, buyers and staff offered small, spontaneous prizes. A ribbon tied at Samira’s wrist for her boldness in the grazing challenge. A kiss on the brow for Lucy, who sang the unity chorus loudest during the crawl. A brief privilege for Ellen—allowed to lead the line through a short segment after her flawless posture was praised. Every gesture built up the herd’s spirit, even as the physical challenge wore them down.

The unity chorus was called for again and again:

Chain to chain, root to root,

We move as one, we bear the fruit.

Voices rose and fell, sometimes ragged, sometimes triumphant, always woven through with the chime of bells and the breathless laughter of women pushing themselves, and each other, to their limits.

As the circuit neared its end, staff led the herd to a low bough hung with blossom and ribbon. Here, each woman was briefly suspended—hoisted by harness and chain, arms free for once, legs dangling or kicking, bells ringing wildly. Buyers gasped and clapped, some staff even joining in the laughter as Amara spun in her harness, shouting, “Fly, cows, fly!”

Finally, the line was set down, bodies aching, faces flushed, bells chiming in a ragged chorus. Gwyn called a halt, voice full of pride and emotion. “You have done more than endure—you have become a living ritual. Every chain, every bell, every bruise a mark of belonging.”

The buyers, staff, and dignitaries rose in a standing ovation. Ms. Lindholm approached, lifting Samira’s chin, her voice soft but clear enough for all to hear: “You bore the golden bell well, Samira. The orchard will remember today.”

Samira blinked back tears, the exhaustion and pride mingling in a wave that left her trembling. She looked down the line—saw Aaliyah’s shining eyes, Amara’s crooked grin, Ellen and Lucy and every face alive with relief, joy, and the deep, unshakeable bond that had been forged and reforged by every ordeal.

They had moved as one, endured as one, shone as one. Whatever came next—punishment, praise, or celebration—they would meet it together, linked by more than chains, more than ritual, more than the gaze of any crowd.

As staff guided the herd toward the next ceremony, Samira felt the golden bell at her chest, its weight a promise and a challenge. She was more than a lead cow now. She was part of a living miracle: a herd that could turn shame into triumph, ordeal into joy, and spectacle into the purest belonging.

The clearing that marked the circuit’s end was nothing short of magical. The glass gallery gleamed with dew and light, its open doors spilling sunlight over a dais draped in apple boughs and blossom garlands. Staff had laid thick rugs in the grass, scattered with cushions, while buyers and dignitaries found places along benches, hay bales, or simply stood—shoulders straight, eyes shining, anticipation thrumming in the air.

The herd, still chained but now resting in a long, curving line, was shepherded to the dais by staff. The air was alive with applause, laughter, and the low buzz of conversation. Every woman’s skin glowed with effort—brows beaded with sweat, garlands a tangle, bells dulled by dew and hard use. Yet there was no mistaking the pride that had replaced fatigue in every stance.

At the head of the line, Samira stood as Gwyn and Lindholm approached, both in full ceremonial finery. Gwyn’s staff was wreathed in apple blossoms; Lindholm’s green jacket bore a golden pin in the shape of a bell. A hush rippled through the crowd as the two women ascended the dais and turned to face the herd.

Gwyn raised her staff. “Orchard, buyers, staff, and all who witness—today we have seen the herd as one body, one voice, one living spirit. The Tethered Circuit is our greatest test: each chain a bond, each bell a song of unity and courage. Today, you have all become part of the orchard’s legend.”

Applause swept through the crowd. Staff moved among the herd, unfastening ankle and neck chains with slow, deliberate care, but the line held—no one stepped away, each woman staying in place until her sisters were freed. At the front, Samira felt the press of the golden bell at her chest, now marked not only by Lindholm’s inscription but by the sweat and breath of every woman behind her.

Gwyn called for silence again, her voice ringing clear. “Each trial has its champion. This day, the orchard honours not just the strongest or the loudest, but the one who bore the golden bell—Samira Basra, first among equals, lead cow of the Tethered Gala.”

The applause was immediate, a mixture of cheers, laughter, and—Samira sensed—some sharp-edged envy, particularly from the rear of the line where Amara and Ruth exchanged glances. But even the rivalries felt softened by exhaustion and the public glory of the day.

Lindholm joined Gwyn at Samira’s side. She drew a small, gleaming tag from her pocket and, with a flourish, attached it to the golden bell: “Tethered Gala Champion.” The bell shone even brighter, the tag catching the light so that it seemed to pulse with every breath Samira drew.

Lindholm stepped back, voice carrying across the gallery. “This bell is more than a prize. It is a mark of leadership, of courage, of the willingness to be seen—not just in pride, but in every stumble and every moment of doubt. Let all who hear it remember today’s trials. Let all who follow know that the first among you is also the first to serve.”

The staff led a small procession around Samira, each herdmate pausing to press a kiss to her shoulder, to murmur congratulations or tease her for every wobble, every moment of red-faced doubt during the circuit. “You pulled us through the mud, city girl,” Amara whispered, mock stern but smiling. “Next time, I’m leading.”

Aaliyah grinned, squeezing Samira’s hand. “You earned every jingle, every bruise. The orchard couldn’t have chosen better.” Even Ellen, bashful as ever, slipped her a half-crushed apple blossom as a token of thanks.

But there was more than celebration in the air. At the edge of the dais, Gwyn nodded to Amara, who stepped forward with her jaw set—rivalry and admiration warring in her eyes. “Samira led well. But next year, that bell’s mine.” Her words sparked laughter and cheers, the edge of competition dulled by the memory of shared pain and triumph. Gwyn nodded, satisfaction in her gaze, and called for the herd to assemble in a loose circle on the rugs and grass.

Staff and buyers joined, forming an audience as Lindholm addressed the group once more. “The golden bell is not for pride alone. It is a promise—to lead, to lift, to bring every herdmate through the darkest hour. Today, Samira has done this, and tomorrow, any of you may wear this honour.”

A brief ritual followed: Gwyn lifted Samira’s hand and, in a voice that trembled with emotion, led the herd in a vow:

“We ring for each other,

We fall for each other,

We rise as one,

We are the orchard herd.”

The vow was echoed, first soft, then swelling to fill the glass gallery and spill out into the orchard. The buyers and staff, caught in the ritual’s power, joined in; even Lindholm’s voice was heard, clear and proud.

To close the honouring, Lindholm pressed a kiss to Samira’s brow, then did the same for Amara and Aaliyah. Gwyn knelt, unfastened the last chain from Samira’s ankle, and kissed her golden bell. “For courage, for kindness, for the heart that holds us together.”

There were tears, and laughter, and then a wild, relieved noise as the herd broke formation to collapse in a tangle on the rugs, heads pillowed on bellies, legs thrown over laps, every body seeking warmth and reassurance. Staff passed cider and bread, apples and cheese, feeding each herdmate by hand or mouth, the ritual of hands-free service returning once more.

Samira, still at the centre, was mobbed by her sisters, every touch a mixture of congratulation and gentle teasing. “Don’t let it go to your head!” “Wear it to bed, I dare you!” “You know she’ll have to polish that bell all night.” Aaliyah curled against her side, voice low, “You looked beautiful out there. You made us all want to sing louder.”

Samira’s head spun with exhaustion, pride, and a kind of longing—she knew the honour came with a burden, the eyes of the herd and the orchard always on her now. Yet in the laughter and the ritual, she felt the weight transformed. She was not alone at the front; she was held, supported, surrounded by the hands and voices of her sisters.

Outside the glass gallery, buyers lingered, some already asking staff about the next auction, others pressing tokens—ribbons, coins, even little carved apples—into staffers’ hands with the hope of gaining favour with the lead cows. Lindholm took Gwyn aside, murmuring something that made both women smile. The future shimmered with possibility and new tests.

As the midday sun slanted through the gallery, Gwyn rose to her feet, her voice ringing out: “Rest now, herd. The Rotten Apple Ceremony and the Gala await. You have shown what unity, courage, and spectacle can become. Tonight, the orchard will celebrate every one of you.”

The herd answered with a tired, jubilant cheer. Samira sank into Aaliyah’s arms, the golden bell warm against her chest, her eyes closing as the hum of belonging filled every part of her. For now, there was nothing to fear. She had been tested, praised, and chosen—not just by the buyers, but by the only judges that mattered: her sisters, her staff, and the orchard itself.

As she drifted on the edge of sleep, Samira felt a quiet certainty settle in her bones. She was the golden bell—her voice, her courage, her care ringing out in every heart. And the sound would echo long after the dais was cleared, the rugs packed away, and the Gala’s lights dimmed beneath the apple trees.

