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    Protocol

    News

    I was twenty-eight the morning Jude told me a second cow had been accepted into the south wing, and I hated how my stomach dropped before my mouth could catch up. We were at the kitchen island with coffee. My breasts ached in the good way from the six a.m. session. His handwriting was still on my stall card in my head: Ask at the end — yes.

    “Her name is Tessa,” Jude said. Thirty-six, calm as always, palms open on the counter like he knew I might need to see them empty. “Twenty-four. Soft stall. Machine-forward. Breeding opt-in with her own handler preference listed as flexible. She asked specifically whether established pairs here do jealousy talks before shared-barn proximity. I said yes. That’s why we’re talking before she unpacks.”

    I wrapped both hands around my mug so I would not pick at my cuticles. “Shared-barn,” I repeated. “Not shared claim.”

    “Not shared claim unless you and she and I all rewrite in ink,” Jude said. “You are my primary. That word is in our contract addendum. Herdmate means neighbor, possible observation if I say yes, possible assisted sessions if you say yes to them. It does not mean I breed her by default. It does not mean you lose mornings.”

    The drop in my stomach eased into something hotter and more embarrassing: interest tangled with possessiveness. “I want to meet her,” I said. “And I want a jealousy protocol on paper before she arrives.”

    Jude’s mouth tipped. “I drafted one at five-thirty. Read it.”

    The page was pure Jude: bullet points, no romance novel nonsense, somehow still tender. My veto on any trio scene. My veto on him kissing her mouth. Optional: me present for her intake milking as comfort person, hands-off unless she asks. Mandatory: debrief with me within two hours of any session he runs with her. If my jealousy turned ugly—shame spirals, punishing silences—we pause the herdmate trial for a week and return to couple-only schedule without penalty to Tessa’s housing.

    I initialed. He initialed. I wrote at the bottom, in handwriting that shook once: I want to try wanting this without abandoning myself.

    “That’s the only goal,” Jude said, and kissed my knuckles.

  
    Arrival

    Tessa arrived on a Thursday with a duffel and a spine straight enough to lean a ladder on. Twenty-four, freckles, nervous laugh, eyes that flicked to my face before Jude’s like she already understood the politics of a primary. I liked her for that immediately, which made the jealousy worse and better at once.

    “I’m Tessa,” she said. “I read the protocol. I will not touch your mornings. I will not ask him for a claim in your stall. If I get weird, say so out loud—I’ll listen.”

    “I’m Rhea,” I said. “I’m going to be weird anyway. I’ll use my words.”

    We shook hands. Her palm was damp. Mine was too. Jude watched us like a man spotting weather that might turn either harvest or storm and refusing to pretend he controlled the sky.

  
    First night

    She took the stall two doors down—Pine Gate to my Cedar. I heard the machine faintly through the wall and hated myself for listening. Jude was with me, as promised, hands on my breasts, mouth at my ear.

    “Ready?” he asked.

    “Jealous green,” I said, inventing the shade on the spot. “Keep milking me. Tell me you’re mine.”

    “I’m yours,” he said, and rolled my nipple until milk striped his wrist. “Primary. Claimed. Morning girl. Say what you need.”

    “Need to come before she does,” I blurted, then laughed because it was petty and true.

    He dropped to his knees and put his mouth between my thighs while his hands kept working my chest, and I came hard enough that the sound might have carried. I hoped it did. I also hoped Tessa was okay. Both hopes sat in my ribcage like quarreling cats.

    Afterward Jude texted her a check-in from my phone on speaker so I could hear the kindness stay clean: Settling okay? Need anything that isn’t us?

    She replied, All good. Earplugs in. Congrats on the acoustics.

    I snorted tea through my nose. Jealousy lost a little blood.

  
    Intake observation

    Saturday she invited me to observe intake—hands-off, as written. Jude ran her flange fit with a spare handler, Dion, thirty-one, present as secondary so Jude’s role stayed logistical. I sat on a stool and held Tessa’s water bottle and watched her face go soft when the first let-down hit.

