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Josh’s thumb skimmed over the screen of his smartphone. He held his breath as his bank app opened, his face turning green as the tiny, horrible number appeared behind a dollar sign. His savings were nearly drained, and his university had just announced that financial aid checks were to be delayed by an entire month. He thought he might be sick.

Not only did he rely on financial aid for necessities, but his roommate had just moved out for the summer, leaving him to take on their apartment’s rent price with empty pockets. Josh sighed and leaned back on his stiff, uncomfortable sofa.

He had to get a summer job. He hated the idea, but he had no other choice, unless he wanted to spend his July nights on the sidewalk or couch surfing.

Josh sulked his way to campus, beelining to the board at the front of the steps that always had some sort of odd job pinned to it, trying to earn the low-paid labor of students who needed a quick buck. Today, he was one of those students. He was willing to grab any little paper with a phone number that might help him survive the summer, even if the job sounded painstaking.

To his surprise, only one paper was stabled to the board, surrounded by empty space. Josh felt his heart warm a little, reassured that he clearly wasn’t the only student struggling to get by this year. Leaning in close, he read the job request, his fingers already kissing the little tear-off strips of paper at the bottom.

Young Men Needed: Dairy Farm Short on Bodies!

Summer positions available. Visit the address below. You work on the first day. I hand you the paycheck when the day is over. Casual clothing is fine. Come see me. 7 a.m.

Mr. Burke

Josh’s brow furrowed. Out of all of the weird, suspicious-sounding jobs he had seen posted before, this one took the cake. It wasn’t just vague—it was intimidating, like some big, burly boss wrote it without a second thought, knowing that poor, desperate students would take the job without hesitation. Unfortunately, he was right. Josh snagged the paper off, sliding the address into his pocket and hurrying back to his dorm to shower and prepare for the next day. He would start tomorrow—the sooner he could make money, the better. 

He had woken up late, his morning becoming a blur of finding a clean pair of jeans and shoveling down eggs and toast, but he somehow managed to get to the farm on time. It was planted smack-dab in the middle of nowhere surrounded by lime green and beige fields steaming off their last bits of morning dew. The farm itself held a big, red barn, a silo, and a long, rectangular silver building that probably held the dairy cows. Josh closed his eyes, praying that he could manage whatever exhausting manual labor that would be asked of him, and stepped out of his car onto the dirt road. To his surprise, a tall, broad man stood at the entrance gate with his arms crossed and his face serious, his thick stubble glinting in the sunshine.

“Uh, hello, I’m here for the job...?” Josh fumbled, unsure if he should keep his hands in his pockets or leave them hanging. It had been ages since he had done a job interview, and none had ever been on a dirt road in the middle of nowhere.

“Hey. Name?” The man grumbled, the leather of his gloves squeaking against itself. Josh’s eyes followed his fingers as they wrang together, the man’s hands closer to the size of baseball mitts than human appendages.

“I-it’s Josh,” Josh stuttered. Was it the summer heat making his cheeks warm?

“Josh. Burke. Mister is fine, or just Burke. Welcome,” he grunted out, a southern twang coating his tongue. His voice was low and gravelly, almost like a mean dog’s bark. His dark eyes traced Josh from head to toe until they climbed back up to meet his gaze. “You’ll do perfect.”

“Uh, thanks, Mr. Burke, or, uh, I’m glad,” Josh chuckled nervously. This man’s presence was overpowering. He felt like prey facing a predator, unsure of whether he could move or breathe without permission. 

Mr. Burke replied with a small smile that looked more entertained than friendly. He nodded in the direction of the barn and turned around. Josh assumed this meant he was to follow, so he did, watching the stern man’s dark chocolate boots kick up dust and pulverize little bits of gravel under their size and strength. He didn’t dare speak as Mr. Burke led him up towards the cluster of buildings, afraid of making one wrong move and losing his chance at the job.

“Okay,” Mr. Burke huffed, turning around to face Josh again. “In here.” His leather-covered hand pointed to the silver building’s front door. Josh could hear the muffled sounds of animals from inside, like the low humming of electricity. Josh had never worked around animals or even owned one as a pet. He hoped the job wouldn’t require animal handling skills and was now wondering if he should have considered that more closely before coming here. It felt too late to turn back, so he grasped the doorknob with nervous fingers and turned it in one swift motion.