The heat of the day had settled into something languid and golden by the time Gwyn called the herd to order once more. The air in the gallery was sweet with crushed apple blossom and the tang of cider; the rugs and cushions had become a nest of tired, proud bodies, the sound of laughter and low conversation weaving through the space. For a moment, it felt as though the world had shrunk to just this room, these women, and the sun slanting through glass and green.

But ritual called, and the orchard demanded more.

Staff and buyers drifted to the edges as Gwyn rose, her staff in hand, her eyes bright with anticipation. “Herd, we have praised the bold, we have crowned the golden bell. But the orchard knows no unity without forgiveness. Every pride casts a shadow; every ordeal leaves a mark. Today, we offer both to the light.”

A hush fell. Even the birds in the orchard outside seemed to quiet. Staff began moving through the herd, searching for the last traces of Rotten Apple bells—those black-lacquered wooden fruits hung from a red ribbon at the harness or throat. Some wore theirs with sheepish pride, some hid them under garlands, a few tried to pass them off to a neighbour with a wink.

One by one, those with Rotten Apples were led to the centre of the gallery dais: Ruth, with a crooked grin; Ellen, still flushed from the earlier trials; and Lucy, her eyes wide but her chin high. Each was met by a staffer with a soft cloth and a kind word, hands on shoulders, a kiss to the forehead.

Gwyn lifted her staff. “Every bell marks a lesson learned. Every apple bitten is a promise kept. Let us bear witness now.”

She called each “offender” forward by name, recounting their “crimes” with theatrical solemnity and affection: “For Ruth, whose crawl turned to a tumble and whose song was more snore than chorus—come forward.” The gallery erupted in gentle laughter. Ruth bowed, her cheeks flaming, but she winked at the herd and stuck out her tongue, drawing more applause.

“For Ellen, who lost her way in the obstacle and found it in the arms of the staff—not all detours are a fault, but the orchard keeps its tally.” Ellen giggled, stumbling to the centre, and pressed her hands (still loosely bound) to her chest.

“For Lucy, whose knees knocked so loud they spooked the buyers—may you find steadier ground tonight.” Lucy managed a wobbly curtsey, earning both cheers and a round of teasing hugs from her herdmates.

Gwyn produced a basket of real apples—green, gold, and crimson—polished to a shine. Each Rotten Apple bell was untied, the ribbon replaced with a blossom garland. Gwyn presented each offender with a real apple, the ritual clear: “Bite, and be forgiven.”

Ruth bit hers first—crunching deep, juice running down her chin, the gallery roaring with approval. She tossed the bell into a basket held by Doc Mayes, who declared, “Punishment ended! Let the orchard forgive!” Ellen followed, her bite dainty but her smile wide; Lucy, trembling, took the smallest apple but bit deep, the sound crisp and bright in the quiet.

Gwyn gathered them in, arms around shoulders, pressing her forehead to each. “Lesson learned, pain spent. You are not less for the stumble, but more for your courage.” The rest of the herd surged forward, bells chiming, hands reaching out, enfolding the “punished” in a mass of embrace and affection.

A ritual chorus rose—first the “forgiveness song,” a round led by Amara and Aaliyah:

Apple’s bite and bell’s last ring,

Forgiven now, the herd shall sing.

No more shame and no more blame,

All are sisters, all the same.

Staff, buyers, even Gwyn and Lindholm joined in, voices blending, some voices cracking with laughter or tears, but the energy warm and whole. Ruth wept openly, pressing her face to Ellen’s neck; Lucy trembled, her hands steadied by Samira’s own.

After the song, the herd circled tighter, staff pouring cider and offering bread and apples. Even those who had not been called forward took their own moment—confessing small failings, accepting hugs, pressing kisses to scars and bruises.

Samira watched it all, heart swollen with the knowledge that the real ritual was not in punishment, but in the weaving of the herd back together—stronger, braver, more certain than before. She pressed her golden bell to her chest, feeling its warmth, its promise: every fall was followed by a lifting, every shame by pride.

Ms. Lindholm stepped forward, her expression softer than Samira had ever seen it. She offered a silk handkerchief to Ruth, then leaned in to whisper something to Gwyn—words Samira could not hear, but that seemed to please them both. Some buyers added their own tokens: a ribbon here, a blossom crown there, coins pressed quietly into the hands of staff or herdmates in thanks for the spectacle, the courage, the lesson.

As the crowd quieted, Gwyn spoke again. “You are all forgiven, all lifted. The orchard does not remember your faults—only your strength, your laughter, and your love.”

With a flourish, she tossed the basket of Rotten Apple bells into the centre of the dais. Doc Mayes doused them in cider, the hiss and steam filling the air with a sharp, sweet scent. The bells were declared “cleansed for the next cycle”—ready to serve as reminders, not burdens.

A final embrace closed the circle. Staff moved through the line, checking every wrist and ankle, brushing hair, smoothing garlands. Herdmates paired off to share confessions or jokes, others simply lay back in the grass, letting the last of their shame be carried away by sunlight and song.

Samira sat with Aaliyah, her legs draped over her sister’s lap, the golden bell warm on her chest. She thought of her own stumbles, the doubts and fears that had threatened to unseat her. Yet here she was, not shunned or diminished, but celebrated, cherished—her pride and her pain both necessary threads in the tapestry of the herd.

A staffer pressed a cup of cider into her hand, whispering, “Tonight, you lead us through forgiveness as much as you led us through the ordeal.” Samira blinked away tears, her throat thick with gratitude.

The forgiveness song faded, replaced by the hum of quiet voices, the gentle strum of a lyre someone had fetched from the gallery, and the easy, unhurried touch of aftercare. Some buyers slipped away, satisfied; others lingered, talking with staff or simply watching the herd at rest.

Gwyn raised her staff one last time. “You have prepared yourselves for the Gala. You have proved that no chain, no bell, no shame is stronger than the love you share. Rest now, herd. Tonight, the orchard will see you at your brightest.”

The gallery emptied slowly, staff guiding the herd back to soft grass, the sun sliding toward the trees. Samira lay down, Aaliyah curled behind her, Amara at her feet, the golden bell nestled at her heart.

As the afternoon faded, the herd drifted into a warm, dreamlike sleep, the scent of apples and grass wrapping them in safety. Forgiven, whole, unbroken—ready for the Gala and whatever glories or ordeals might come next.

Samira’s last thought before sleep was simple and sure:

The orchard remembers only love.

Evening crept gently through the orchard, spilling the last of the day’s gold over every branch and blade of grass. The gallery windows blushed with sunset, while long shadows stretched across the trampled field where the herd had danced, crawled, and sung their way through ordeal and forgiveness. The air was heavy with promise—of celebration, of reckoning, of the Gala to come.

But before the crowd would gather, before the music and auction and spectacle, there was one final ritual left for the herd alone: the Vow.

Gwyn summoned the women to the orchard’s heart, where the biggest tree cast its roots and branches wide. Staff laid blankets beneath the spreading boughs, setting lanterns and candles in a wide circle. The buyers and dignitaries were kept at a respectful distance, the ritual reserved for those who had carried the chain, worn the bells, and bared their souls to the orchard’s judgment.

The herd gathered slowly, some still brushing grass from their hair, others wearing fresh garlands and bells newly polished by gentle hands. The golden bell at Samira’s chest gleamed with every step, its weight both honour and responsibility. She felt the eyes of her sisters on her—not with envy, but with expectation, as though she was a living promise of all they had endured and all they hoped for tonight.

Gwyn stood at the centre, her staff resting on the roots, her voice softer than it had been all day. “This is the last ritual before the Gala. The world will watch us tonight, but what matters most is the vow we make now. You have bled, you have sung, you have forgiven and been forgiven. Now, speak together as herd: what will you promise—to the orchard, to each other, and to yourselves?”

There was a hush, then a swell of quiet voices. Amara, bold as ever, spoke first. “I promise to lift every sister who stumbles. To sing louder when you falter, and to tease you until you laugh again.”

Ellen, still clutching her forgiven apple, whispered, “I promise not to hide when I am afraid. I promise to let you see me, all the way through.”

Lucy, voice trembling but proud, said, “I promise to carry every story, every secret, every bruise. To remember you, even when we go our separate ways.”

Aaliyah squeezed Samira’s hand. “I promise to love you at your weakest and your wildest. To fight for you, to hold you, to be your herd—always.”

One by one, the vows circled the tree: courage, tenderness, honesty, joy, patience, defiance, surrender, and the sacred promise that no one would ever face the orchard’s trial alone. Staff added their own promises—Doc Mayes vowing to watch over every ache and bruise, another staffer pledging to defend the herd’s pride against anyone, buyer or guest, who would cheapen it.

At last it was Samira’s turn. She stood, heart hammering, the golden bell warm against her skin. “I promise to remember that I am more than what I yield. I promise to lead with kindness, to follow with joy, to let my voice ring out not just for myself, but for every sister beside me. I promise to honour what we’ve made here—this herd, this orchard, this belonging—and to carry it, bright and wild, into every day that follows.”