    It was beautiful. It hurt. I squeezed the bottle too hard and water sluiced over my wrist. Tessa noticed and still managed to pant, “You can step out if you need—say the word and I’m done.”

    I stayed. I breathed. When she peaked on the machine, I felt my own cunt clench in sympathy and my own breasts leak through my shirt. Jude’s eyes found mine. I nodded. Green enough.

    After, in the hall, I pushed Jude into the linen closet and put his hand under my waistband. “Now,” I said. “I need you now.”

    He checked the protocol in one glance of memory—no, this was us, allowed—and fucked me standing with my leg around his hip, quick and deep and quiet. He asked about breeding. I said no, not yet, I want your mouth after. He came in the condom with a groan against my neck and then knelt and licked me until my jealousy turned into wet gratitude.

    “Still primary,” he said, chin glistening.

    “Still primary,” I agreed, shaking.

  
    The ask

    A week later Tessa asked—through Jude, then in person—whether I would green-light a assisted session: Jude’s hands on her flanges while Dion ran breeding questions separately later, me present with rights to call red for the room if I spiked.

    I sat with it overnight. I wrote a list. I woke at five and let Jude milk me through a crying jag that was not sadness exactly, more like pressure equalizing.

    “You can say no,” he reminded me.

    “I know,” I said. “I want a modified yes. You may assist her machine. You may praise her technique. You may not call her good cow—that one’s mine. You may not kiss her. I want your claim after in Cedar, breeding yes.”

    He wrote it down. Tessa accepted every clause with a seriousness that made me want to hug her and also keep her three feet from my name plate forever. Both, again.

  
    Assisted session

    Pine Gate smelled like her lotion, something vanilla I do not use. I sat where I could see Jude’s hands and Tessa’s face. Dion kept to the wall. Jude fitted her flanges without lingering. He spoke like a trainer: breath, shoulder drop, left side seal. When she whimpered, he glanced at me before he increased suction. I nodded. He increased.

    Watching him help her milk made my skin feel too tight. Not because he wanted her more. Because he was good, and goodness aimed anywhere near another woman lit every old fear I owned. I used my voice. “I need a break,” I said clearly.

    Jude stepped back from Tessa at once. Dion took the cups. Jude crouched in front of me, palms up. “Talk.”

    “Need your hand on my nape,” I said. “Need to hear primary.”

    “You’re primary,” he said, hand warm on my neck. “We can end the room.”

    Tessa, voice shaky but kind: “Please don’t end for me if you can continue—only if Rhea greens. I can finish with Dion.”

    I breathed until the spike dulled to heat. “Ready. Continue. Jude assists. Dion handles her finish. Jude does not make her come with his hands.”

    They adjusted without argument. The scene completed. Tessa came on the machine with Dion stabilizing. Jude kept one hand on my nape the whole time like a tether. I leaked through my shirt and did not hate myself for it.

  
    Cedar after

    I dragged Jude to Cedar and wrote on the card with a slash of marker: Breed me. Now. Primary.

    He washed up fully, then strapped me, then milked me by hand until I cursed, then pushed into me with a patience that made me want to scream and thank him.

    “Do you want my claim?” he asked.

    “Yes,” I sobbed. “Breed me. I’m yours. She’s a herdmate. I’m your cow.”

    He filled me while I shook apart, jealousy metabolized into raw belonging. Aftercare was long: water, fruit, a shower together, a debrief on the bed with the protocol page between us like a third pillow.

    “What worked?” he asked.

    “The break,” I said. “Her respecting it. You leaving her cups. You fucking me like a vow after.”

    “What to change?”

    “Next time I want her to see you claim me,” I said, surprising us both. “Not participate. Witness. If she greens. If I still green after lunch.”

    Tessa, when asked, blushed scarlet and said yes to witnessing only. We scheduled it.

  
    Witness claim

    Two nights later she sat on the Cedar stool with her hands under her thighs as instructed. Jude milked me facing her so she could see my face. I felt vicious and generous—look what he does for me, look how I open. When he asked to breed me, I said yes loud. When he came, I held eye contact with Tessa until her mouth parted on a sympathetic breath, then I reached back and gripped Jude’s hip like a brand.