Josh’s face washed white. The pale was rapidly replaced by a tsunami of cherry-red blush as his eyes absorbed the sight before him. Men, all looking close to his age, kneeling in little pens with collars fitted to their necks, the leather of them decorated with big, ringing cow bells. The animal noises had been those of these guys, gently moaning and mooing into the summer morning air. 

“W-what in the—”

“Josh, listen up,” the gruff Mr. Burke said, clearing his throat. Josh felt a cold leather glove touch his shoulder, the weight of it comparable to a bowling ball. 

“What is this place?!” Josh yelped, whipping around only to find the man’s face inches from his own. His breath smelled of black coffee, and he could almost taste the salty sweat smell coming from his tree-sized neck, little droplets of sweat sliding down his tan, sun-kissed flesh. His eyes were trained on his, looking down at Josh as if he were an animal, not a man. Heat raced to Josh’s already-blushing cheeks. He bit his lip, reaching for an anchor in the sea of emotions overwhelming him.

“This is the job,” he said. Mr. Burke gestured to the rows of young men tied up in their pens like obedient pets. “I harvest human milk. My boys get money. If your product is good, I’ll keep ya good and paid. If it isn’t, or if you don’t want to participate, you’re gone.”

“I... I...” Josh stammered, desperately trying to grasp this as reality and not some weird fever-induced dream he was about to wake up from. “How do... milk? But I’m a cis guy!” He knew that was just the tip of the iceberg when it came to the questions he needed answers for, but it felt like a reasonable place to start.

“I’m experienced,” Mr. Burke replied, his coffee breath sweet in Josh’s nostrils. “It’s quite simple. My boys seem to like it, too. Must feel good,” he chuckled, and a few men in their pens laughed through their moaning.

“It feels more than good, Sir,” one man shouted. Mr. Burke clicked his tongue at him, and the man went quiet, muffling his moaning. Mr. Burke nodded at him and shouted a word of praise in his direction, rewarding him for his compliance. Josh could tell that the man had some sort of physical reaction to the praise, because his cowbell clinked a little tune like someone had shaken it. A shiver ran through Josh’s spine. This man had these guys trained like animals. Or, maybe, to him, that’s all that they were, the livestock that he harvested product from. 

“So, Josh. In? Or out?” Mr. Burke asked, his voice drenched in a rough southern drawl. His eyes seemed to look past Josh’s and deep into his soul. Josh’s mouth opened and closed like a fish’s. He had so many more questions to ask, so much more to understand, and he needed so much more time to process the universe of information being presented to him.

But he also needed to make rent.

“Um... As long as I can back out, I guess I...” Josh glanced around the room as if seeing what these men were doing—or what was being done to them—would convince him to run away and never look back. Instead, as his eyes skimmed along the warm, quivering bodies wearing collars and bells, he felt his jeans tighten and flames lick along his flesh. He couldn’t deny his curiosity, especially when the pleasure-coated faces looked back at him, their eyes seeming to scream in persuasion, saying, “Do it! You’ll never look back, you’ll never regret a thing! God, it feels so, so good!”

“You’re agreeing, then?” Mr. Burke asked. A glint of teeth peeked out from between his lips, the man clearly excited to have a new cow to add to his collection. Josh swallowed the saliva pooling in his mouth.

“Y-yes, I am,” Josh exhaled, his face immediately squeezing in reflex. He couldn’t believe the words that had just come from his mouth, but the pressure in his jeans didn’t seem to argue, and neither did his empty wallet. He just hoped that the benefits would outweigh whatever unknowns were ahead of him. 

“Glad to hear it, darlin’,” Mr. Burke said with a sly smirk. “Let’s get your collar fitted.” 

Josh’s eyes fluttered, both in shock at how quickly things were moving and at the idea of this man’s huge, thick hands squeezing a collar around his neck. Glancing back at the rows of young men lost in their worlds of pleasure, he wondered how long they had been livestock here. They all looked perfectly healthy, clean, and happy, despite their tied-up states—more so than Josh, who struggled to afford shampoo last week and rarely managed to get himself three meals every day. It was clear that
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