A hush followed, deep and wide, before the whole herd broke into applause—bells and voices rising together. Gwyn nodded, eyes shining. “Well spoken. Well promised.”

She raised her staff, and staffers brought out a long silken ribbon, apple green and gold, looping it around the circle. Each woman took hold of the ribbon with her teeth or pressed it to her cheek, hands still bound or resting at her sides. As the sun set behind the orchard, Gwyn spoke the vow, and the herd repeated each line:

Root to root,

Bell to bell,

Sister to sister,

Story to story—

We vow to carry,

We vow to sing,

We vow to love,

And never to break the chain.

One by one, staff moved down the line, ringing each woman’s bell in sequence. The chime traveled through the dusk like a living pulse—Amara’s clear and defiant, Ellen’s soft and shy, Lucy’s trembling with pride, Aaliyah’s bold and sweet. When it reached Samira, Gwyn paused, knelt before her, and rang the golden bell three times—each note a little louder, a little surer than the last.

“To the champion,” Gwyn intoned, “but also to the heart. Let her voice lead us; let her care hold us; let her courage remind us of who we are.”

The final bell rang, and for a breathless moment, all sound stopped. Then the herd began to sing—not the formal forgiveness song, but a new chorus, invented on the spot, weaving the day’s journey and tomorrow’s hopes into living music:

Orchard roots and orchard sky,

We sing for sisters, never shy—

Golden bells and bruises red,

Tonight we dance, tomorrow’s thread.

Some sang with laughter, others with tears, and a few, like Samira, simply let the music carry them, heart wide open, arms and voices entwined with the herd.

The buyers watched from a distance, quiet and awed, Lindholm’s face unreadable except for the shine in her eyes. Staff blinked away tears, even Gwyn wiping her cheek as the final notes faded.

With the vow made, the circle loosened. The ribbon was draped around Samira’s shoulders as a mantle, a living reminder that she led not by force, but by the trust and love of her sisters. Herdmates pressed close—kissing cheeks, stroking hair, whispering last confessions and private vows for courage in the night to come.

The staff called for supper—bowls of soup, bread, apples, and cider passed around, every mouth fed by a friend, every hand kept busy with gentle, loving work. Aftercare bled into anticipation, laughter bubbling as nerves about the Gala rose. Amara challenged Samira to a race to the troughs. Ellen shyly promised to sing the loudest if Samira faltered. Lucy slipped a fresh blossom behind Samira’s ear—“for luck,” she whispered.

Before the sun disappeared entirely, Gwyn gathered them one last time. “You have made your vow. You are ready. Tonight, the orchard’s eyes will be on you—not just for what you endure, but for what you are together. Go with pride. Go with love.”

The herd answered with a rising cheer, bells ringing, voices woven in promise.

Samira stood a moment longer beneath the apple tree, her heart thudding, the golden bell a steady weight at her breast. She felt the presence of every sister, every hand that had lifted her, every voice that had sung her name. She knew, with an unshakeable certainty, that whatever happened at the Gala—triumph, ordeal, praise or humiliation—she would never, ever be alone.

As night fell and lanterns were lit for the crowd gathering at the edge of the orchard, the herd moved as one—garlanded, belled, bound by vow and memory—ready to face the world, to claim their place, and to turn every trial into music and belonging.

The orchard was waiting. The Gala was coming. And the herd, in all its wild, glorious unity, was ready to shine.


Chapter 11: The Tethered Gala – Night of Exhibition & Award

Twilight fell over the orchard like a velvet curtain, streaked in gold and blush-pink. All day the estate had been a hush of preparation: staff in ceremonial dress hanging lanterns from every bough, rolling out crimson rugs through the grass, and polishing the glass walls of the gallery until the orchard’s heart glowed brighter than the moon. Buyers and dignitaries arrived by carriage and foot, their voices an excited susurrus, their finery catching the last rays of sun, eyes hungry for the night’s spectacle.

The herd prepared in a long, low barn just behind the gallery, the air humming with nervous energy and anticipation. Staff moved among them, fastening the last blossom garlands into freshly braided hair, checking harnesses and plugs, re-oiling leather so it shone against skin of every shade. Samira’s golden bell hung heavy and proud at her throat, the inscription “Tethered Gala Champion” catching the light. She could feel the gaze of her sisters, staff, and buyers even before she stepped onto the grass.

Gwyn stood at the head of the barn, staff in hand, her robe embroidered with apple blossoms and green silk. She surveyed the herd with pride and warning. “Tonight is not only for you. Tonight, the world will see what the orchard yields—body, spirit, unity. Some of you will be tested, some of you praised. All of you will be remembered.”

Staff called the herd into formation. Samira took her place at the front, flanked by Aaliyah and Amara, each bell-bearer gleaming with anticipation. The harnesses were their finest yet—wide bands over hips and chest, gold-rimmed rings for chain, delicate blossom garlands knotted at throat and wrist, plugs and bells for every body. Those marked for discipline wore the faintest hint of a red apple ribbon; those with “most improved” hopes had green silk threaded in their braids. Every woman was a masterpiece—scarred, shining, trembling, proud.

A staffer with gentle hands adjusted the golden bell at Samira’s throat. “You’re our champion tonight,” she whispered. “Lead them well.”

Gwyn’s staff struck the stone floor three times—bells echoed in response, a wave of sound that set every heart racing. The barn doors swung open, and the crowd beyond the gallery stilled, turning as one toward the spectacle unfolding in the dusk.

The procession began.

Samira’s breath caught as she stepped onto the rug, the chill of evening air washing over bare skin, the press of leather and metal both grounding and electrifying. Lanterns swung from every branch, their golden light painting every body in warmth and shadow. Music drifted from the gallery—a slow, rhythmic pulse of drums and lyre, underscoring the solemnity and promise of the night.

The buyers and dignitaries lined both sides of the rug, some seated on raised benches, others standing with glasses of cider or wine in hand. Their faces were a mosaic of hunger, delight, envy, and awe. Some clapped softly, others simply watched, their eyes hungry for every detail: the sway of hips, the chime of bells, the blush of exposed skin and the proud tilt of each chin.

Samira held her head high, letting her gaze roam the crowd. She saw Ms. Lindholm in her dark green, standing tall beside Gwyn at the gallery entrance, her eyes full of approval and calculation. She saw buyers she recognised from earlier trials—those who had praised, those who had challenged, those who had marked her name on their cards.

Behind Samira, the herd flowed in a living wave—blossom and bell, harness and laughter, nerves and solidarity. Amara winked at a young staffer; Aaliyah’s lips curled in a private smile. Ruth and Ellen linked arms as they walked, Ellen giggling as her bell caught on the hem of a rug. The noise of the crowd ebbed and flowed with every step—each cow a different note in a symphony of ritual and promise.

As the procession reached the gallery, Gwyn called the crowd to attention. Her staff struck the stone again, and silence settled like a benediction.

“Orchard and guests,” Gwyn intoned, her voice filling the space, “behold the fruits of this season. These are the bodies that endured, the voices that sang, the herd that made itself whole through pain, joy, and yielding. Tonight you will witness, you will judge, you will celebrate. Enter, herd, and claim the night.”

The herd passed through the wide glass doors, bells and chains glimmering in the lantern-light. Inside, the gallery had been transformed: cushions and rugs made a stage at the centre, ringed with buyers, staff, and dignitaries in tiered seats. A dais stood at one end, ready for awards; along one glass wall, milking frames and benches promised further trial. Staff in ceremonial dress took up their places at the edge, hands folded, eyes sharp.

The herd arranged themselves in a wide semi-circle, Samira at the centre, her golden bell shining, Amara and Aaliyah just behind, the rest spreading out with proud, nervous grace. Gwyn raised her staff one last time. “You are seen. You are celebrated. You are here—together.”

A hush fell, deep and trembling. For a moment, Samira could hear nothing but the sound of her own breath, the pounding of her heart, the faint, nervous shuffle of a dozen bare feet on the rugs. Then the buyers began to clap—soft at first, then swelling into a standing ovation. Staff joined in, and the herd bowed as one, bells chiming in a wave.

The applause faded, and the buyers settled into expectant stillness. Gwyn began to narrate, her voice weaving the story of the week—each trial, each ritual, each mark of courage and surrender. As she spoke, staff moved among the herd, adjusting harnesses, checking bells, ensuring every detail was perfect for the night’s display.

Samira felt the weight of every gaze, the burden and the gift of leadership. She knew she would be the first called forward, her journey recited, her yield and spirit appraised in full view. Yet she was no longer afraid. The ache of last night’s ordeal had become a memory of triumph; the pride in her sisters’ faces, the strength of the golden bell at her throat, the echo of every vow and song—they all filled her with a certainty that no gaze, no test, no humiliation could erase.