    After, Tessa stood. “Thank you,” she said. “For letting me see a primary that isn’t a threat display. It’s… instructional. And hot. I’m going to go die in my stall now.”

    I laughed, wrecked and fond. “Earplugs optional.”

    She fled smiling. Jude cleaned me and whispered, “Still okay?”

    “Still okay,” I said. “Still jealous sometimes. Still choosing this.”

    Three weeks in

    The trial held. Mornings remained mine. Tessa built a rhythm with Dion as her primary handler; Jude assisted twice more under my clauses and once I declined and nobody punished anybody. We had one ugly night where I went quiet instead of speaking and Jude called a pause on all herdmate contact for seventy-two hours per our clauses. I hated being caught. I loved being caught. We used the seventy-two hours for couple-only sessions and a long walk where I said every petty thought out loud until the petty thoughts lost their teeth.

    “I don’t want to be the kind of primary who collects purity points,” I told him under an oak tree.

    “You’re the kind who collects honesty,” Jude said. “That’s harder. Keep doing it.”

  
    Kitchen table

    Tessa cooked pasta for the wing on a Sunday. Dion brought salad. Jude brought garlic bread. I brought the protocol rewrite for month two, stickers included. We ate like adults who had decided that desire does not require scarcity to be real.

    Under the table Jude’s knee pressed mine. Across from me Tessa mouthed, You good? I mouthed back, Green. She grinned. Something in my chest that used to be only fear made room for heat that included her without erasing me.

    Stall card, late

    That night alone in Cedar I wrote: Primary. Herdmate trial continues. Jealousy welcome if spoken. Breeding yes tonight. Jude only.

    He read it, washed his hands, and took me apart with the machine and his cock and the word mine said like a ledger entry. I came until I was soft-brained and sure.

    I was twenty-eight. Tessa was twenty-four. Jude was thirty-six. The barn had enough stalls. My yes had enough room to hold a complicated truth: I could want him exclusively in the ways that mattered and still green-light a herdmate who respected the ink.

    After, Jude kissed my milk-damp shoulder. “Same morning tomorrow?”

    “Same morning,” I said. “Just us at dawn. Always just us at dawn unless I rewrite dawn.”

    “Contract,” he murmured, pleased.

    “Contract,” I agreed, and slept without listening through the wall.

    Shopping list fight

    The ugly quiet night started over oat milk brands, which would have been funny if I had used my words. Jude asked whether we should buy the kind Tessa liked for the shared fridge. I said “sure” in a voice that meant stop talking. He heard the false note and asked if I was ready. I said yes when I meant not yet. That was on me.

    Two hours later I snapped at him about a towel on the floor and then went silent for the rest of the evening while Tessa laughed at something Dion said in the common room. Jude did not chase me around the house. He set the protocol timer—seventy-two hours—and texted Tessa and Dion: Herdmate contact paused; not a punishment; couple reset; housing unaffected.

    I cried in the shower because being protected from my own cowardice felt like love and indictment together. When I got out, Jude had tea ready and the protocol page open to the ugly-quiet clause.

    “Say the petty things,” he coached gently.

    I said them. I hate sharing fridge space. I hate that she is twenty-four and freckled. I hate that you are good at your job with anyone. I love that you are good. I hate loving that right now. I want her gone. I want her to stay so I can prove I’m not my ex’s definition of needy. I want you to pick me without needing a contest.

    Jude took notes like a handler and a partner. “We pause,” he said. “We do not exile her for your healing. We also do not force your healing into her schedule. Dawn sessions intensify for three days. No Pine Gate. Debrief nightly.”

    I nodded, raw. “Thank you for catching the fake green.”

    “Always,” he said. “A fake yes is the most dangerous word.”

  
    Intense dawns

    Those three days he milked me like a vow and fucked me like a reminder without ever making Tessa the dirty talk. I had worried he would. Instead he said Rhea, primary, mine, good cow—my words—while I held the bar and shook. Breeding yes each dawn because I asked. Aftercare longer than usual. Walks. The oak tree talk. By hour seventy, the petty list had lost its emergency pitch and become information we could plan around.