As the music swelled, Gwyn turned to the buyers. “Tonight, the orchard offers not just bodies, but the proof of transformation. Every bruise, every tear, every bell is a mark of courage. Judge as you will—but know that these women have judged themselves and found each other worthy.”

The buyers responded with another wave of applause. Staff motioned for the herd to move—each cow stepping forward, bells ringing, bodies poised for the rituals to come. Samira drew in a long, slow breath, the air sweet with cider and anticipation.

This was it—the moment the orchard became a world, the herd a legend, and Samira, golden bell gleaming, not just a champion but a symbol: of belonging, of pride, of the unbreakable music that could be made only by many voices, many bodies, moving as one.

The night was theirs to claim.

The gallery buzzed with heat and expectation as Gwyn signalled for the first phase of the Gala to begin. The music faded into a pulse of low, ritual drums. Staff in apple-green robes circulated with trays of cider, their faces unreadable, a silent chorus of witnesses. The buyers had settled into a semi-circle, some alone and hawk-eyed, others in murmuring clusters—each with notepad or tablet, recording their impressions for the orchard’s ledgers or their own private desires.

Gwyn took centre stage, staff gleaming in the light. “Tonight, the herd will be judged—each body, each story, each yield. You are not only the sum of your flesh, but the courage of your journey. Step forward when called. Let the world see not what you hide, but what you have become.”

The herd straightened, posture shifting from the warmth of sisterhood to the formal readiness of display. Every bell rang as if on cue. The buyers leaned forward, hunger and calculation glittering in every gaze.

Samira was called first.

She walked into the centre of the gallery, the golden bell bright against her throat, the wide harness and garlands framing her curves, her hair thick with blossom. The crowd’s noise fell to a hush. She felt every heartbeat in her toes, every gaze a hand on her bare skin. Gwyn narrated, her words a thread that wove every humiliation and triumph into the night’s tapestry.

“Samira Basra—first among equals, champion by yield and by courage. She came to us with scars, with pride, with the hunger to be more than her shame. She has led her sisters through trial and song, pain and joy. Tonight, we see the fullness of her offering.”

A staffer approached and, with ceremonial slowness, checked Samira’s harness and plugs, fingers running over her hips, breasts, and belly. Every touch was a mixture of care and public proof: the body checked not for flaw but for readiness, the flesh exposed as worthy of gaze. The buyers took notes—some admiring, some assessing, a few whispering behind hands.

Gwyn lifted the bell at Samira’s throat, letting it ring once, twice, three times. “Yield measured, posture held, spirit never broken. What say you, orchard?”

A buyer in blue raised her hand. “Has she ever failed?”

Gwyn shook her head. “She has stumbled, but never fallen. Her scars are our pride.”

A wave of approval moved through the crowd. Samira felt heat in her cheeks, the pulse of every ordeal surging through her. She lifted her chin, letting her arms rest where staff positioned them—behind her back, chest open, thighs wide. She was displayed like an icon, but more than that, she felt like a living answer to every question she had brought to the orchard.

The buyers stepped closer—some invited to inspect. Ms. Lindholm herself checked the golden bell, nodding with cool satisfaction. “You shine, Samira. You have given the orchard a new story.”

Samira met her gaze, pride and fear mingling. “Thank you, ma’am.”

Staff guided Samira to a milking bench at the gallery’s centre, securing her hands behind her, adjusting her knees wide. The first phase of public milking began: a staffer fitted the suction cups, a machine hissed to life, the pressure and pull sudden and sharp. Milk beaded and then streamed, the jars filling beneath the gallery lights as the buyers watched. Some murmured approval—“Look at that yield!”—others simply watched, intent.

Samira surrendered, letting the ritual unfold. Every pulse of the machine, every drip of milk, every twitch of her hips became public. The crowd’s approval washed over her. Her shame, once so raw, was now transmuted—fuel for pride, for the hope that her sisters saw her not as a spectacle, but as the proof that a woman could be unmade and remade, again and again, beneath the gaze of the world.

As the milking finished, Gwyn lifted the jar and announced the yield. “Orchard cream—full, sweet, and hard-earned. Let all who doubt know the strength of this herd.”

Applause followed. Samira was helped down, her legs trembling, but her heart soaring.

One by one, the rest of the herd followed.

Amara was called next—her harness tight, her smile a challenge. Gwyn narrated her wild spirit, her boldness in song and trial. Staff paraded her, checked her posture, then led her to the milking bench. The crowd gasped at her yield, her head held high as the machine drew cream from her breasts. A buyer tossed a ribbon to her feet, and Amara blew a kiss, laughter rippling through the room.

Aaliyah’s turn brought softer music—a low, sweet melody. Gwyn praised her patience, her quiet fire, the way she soothed her sisters’ fears. The staff checked her, hands gentle, and led her to be milked. Aaliyah sang as the machine worked, the song rising above the whir of the pump, tears slipping down her cheeks as the crowd joined the chorus.

Ellen and Lucy followed, each displayed in turn: Ellen for her courage in forgiveness, Lucy for her growth and resilience. The buyers and staff offered tokens—ribbons, apple bells, a whispered blessing or a teasing touch. The line blurred between auction and celebration; each ritual was a performance, a healing, a test, and a triumph.

Throughout, rivalries flared and softened. Amara caught Samira’s eye and mouthed, “This isn’t over.” Aaliyah squeezed her hand as she passed, whispering, “We are herd. We are one.”

The exhibition continued. Gwyn and the staff invited select buyers to direct brief “challenges”: a plug check for discipline, an apple gag for silence, a hands-free feeding from the troughs for those with green ribbons. Each challenge was both ordeal and game; each woman endured, laughed, and shone in her own way.

As the parade concluded, Gwyn gathered the herd together at the gallery’s heart. The buyers circled, murmuring, debating, some already placing early bids or offering notes to staff. The herd, though tired and trembling, stood together—arms entwined, bells chiming, every body shining with sweat and pride.

Gwyn raised her staff for silence. “Tonight, you have seen not only beauty, but courage. Not only bodies, but bonds. These women are not only for your gaze, but for your awe. Choose wisely. Celebrate loudly. And remember—no prize here is won alone.”

Applause thundered through the gallery, buyers rising to their feet. The herd bowed, Samira at the centre, her golden bell ringing out over the music, the crowd, and the orchard itself.

For a moment, time held its breath.

Samira stood in the hush, the world spinning around her. She felt the eyes of the buyers, the hands of her sisters, the blessing of Gwyn and the staff, and the silent promise of every woman who had ever dreamed of being seen and chosen not in spite of, but because of, her struggle.

She was more than spectacle. She was proof.

The next ordeal beckoned, and Samira was ready.

As the applause faded from the parade of bodies, Gwyn’s staff rang out again—a call, a command, a promise of new trial. The music in the gallery dropped to a heartbeat thrum, the crowd’s murmurs thickening as staff signalled for the next ritual to begin. The buyers straightened in their seats, notepads poised; some licked their lips, others watched with bright, attentive eyes. Even those who had seen dozens of auctions leaned in—the Tethered Ordeal was legend.

Staff guided the herd to the centre of the gallery, forming them into a broad circle beneath the highest canopy of glass and lanterns. Chains and leather waited on cushions, gleaming under the orchard’s thousand lights. The herd’s garlands and harnesses were checked one last time, every bell straightened, every plug tested with a ritual tug.

Gwyn’s voice echoed over the hush: “Tonight, the herd submits as one. Not just in show, but in truth. The Tethered Ordeal binds not only flesh, but spirit. Your courage is the orchard’s pride.”

Samira was brought forward first, golden bell glowing at her chest. Her harness and collar were rechecked; her arms gently but firmly guided behind her, wrists locked in padded cuffs. Staff attached a chain to her collar, the other end clipped to Amara’s harness. Aaliyah was tethered next, her chain joining Samira’s and Amara’s in a triangle of unbreakable links. The rest of the herd was connected in sequence, a living necklace of bodies and bells—some trembling, some grinning, all shining with sweat and anticipation.

“On your knees,” commanded Gwyn, her tone a ritual blend of kindness and command. Staff helped the women kneel in a wide, undulating ring. The chain slackened only when the herd moved in perfect unison; a single falter brought a tug for all. Samira glanced along the circle—Ellen biting her lip, Ruth with tears already shining in her eyes, Lucy breathing deep and slow, Amara flashing a fierce smile. The buyers watched every movement.

Staff began the ordeal.

The first phase was milking: one by one, the women were led—crawling, guided by the chain—to a raised platform at the centre, where milking benches and machines stood ready. Samira was first. The crowd hushed as she was lifted, positioned with knees wide, breasts fitted to the machine. Her wrists remained bound, her bell chimed with every shudder.

The suction was immediate, hot and rhythmic, drawing out her milk in slow, deliberate pulses. The machine’s whir and the hiss of jars filled the gallery; every drip was seen, every twitch of thigh or whimper of surrender noted by buyers and herd alike. Gwyn narrated for the crowd: “Golden bell, champion’s yield. Watch as pride is poured out for all to see.”

Samira felt her body respond—not only to the suction and the cold gaze, but to the music of the herd’s bells and the shared breath of those chained to her. She kept her eyes open, letting the crowd watch her face as her body surrendered—pain, pleasure, shame, pride woven together.

When the jar was full, staff unhooked her gently, murmuring praise, helping her back to her knees. Amara followed, then Aaliyah, Ellen, Lucy, and the rest—each displayed, milked, and returned to the circle. Staff checked jars, lifted them to the crowd, announced yields and offered silent applause.

But the ordeal was not only milking.

Next came the feeding: troughs were brought to the centre—filled with oats, apple slices, sweet cream, and spiced cider. The herd was required to crawl in sequence, hands bound, bells chiming, and feed together—mouths only, bodies pressed close, the ritual messy, loud, and deeply public. The buyers watched, some laughing, some whispering comments. A few approached the edge, dropping apple blossoms or ribbons at the feet of their favourites.

Samira let herself go in the ritual, nuzzling for a slice of apple, sharing a laugh with Aaliyah as cream dripped down her chin. Amara made a game of it, snatching an oat flake from Samira’s lips, drawing a cheer from the crowd. The shame of hands-free feeding dissolved in laughter and closeness, every humiliation buffered by the touch and gaze of her sisters.

The ritual escalated.

Apple gags were brought out for the boldest—Samira included. A staffer fitted a red apple between her teeth, securing it with a leather strap. She felt her jaw ache, drool spill down her chin, but the humiliation was shared: Amara, Aaliyah, and Ruth all wore apples as the buyers clapped approval. The herd was required to parade in their gags, heads high, bells ringing in time. Gwyn narrated their submission and their courage, reminding the crowd: “No shame but what is shared. No pride but what is earned together.”

Next came the plug check—staff walking the line, testing every tail and plug with ritual care. The buyers called out for “discipline” or “more,” but Gwyn’s staff always set the boundary: public, yes; safe, always. Samira endured her check with a blush, her cheeks burning but her heart steady. Ellen burst into giggles as her turn came, Lucy whimpered but held still, and Amara—ever the showgirl—arched her back, drawing a roar of laughter and delight.

The final ordeal was endurance. The herd was led—still chained—to the edge of the gallery, where a long wooden frame awaited. Each woman was secured—ankles, knees, hips, wrists—side by side, bodies arched or kneeling, heads high or bowed. The staff announced, “The buyers will judge not only the body, but the spirit that endures.”

Music rose—a slow, building chant. The buyers, staff, and guests took turns walking the line, offering praise, a touch, a kiss, or a gentle paddle. The rules were clear: no real pain, only the ritual sting that sharpens pride. Each woman endured, some with tears, some with laughter, some with fierce silence.

Samira found herself at the centre of the line. Ms. Lindholm herself approached, pausing before her, fingers brushing the golden bell. “You have given all, Samira. Tonight, the orchard remembers.” Lindholm pressed a kiss to her brow, and the crowd applauded.

When the ordeal ended, staff returned to the line, unhooking restraints, checking every bruise, soothing every ache. The herd was helped to kneel in the centre again—exhausted, shining, bodies marked by milk, sweat, tears, and the indelible grace of survival.

Gwyn addressed the crowd. “You have seen our herd at their most vulnerable, their most courageous. The Tethered Ordeal is not about who yields the most or who weeps the least, but about who stands—together—when the last bell rings.”

A final round of applause rose, buyers and staff on their feet. The herd, though trembling, straightened as one, bells chiming in unison. Samira felt the golden bell at her throat—no longer a mark of separation, but the final proof of her place.

As the crowd settled, staff offered water and cider, checking every body for comfort, wiping faces and feeding sips by hand. Samira’s sisters pressed close, Aaliyah whispering, “We did it. You did it.” Amara nuzzled her shoulder, Ellen and Lucy clung to her arms, every touch a benediction.

The buyers gathered to debate the awards, the staff began readying the gallery for the closing ceremony, and the herd was left, for a moment, alone in the hush after ordeal.

Samira’s heart was wild with exhaustion and pride, her body aching but her spirit blazing. She felt herself not only seen, but chosen—by the orchard, by the herd, by herself.

Tonight, there was no shame left to surrender. Only the music of the bells, the chorus of the herd, and the living certainty that nothing beautiful is ever made alone.

As the last notes of applause died away and the herd was led, trembling and bright, to the gallery’s heart, the night began its final transformation. Lanterns glowed along every pane, candles flickered in niches, and the air was thick with the scent of cider, sweat, apple blossom, and something wilder: the heady, shared breath of victory and release.

Staff moved quietly, helping each woman to her feet or into a comfortable sprawl on the rugs. Water and cider were pressed to lips, sticky faces and bodies gently wiped clean, and soft garlands replaced those crushed in the ordeal. The buyers gathered close, notebooks and bidding tokens clutched tightly, eyes bright with admiration or hungry calculation. Even the sternest dignitaries looked softened, as though some spell had been cast over the orchard, making every body and every bruise a thing of beauty.

At the dais, Gwyn and Ms. Lindholm appeared—robes gleaming, faces radiant in the lamplight. Gwyn raised her staff for silence, her voice warm and strong. “Orchard, staff, buyers—tonight you have seen our herd at its bravest, its most shameless, its most true. Each body, each bell, each ordeal, has been offered in courage and unity. Now, we honour not just the highest yield or finest discipline, but the spirit that makes this orchard more than a place—makes it a home.”

A ripple of anticipation swept through the room. The herd pressed close together, arms entwined, bells pressed to hearts. Samira felt the golden bell at her throat, its inscription cool against her skin, every glance from her sisters a pulse of hope and pride.

Gwyn began the awards. “First, the golden apple bell. This honour is for the highest yield—the body that offered the most, the spirit that inspired us all.” She turned to the staff, who held aloft a shining gold apple bell on a silk ribbon.

“Samira Basra—step forward.”

The gallery filled with applause, cheers, even a few whistles from the staff. Samira felt her knees wobble as she stood, the world telescoping into a tunnel of sound and light. She made her way to the dais, the golden bell chiming at every step, her sisters’ hands brushing her arms, her hips, her waist—a hundred tiny blessings to send her onward.

Gwyn placed the golden apple bell around Samira’s neck, knotting the ribbon with strong, sure hands. “For courage, for yield, for the leadership that turned pain into pride.” She kissed Samira’s brow. Ms. Lindholm pressed a golden apple blossom into her hair and whispered, “You have become the story others will follow.”

Samira’s heart ached with gratitude. She turned to the herd, raising the bell, and saw every face alive with pride and love—even Amara, grinning crookedly, fingers crossed over her own heart.

Gwyn raised the second bell, a deep red polished to a gleam. “The red apple—for discipline, for composure, for the willingness to endure and never falter.”

“Aaliyah.”

Aaliyah’s gasp turned into a laugh as she was called forward. Staff fitted the red apple bell at her throat; Gwyn praised her patience and steady hand, Lindholm offered a gentle nod. The herd cheered, some staff joining the chorus, and Aaliyah blew a kiss to Samira as they stood side by side.

Next came the green apple bell, shining with possibility. “For the most improved—the journey from fear to pride, from shadow to song. This year, the green apple belongs to Lucy.”

Lucy’s tears started before she reached the dais. Her steps were shaky, but Amara and Ellen steadied her, leading her forward to receive the bell. Gwyn hugged her tight, Lindholm pressed a ribbon to her wrist. “Let every orchard have such a bloom,” Gwyn said. Lucy was nearly swept off her feet by the cheering, her eyes shining with the memory of every ordeal survived.

But the awards did not end there.

Gwyn beckoned Ruth and Ellen, both recipients of forgiveness, to the dais. “There are apples for learning, apples for laughter. Tonight, you are both given the orchard’s blessing—each a blossom, each a place in the story.” They were crowned with garlands and kissed by staff; the buyers clapped, the herd roared approval.

As the formal awards ended, Lindholm stepped forward. “Tonight, we have seen more than bodies for sale. We have seen sisters, champions, survivors. The orchard is richer for every mark, every voice. I would make an offer—not just for the champions, but for the whole herd: a promise to return, to support, to cherish this place and its stories.”

The buyers nodded, some murmuring assent, others clapping in slow, solemn cadence.