  
    Fridge shelves

    We labeled shelves. It was unsexy and perfect. Tessa laughed and stuck a star on her row. I stuck a star on mine. Jude stuck a star on the protocol folder. Dion pretended not to see any of it and then brought color-coded cups anyway.

  
    Observation without Jude

    Once I asked to watch Dion milk Tessa without Jude in the room, just to separate the jealousy strands. Tessa agreed. I sat on the stool and felt almost nothing possessive—only heat and curiosity and a soft pride that our barn made room for her. The strand that belonged to Jude stayed quiet. Data: good.

    “Thank you for testing clean,” Tessa said after, robe on. “I want to be near you without costing you.”

    “You don’t cost me when I tell the truth,” I said. “You cost me when I lie about green.”

    She bumped my shoulder. “Then keep telling the truth. I’ll keep earplugs.”

    Almost trio — declined

    Dion floated, carefully, whether a future scene might include me hand-holding Tessa through a peak while Jude milked me in parallel stalls with a window open between. I felt a flare of yes and a bigger flare of not yet. I said not yet. Everyone thanked me for the not yet. The refusal sat in my body like a clean empty bottle—useful, ready to be filled later or never.

    Letter to myself

    I wrote a letter on my phone titled Primary Does Not Mean Panic:

    You can want exclusivity in claim and still share a barn. You can dislike freckles without needing them gone. You can call a break mid-scene and still be good. You can love Jude’s competence without competing with it. You are twenty-eight and allowed to be under construction.

    I showed Jude. He asked to print it for the inside of Cedar’s door. I said yes. Now I see it before sessions. It helps more than pretending I am above jealousy.

    Heat after peace

    The night after the pause lifted, I green-lit a short assist again—Jude on Tessa’s flanges, my nape tether optional. I did not need the tether. I watched, wet and calm-eyed, then took Jude to Cedar and rode him while telling him exactly how proud I was of his hands and exactly how they belonged on me when I said so. He came up into me with a broken laugh. I came down onto him with my palm on the printed letter on the door, grounding.

    “Herdmate,” I said afterward, testing the word.

    “Herdmate,” he echoed. “Primary.”

    Both words fit in the stall at once. I had not believed they would. Ink and practice made them true.

    Origin of the fear

    I traced the jealousy spike, later, to an ex at twenty-two who called exclusivity “bourgeois” while fucking other people in our bed and calling me needy when I cried. Jude listened to that story without turning it into a project to fix. He said, “We do bourgeois paperwork here on purpose.” I laughed until I sniffled. Healing, it turned out, could look like a signed addendum and a woman two doors down who asked before she borrowed detergent.

  
    Detergent, actually

    Tessa did ask about detergent. She also returned my spare hair clip with a thank-you note. The banality of herdmate life surprised me more than the heat. We became people who shared a washing machine and sometimes a viewing stool and never, under my clauses, a claim.

  
    Dion’s aside

    Dion caught me in the rinse room once and said, careful, “For what it’s worth, Jude talks about your mornings like liturgy. Tessa knows. She’s not trying to convert a church.”

    “I know,” I said. “I’m trying to believe I can attend a service and still be the altar.”

    Dion snorted politely. “You’re the altar. She’s a guest in the pews. Bad metaphor. I’ll stop.”

    “Stop,” I agreed, smiling.

  
    Body ledger

    My yield went up the week of the witness claim, which Jude noted without crowing. “Stress can suppress or spike,” he said. “Yours spiked clean. Tell me if it tips into ache you don’t like.”

    It did not. The ache stayed in the register I chase: heavy, purposeful, answered at six a.m. by hands I trust.

    Final rewrite snippet

    Month-two protocol added one line I wrote myself: Rhea may invite Tessa to Cedar for non-contact witnessing max twice monthly; Jude may not invite without Rhea’s written green same day.

    Tessa initialed. Jude initialed. I stuck a star sticker beside the line like a child and felt more adult than I had in the years I pretended I did not care who my partners touched.