To close the ceremony, Gwyn led the herd in a circle around the dais. Each woman rang her bell, the sound passing from gold to red to green to every applewood chime in the room—a living music that rose and fell, carrying every vow and every ordeal into the night.

Staff, buyers, and guests joined hands for the final chorus:

Apples ring,

Bells proclaim—

No more shame,

No more blame.

Orchard’s heart,

Orchard’s song,

We are sisters;

We are strong.

The sound rolled out into the orchard, into the darkening night, up through the branches and out to the moon. Samira felt it settle into her bones—a living promise, the echo of every touch and every triumph.

As the ceremony faded, the herd collapsed in a heap of laughter and tears. Samira was passed from arm to arm—Aaliyah hugging her tight, Amara pressing her nose to Samira’s cheek with a mock growl, Ellen draping her arms around both. Lucy nestled at Samira’s feet, her green bell glinting, her eyes bright with dreams.

The buyers approached—offering praise, tokens, even the promise of future visits. Staff mingled, checking wrists and knees, pressing cider and bread to every hungry mouth. The gallery became a living web of aftercare—gentle hands, quiet laughter, praise and affection moving in a tide through the herd.

Samira sat with the golden bell at her throat, surrounded by her sisters. Gwyn knelt beside her, voice quiet. “You did more than yield. You made the herd whole. The orchard will remember.”

Samira smiled through tears, clutching Gwyn’s hand, her eyes closing for a heartbeat of peace.

The ritual was not just an ending, but a beginning. The herd was stronger than before—every rivalry softened by shared ordeal, every body marked by new bonds. Amara leaned in, whispering, “Next year, I want that bell. But tonight, I’m just glad to have you.” Aaliyah laughed, pulling them all into a tangled embrace.

The staff began to clear the gallery, but the celebration continued: the herd singing, feeding each other, pressing cool apples to bruises, braiding hair with leftover blossoms, whispering stories for the next trial, the next year.

As the lights dimmed and the night deepened, the orchard was alive with the music of bells and the quiet certainty that no woman here would ever again be alone.

Samira looked up at the moon, her heart full, her body spent, her spirit blazing. The golden bell rang at her throat—no longer a prize, but a living memory of everything she’d given, everything she’d gained, and the unbreakable song she now shared with every woman under the orchard’s trees.

As the last echoes of the awards faded, the gallery softened. The ritual sharpness that had gripped every body and every eye melted into something gentler—a tide of exhaustion and release. Staff moved quietly, extinguishing most of the lanterns so only pools of warm, flickering light remained on the rugs. Outside, the orchard had gone dark, the stars crowding close above the glass and the low, ancient trees.

The herd, bell-bedecked and blossom-crowned, spilled from the dais and onto a nest of blankets and cushions spread across the gallery floor. Staff brought trays heaped with warm bread, sharp cheese, sweet apples, thick slices of ham, and bowls of still-warm milk laced with honey and cinnamon. Cider and water were poured for anyone who reached a hand or nudged a cup with her nose. The air filled with the scent of food and laughter, the clatter of plates, the low, musical undertone of bells ringing with every stretch and embrace.

No one sat alone. Herdmates clustered in tangled heaps—legs thrown over laps, arms slung around shoulders, heads pillowed on thighs or bellies. The day’s ordeal had left every woman raw and open, eager for touch, comfort, the simple gift of being held. Staff joined in, some curling up with their favourites, others moving between groups to check on wounds, offer sips of cider, and murmur praise.

Samira found herself at the centre of it all. The golden bell, still shining at her throat, was now just another chime in the herd’s living music. Aaliyah curled against her right side, her head on Samira’s shoulder, red bell pressed between their bodies. Amara wedged in at Samira’s feet, her laughter rolling up through Samira’s bones as she recounted a disastrous attempt at apple-bobbing earlier in the evening.

Ellen and Lucy pressed close, Lucy’s green bell tangling with the gold at Samira’s neck. “I still can’t believe it,” Lucy whispered, her cheeks wet with leftover tears and joy. “We did it. We all did it.”

Samira wrapped her arms around both, holding them tight. “We did it because we were together. There’s no other way.”

Gwyn circulated through the knots of women, pausing to kneel beside Samira and her cluster. She pressed a mug of warm milk into Samira’s hands, voice soft with pride. “You brought them home, golden bell. Every song, every trial—this is what the orchard is for.”

Samira drank deeply, the milk sweet and heavy on her tongue. She let her head fall back against Aaliyah’s, her body buzzing with exhaustion, triumph, and a bone-deep comfort she’d never known in the world beyond the orchard’s trees.

For a while, there were no speeches—just laughter, the quiet sounds of women being cared for, the rustle of blankets and garlands as bodies shifted and curled closer together. Staff massaged tired calves and bruised shoulders, checked every wrist and ankle for lingering marks, dabbed balm on scrapes, and pressed kisses to the crowns of heads.

Someone—a staffer or perhaps Ruth—began to sing a low lullaby, the tune winding through the gallery. Others joined in, the music swelling and fading, weaving through the herd like a blessing. The lyrics were simple: a promise to return, to remember, to belong.

Orchard’s arms, the night is wide,

Lay your head, let shame subside.

Bell to bell and heart to heart,

Never again shall sisters part.

The herd answered in their own way—humming, sighing, letting the song settle them into a warm, drifting peace.

Samira’s thoughts drifted, too. She looked at the faces around her: Aaliyah’s proud smile, Amara’s tired mischief, Ellen’s wonder, Lucy’s quiet joy, Ruth’s newfound ease. She thought of Ms. Lindholm’s approving nod, Gwyn’s unflagging care, the strength of the staff who had carried them through every trial. She thought of the orchard itself—how its shadows had once seemed full of threat, how every tree now felt like a sentry, a secret-keeper, a witness to their belonging.

Someone pressed an apple slice to Samira’s lips, the taste tart and sweet. She took it with a grateful hum, then offered her mug of milk to Aaliyah, who drank and smiled, eyes heavy with satisfaction.

The night deepened. Buyers drifted from the gallery, some pausing to thank Gwyn and the staff, others pressing small gifts—ribbons, coins, a kiss to a hand—into the palms of favourite herd members. Most left quietly, their faces thoughtful, changed by what they’d witnessed.

Gwyn gathered the staff in a loose ring at the gallery’s edge. She raised her mug. “To the herd. To every trial and every joy. To all we learned, all we gave, and all we now are—together.”

The staff echoed her toast. “To the herd!”

The women answered, some with shouts, some with soft murmurs, some with the simple music of their bells.

The warmth in the gallery became a kind of tide. Herdmates shifted to make room for any who needed a place to curl up, no one left out. Pillows were plumped, blankets draped, hair braided and fingers laced. Ellen and Ruth slipped away to the edge of the glass, heads together, whispering secrets. Lucy fell asleep with her head in Amara’s lap, Amara absentmindedly stroking her hair as she hummed the lullaby.

Samira watched it all, her eyes blurring with tears that felt like sunlight after a long, cold rain. She thought of the world she’d come from—how small she’d made herself, how alone she’d always felt. Here, her body had been tested, celebrated, exposed and cherished. Here, every part of her—shame, pride, hunger, hope—was welcome.

Aaliyah squeezed her hand. “Do you believe it now?”

Samira smiled. “I do. I’m here. I’m… home.”

The gallery’s last lanterns flickered. Gwyn, ever the shepherd, moved through the room, laying a hand on every brow, whispering blessings. “Sleep. Dream. Tomorrow you wake as sisters, as orchard’s own.”

As sleep claimed the herd, the music of bells faded into the hush of breath and dream. Staff settled among them, buyers gone, the orchard outside silent but for the soft chorus of night birds. Samira closed her eyes, felt the golden bell rise and fall with her breath, felt the presence of every woman at her back.

The true prize was not the bell at her throat, nor even the applause of the crowd. It was this: the certainty that she was held, that every pain and triumph was shared, that she would never again have to walk alone.

Outside, the orchard waited for morning. Inside, the herd dreamed of apple blossoms, bells, and the unbreakable promise of belonging.

The night’s last bell faded hours ago, but Samira found herself still awake, warm in the tangle of bodies, garlands, and discarded blankets. All around her, the herd slept—Aaliyah curled close, Amara’s arm flung over Lucy’s waist, Ellen’s head pillowed in Ruth’s lap, all of them breathing in slow, deep time. The gallery was dark but for one low lantern, casting soft gold over the spent bodies of women who had become sisters, champions, and myth.

The golden bell rested heavy at Samira’s throat. She traced its edge with one fingertip, feeling the dent where Lindholm’s kiss had pressed a secret into the brass, the faint scratch where Gwyn’s staff had blessed it in the morning sun. The bell’s music was silent now, but she could still feel its echo against her skin, in the hollow at the base of her throat, and in the memory of the night’s ordeal.

She slipped free of the nest of arms and legs with slow, careful movements. Only Aaliyah stirred, smiling in her sleep and reaching blindly for Samira’s hand. Samira squeezed it once, then let go, pressing a kiss to her sister’s brow. “Sleep,” she whispered, “I’ll be right back.”

Barefoot, she padded through the darkened gallery, the rug soft beneath her toes, the air sweet with the fading scent of apple and sweat. Beyond the glass, the orchard was painted blue with the earliest haze of dawn. Samira stepped outside, closing the door behind her, and let the chill bite at her bare arms and calves.

The grass was cold, beads of dew catching at her ankles, and the orchard felt different now—emptied of buyers and crowds, returned to itself. Only the birds were awake, singing the world back to life, calling to one another across the treetops. Samira walked slowly, letting the hush and solitude wrap her like a blanket, her breath pluming in the pale light.

She found her favourite tree—a low-boughed apple, heavy with the scent of blossom and earth. She sat at its roots, back pressed to the rough bark, knees drawn to her chest. The golden bell gleamed in the dawn, a single, perfect note against her skin.

For a long time, she just breathed. She let the silence fill her, let the ache and wonder of the night sink deep into bone and memory. She felt every bruise and scrape, the soreness in her thighs and shoulders, the ghost of the harness’s grip, the lingering pulse of milk and pleasure. Every mark was a story, every ache a line in the poem she was still learning to write.

She thought of her first day at the orchard—how terrified she’d been, how convinced she would never belong, how every gaze had felt like a threat. She remembered the first ritual, the first parade, the first time her body was weighed, measured, and made to yield for the eyes of others. She had cried, hidden, raged against her own hunger to be wanted. Even then, she’d secretly hoped that there was a place in the world where her size, her softness, her unruly laughter, could be more than something to survive.

She pressed her hand to the bell, felt the cool curve and the secret warmth where her pulse beat. She remembered the faces of her sisters—Aaliyah’s fierce joy, Amara’s wild challenge, Ellen’s gentle hope, Lucy’s brave, teary smile, Ruth’s quiet surrender. She remembered the staff—Doc Mayes’s soft hands, Gwyn’s commanding voice, the staffers who had whispered praise and promise when she faltered. She remembered Lindholm’s steady gaze, the buyers’ applause, the hush when the herd was praised, not for flawlessness, but for courage.

She remembered every ritual, every trial, every song. The taste of apples and cream, the music of bells in the night, the sting of the Rotten Apple, the press of bodies tangled in aftercare. She remembered her shame—how it had been washed away, replaced by a pride so fierce it sometimes scared her.

She closed her eyes and let the memories spin out around her—each one a blossom falling, a bell rung, a night survived. She knew, in her bones, that nothing had been lost in the orchard except her loneliness. Here, she was part of a story larger than her scars, her hunger, her fear.

Dawn stretched higher. The orchard glowed. Samira leaned back, resting her head against the tree. “I am home,” she whispered. “I am enough.”

The golden bell at her throat rang with the gentlest note, a private music for the world alone. She smiled, letting the sound sink into the earth, carrying her promise into the roots, up through the boughs, out into the light.

A bird landed on a branch above her, singing the first true song of morning. Samira listened, heart open, body humming with the quiet certainty that she would never again have to shrink, to beg, to hide.

She stood at last, stretching her arms to the sky. The sun crept over the orchard, painting every leaf and petal with the promise of a new day. Samira turned toward the gallery, toward her herd, toward the next cycle of ritual, ordeal, laughter, and belonging.

She touched the golden bell one last time. “Thank you,” she whispered—to the orchard, to her sisters, to the girl she had been before all of this. “Thank you for letting me be seen.”

She walked back through the wet grass, the orchard singing at her heels, the golden bell ringing low and sure with every step. The world had changed. She had changed. The orchard’s promise would echo forever in her bones:

You are never alone. You are always enough. You are home.


Epilogue: Apple Dawn

The orchard was quiet in the first light—a hush so deep it felt sacred, as if the trees themselves held their breath for the sun. Dew clung to every leaf, every apple, every blade of grass, and mist curled low along the roots. The glass gallery, aglow all night with candles and lanterns, now shimmered only with the faintest afterglow and the early fire of dawn. The world was soft and golden, spun new for the morning.

Inside, the herd slept in a sprawl of tangled limbs, garlands, and blankets—Samira at the centre, Aaliyah pressed to her side, Amara snoring gently at her feet, Ellen and Lucy curled in the hollow of her arms. The night’s final bells had faded, but their music echoed still in the slow, contented breathing of women remade by ordeal, applause, and love.

Staff moved gently through the room, laying out platters of bread, cheese, apples and honey, jugs of cider, and bowls of thick, sweetened milk. No one hurried. Here, there was no audience but each other—no buyer’s gaze, no staffer’s checklist, only the living memory of the Gala and the promise of a new cycle. Some women groaned and rolled over, blinking in the morning light; others clung close, unwilling to let the warmth of the herd dissolve so soon.

Gwyn entered quietly, her staff slung casually across her shoulders, hair undone and wild, face soft with a pride that needed no words. She sat beside the heap of women, pressing a mug of cider into Samira’s hands, brushing a stray blossom from Aaliyah’s curls, and grinning as Amara muttered something about “racing the sun next time.”

Samira drank deeply, letting the sweetness of apples and the heat of the cup settle her. She felt every ache, every bruise, every mark from the Gala—not as pain, but as proof. Her sisters stretched and yawned around her, some whispering jokes, some simply sighing in the contentment of rest earned and deserved.

The gallery soon filled with laughter and lazy conversation. Staff joined the herd for breakfast, sprawled on rugs or perched on window ledges, trading stories of the night before. Ellen blushed as Amara teased her about the “plug check incident”; Lucy sang a new song, her voice clear and proud, and Ruth—who had hidden her face the first morning—now accepted a second slice of bread with a wink and a grin.

Eventually, the buyers reappeared, dressed less for ceremony and more for travel, faces softer in the new light. They made their way through the gallery, offering quiet praise, thanks, and the last of their gifts. Some left behind ribbons, others pressed coins or folded notes into staff’s hands. A few, like Ms. Lindholm, sought out the herd’s champions for a private word.

Lindholm found Samira by the wide doors, her golden bell gleaming against her skin. The buyer’s gaze was proud, but not possessive. She pressed a small, carved apple into Samira’s palm—a token, smooth and cold, inscribed with a single word: Return.

“Remember, Samira,” Lindholm whispered, voice low and sure. “This orchard will always have a place for you. There’s always a next year, and always another story to write.” She leaned in close, brushing a kiss over Samira’s cheek. “Let the world see what you’ve become.”

Samira smiled, her eyes damp. “Thank you. I’ll come back. I’ll bring the story with me.”

The rest of the buyers took their leave in waves, offering thanks to Gwyn, hugs to staff, and promises to return “when the apples are sweet again.” The gallery emptied, and the world seemed to exhale.

Herdmates began to exchange tokens of their own. Amara tied a piece of green ribbon—her favourite lucky colour—around Aaliyah’s wrist. Ellen plucked a blossom from the garden and tucked it behind Lucy’s ear. Ruth, emboldened by the night’s trials, gave Amara a lock of her hair, bound with red thread. Some bells were unbuckled and traded, inscriptions scratched inside with the promise: “For next time.”

Gwyn called the staff and herd together for a final walk. They left the gallery behind and wandered into the orchard, feet damp with dew, hearts open to the day. The trees seemed to lean in, each one sheltering a secret, every low branch and mossy root a reminder of the stories lived beneath its boughs.

At favourite trees, the women left offerings—apples polished to a shine, ribbons, a torn garland, a silver bell hung from a new shoot. They paused at the bough where Lucy had sung her victory song, at the clearing where the Tethered Circuit had begun, at the tree where Samira, sleepless in the night, had pressed her forehead to the bark and whispered her thanks.

When they reached the orchard’s heart, the oldest tree waited for them—gnarled, broad, its roots wound deep as the orchard’s history. Gwyn raised her staff, and the herd gathered in a circle beneath the great boughs. The staff set out baskets of apples and fresh bread; the sun dappled faces, turning every scar and bruise to gold.

Gwyn’s blessing was simple and whole. “You gave the orchard your pain and your pride, and the orchard gave you each other. Whatever happens beyond these trees, you are always herd, always home. Let the world remember.”

She poured cider into mugs, passing one to each woman, then lifted hers high. “To the ones who endured. To the ones who will return. To every bell rung in courage. To the orchard, and to us.”

The toast rolled around the circle, voices soft and sure.

The herd, arms around waists and shoulders, pressed together in a living knot. They promised—some aloud, some in whispers, some in the silence of the heart—to return for the next Gala, to carry orchard pride and orchard song into every day, to remember every pain and every joy, to reach for each other whenever the world seemed cold.