  
    Dawn, unchanged

    The next morning was only us. Alarm. Water. Card. Hands. Machine. Bar. Question. Yes. Claim. Eggs. Knee-knock under the table. Somewhere down the hall, Pine Gate’s machine hummed a different song. I did not flinch. I drank my juice. I was Rhea, twenty-eight, primary, complicated, chosen—and choosing back, every green morning, on purpose.

  
    Medical quiet

    All three of us—Rhea, Tessa, Jude—sat through a compliance refresher with Jonah that covered jealousy as a safety topic, not a moral failing. Jonah said, “Possessiveness without communication is a hazard. Possessiveness with a protocol is data.” I wrote that down. Tessa did too. Jude already lived it.

  
    Holiday question

    At month two’s edge, Tessa asked if she could spend Solstice week with her family off-ranch. Housing held. My first reaction was relief so sharp I was ashamed of it. My second was missing her vanilla lotion in the rinse room. I told her both. She hugged me, quick and asking. I hugged back.

    While she was gone, Jude and I played at being a two-person barn again. It was sweet. It was also incomplete in a way I did not expect. When she returned, I put a welcome sticky on Pine Gate: Earplugs optional. Pasta Sunday? She replied with three cow emojis and a yes.

  
    Breeding calendar

    Jude and I kept our breeding decisions separate from her life, always. One evening I said yes to a claim while she was in town on a date with someone from the farmer’s market—Dion’s friend, not our tangle. Knowing she had her own heat elsewhere loosened something. Jude fucked me slow on the Cedar bench and asked the question like liturgy. I said yes. He filled me. I cried happy. Nobody else needed to be in the room for the room to feel big enough.

    What I tell new people

    If a new participant asks me what herdmate means here, I say: it means you can live near a claimed pair without becoming a test they fail. It means ink before mouth. It means jealousy gets a chair at the table and a timer if it starts driving. It means dawn can stay sacred while dusk gets complicated.

    Then I point at Cedar’s door letter and shrug. “Also it means I’m still learning. Twenty-eight and in progress.”

    Last card tonight

    Before sleep I write tomorrow’s card early, because I like the foresight: Dawn = Jude only. All green. Herdmate hello at lunch. Breeding ask at bar if yield high.

    Jude reads it over my shoulder, chin hooked there. “Look at you,” he says softly. “Building a life wide enough for your want.”

    “Wide,” I say, “not diluted.”

    “Never diluted,” he promises.

    I believe him—not because jealousy is gone, but because we have somewhere to put it that isn’t a silent war. Tessa’s machine hums once down the hall and stops. I do not flinch. I turn in Jude’s arms, primary and present, and let the night take the rest.

  
    Mirror work

    After a claim, I sometimes stand with Jude behind me at Cedar’s mirror and look at the woman who negotiated a herdmate without disappearing. Milk on skin. Strap marks fading. Eyes clear. He asks what I see.

    “Someone who used to think wanting exclusivity meant wanting control,” I say. “Someone learning the difference.”

    He kisses my hair. “Control is fake green. Exclusivity where we write it is just architecture.”

    Architecture. I like that better than destiny. Destiny does not initial pages. We do.

  
    Tessa’s thank-you

    She left a note under my door once: Thank you for not making me earn safety by being smaller. I kept it in the protocol folder. On hard days I read it before I write what I want on the card. Soft days too.

    I sleep claimed and unconfused: primary at dawn, herdmate-aware at noon, honest at every ready check. The barn is big enough. So am I.

    Wide enough, I decide again in the dark, means room for a second gate down the hall and a first claim that never has to shout to be real. Jude’s breath steadies. Mine matches. Tomorrow’s dawn card is already written in my head: Just us. All green. Ask at the end.

    Breakfast after witness

    The morning after Tessa witnessed our claim, she brought muffins to the kitchen like a peace offering that was really just breakfast. I took one. Jude took two. Dion stole the blueberry. Nobody performed a speech. Soft normalcy after sharp heat might be the actual kink that keeps this barn standing.

    I licked sugar from my thumb and caught Jude watching me with the look he saves for yield graphs and vows. Primary, I thought, and the word sat quiet and enough.
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