Samira stood at the tree’s base, golden bell cool in her hand. With a slow, reverent motion, she untied it from her throat and knelt to tuck it into the roots—a gift for the orchard, a promise that another woman would carry it next year. “Let her be bold. Let her be loved. Let her always know she belongs.”

Amara nudged Aaliyah with her elbow. “You or me next time, red bell?”

Aaliyah grinned. “We’ll see who sings the loudest.”

Lucy sang a new verse, the melody curling up into the branches:

Apple dawn,

The orchard wakes—

Sisters made

By what it takes.

Bell to bell,

And arm to arm,

Carry the orchard’s

Blessing warm.

The herd joined the chorus, their voices rising, the orchard holding the sound like a secret, then letting it spill through the leaves and into the waiting day.

At last, the circle loosened. Some wandered off in pairs, others stretched out beneath the tree, a few already plotting the next year’s games and rivalries. Staff began to clear the baskets, laughter and quiet plans drifting through the orchard.

Samira lingered, looking at her sisters, her staff, her home. She pressed a hand to her chest, feeling the ghost of the bell, the memory of every ritual, every ordeal, every embrace.

She looked up at the sky, pale blue and endless. The sun was rising, the orchard full of light, and she knew—down to the marrow—that whatever stories came next, she would never again have to walk alone.

The orchard remembered. The orchard waited. The orchard would always welcome her home.


Stay With Me A Little Longer
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https://a.co/d/0g88WA4Q

Thank you for walking the orchard path.

Samira’s story revealed one of Bell & Brand’s most intimate worlds: apple trees, harvest lines, tethering, abundance, and the strange tenderness of being seen without being asked to become smaller. But beyond the orchard, Dominion has other ways of assigning value.

Some women are trained.

Some are tested.

Some are prepared for sale.

In Lot 27 — The Auction Turn, Cassia Voss believes she has made herself invisible. As a maintenance worker inside Dominion, she knows the corridors, schedules, cameras, and forgotten corners of the system. She has survived by being useful, quiet, and forgettable — until one carefully planned theft proves she was never as unseen as she thought.

Dominion has been watching her.

When Cassia is caught, she is not simply punished. She is reclassified. Processed. Prepared. Turned from worker into lot. For the first time, the woman who avoided attention is placed at the centre of it, displayed before buyers who know exactly how to recognise value in defiance.

And then Lady Ashford raises her hand.

The auction is not the end of Cassia’s story.

It is the beginning of a much more personal form of ownership.

Continue with Book 6: Lot 27 — The Auction Turn — where visibility has a price, and possession becomes personal. https://a.co/d/0g88WA4Q


About the Author

[image: ]

Roman Vale is an independent author of erotic romance and kink-forward fiction, writing stories shaped by control, consent, and desire that deepens rather than resolves. His work unfolds in deliberate, intimate spaces — contracts, rituals, confined dynamics, and chosen imbalances — where surrender is negotiated slowly and power is exercised with intention.

If you sight up for my mailing list you will get a free ebook straight away and then will be able to join my monthly give aways too.

You can connect with me on:

https://romanvale.uk

https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=61584740375802

Subscribe to my newsletter:

https://romanvale.uk/secret


Also by Roman Vale

Thank you for reading.

If you found something here to crave — something intense, tender, unsettling, or impossible to forget — I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review.

Every review helps other readers discover my work and keeps these dark, daring stories reaching the people they were written for.

— Roman Vale
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Year of Denial – Quarter One - Teased & Tormented: Teased & Tormented: Femdom Chastity, Erotic Denial, and the First Three Months of Submission - 3 Books in 1 Collection

https://a.co/d/03cTDc3m

One contract.

Three months.

No release.

Adam thought he agreed to a simple challenge.

One month locked in chastity to prove he could change.

Rachel knew better.

What begins in January as a relationship ultimatum quickly transforms into something far more deliberate — a carefully structured system of control, denial, and obedience.

Each month tightens the rules.

Each evaluation strips away another layer of resistance.

Each moment without release reshapes Adam’s body, his thoughts… and eventually his identity.

Quarter One: Teased & Tormented collects the first three volumes of the Locked for the Year saga:

	January Jail – The cage closes for the first time.

	February Frustration – Adam learns there is no early release.

	March Meltdown – Denial becomes psychological.



Catch up on the series so far now! New book every month.
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The Glass Slipper: A Dark Fairytale of Power, Desire, and Possession

https://a.co/d/06Ay4M91

The Glass Slipper is a dark Cinderella retelling that transforms a familiar fairytale into something far more intimate, dangerous, and psychologically charged.

Ella has spent most of her life surviving quietly. In a house that was never truly hers, she has learned to be useful, obedient, and easy to overlook. She knows how to make herself small. She knows how to endure. What she does not know is what it means to be fully seen — not as a servant, not as an inconvenience, not as a burden, but as something wanted.

Everything changes with the invitation to the royal ball.

But this is no innocent celebration, and the palace is not glittering with romance. Beneath the beauty and ceremony lies something older, darker, and far more deliberate. The women invited are not simply guests. They are being observed. Assessed. Measured. Every glance means something. Every interaction is part of a design. And at the centre of that design is the Prince — a man who does not chase, does not guess, and does not charm in the way the storybooks promise.

He chooses.
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Do Your Worst: She said she could take it. He never promised to stop - A Dark Romance of Power, Control, and Surrender

https://a.co/d/0gpb7SX1

She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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14-Day Lock: A Valentines Day Ritual Femdom Romance of Chastity, Control, and the Pleasure of Obedience

https://a.co/d/0a10F8dm

Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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The Valentine Handler: A Dark Valentines Day Romance of Chastity, Control, and Surrender

https://a.co/d/06ezmhIH

Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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Til Denial Do Us Part: A Femdom Marriage Contract Romance of Chastity, Power Exchange, Denied Pleasure, and a Wife’s Awakening into Control

https://a.co/d/0gpRLjMm

On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”

What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.

When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.


Also by Roman Vale

Thank you for reading.

If you found meaning, intensity, or pleasure in these pages, I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review. Your words help others discover the story — and ensure it continues to reach those who need it most.

— Roman Vale

💋 Slutty Little Secrets

Confessions too filthy to stay hidden.

This addictive collection dives into the minds of women and men who’ve done things they swore they’d never admit. From drunken dares and public hookups to forbidden affairs and voyeuristic thrills, each story reads like a whispered confession in the dark. Shameless, risky, and raw, Slutty Little Secrets is for readers who love to peek behind the curtain—and find someone moaning on the other side.

🪞 The Glass Room

Desire has nowhere to hide when the walls are made of glass.

Inside a sleek, anonymous space where no one’s truly alone, strangers step into fantasies that blur the line between private and exposed. Some come to watch. Some come to be watched. Others discover something darker in the reflection. The Glass Room is a voyeuristic, intimate, and atmospheric exploration of what happens when we stop pretending no one’s looking.

💼 Workplace Sluts

They’re meant to be professional—but temptation doesn’t clock out.

This provocative anthology series explores women caught between ambition and desire, where office walls, hotel corridors, and after-hours flights become stages for surrender. Each story blends psychological tension with raw eroticism, revealing what happens when control, curiosity, and risk collide behind closed doors. Whether it’s a colleague’s gaze, a boss’s order, or the thrill of being caught, Workplace Sluts turns everyday professionalism into dangerous intimacy. Bold, addictive, and unapologetically hot.

💎 Becoming Porcelain

Perfection isn’t given—it’s engineered.

This haunting trilogy follows Madison Cole through the Dollhouse, an elite finishing institute where beauty, obedience, and desire are sculpted into one flawless ideal. Across months of conditioning, modification, and display, she surrenders her will piece by piece, learning that stillness can be devotion and pleasure can be control. Lush, psychological, and unflinching, Becoming Porcelain transforms sensuality into ritual and submission into art. A story of obsession, discipline, and the erotic cost of perfection.

💠 In Her Custody

Control is care. Obedience is intimacy.

Inside Harrowick Hall, submission isn’t a fantasy—it’s a system.

Elias enters as a volunteer, seeking the discipline he’s always feared to name. Under the cool authority of Sabine and the nurses who serve the Hall’s regime, his surrender becomes a clinical ritual: restraint, silence, obedience, and reclassification.

Each volume traces his descent through the institution’s tiers—from assessment to conditioning, observation to utility—where every gesture is measured, every failure logged, and every trace of desire becomes data. Sabine watches from behind the glass, her absence as controlling as her touch once was.

Elegant, claustrophobic, and erotically psychological, In Her Custody explores the line between consent and containment, and the strange peace that comes when resistance finally ends.

Coming Soon:

Decoration by Design

Silken Chains
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