

Prologue

I clutch my bundle of belongings against my chest as my uncle leads me through the doorway of his home, which is now my home. The weight of my parents’ absence presses down on me, heavier than the small cloth sack that holds everything I have left in the world. Aunt Mae’s smile is too wide, forced, as she gestures toward a narrow bed in the corner of their front room. Their farmhouse smells of dried herbs and bread—nothing like the scent of Mother’s lavender soap that used to fill our cottage.

“You can put your things here,” Uncle Jed says, pointing to a wooden chest beside the bed. His voice is gruff but not unkind. I notice how he avoids looking directly at me, as if my grief might be contagious.

I place my bundle down carefully. Inside are three cloth dresses, my mother’s silver hairbrush, a small wooden horse my father carved for my tenth birthday, and a sachet of dried wildflowers picked the day before the fever took them both. It seems impossible that fifteen years of life could be reduced to these few items.

“Thank you,” I murmur, but the words fall flat in the awkward silence.

Aunt Mae busies herself at the hearth. “Hungry? I’ve made stew.”

I’m not, but I nod anyway. The routines of their household are already established, and I am the disruption. I sit at their table and spoon broth into my mouth without tasting it. Their eyes flick toward me, then away, unsure what to say to me.

They’ve never had children and suddenly find themselves taking care of one. At least they are trying.

Days pass in this manner. I help with chores, answer polite inquiries about whether I’ve slept well or if I need anything, and retreat into myself when conversation stretches too thin. Their kindness is genuine but clumsy, wrapped in the discomfort of sudden guardianship.

After a week, the cottage walls feel too enclosed. My chest tightens with each sympathetic glance from Aunt Mae, and each awkward pat on the shoulder from Uncle Jed. I’m trying to get over my grief, and they mean well, but I can’t take it anymore.

“I’m going for a walk,” I announce, and they seem relieved to let me go.

The path from their farmhouse leads through scraggly apple trees into open meadowland. I’ve been warned not to venture too far—we live near the edge of Grivvet territory, where the human settlements give way to their farms and outposts. I’ve never seen the small creatures, but I’ve heard about them, and my aunt warned me to keep my distance.

Their traditions seem bizarre. It’s hard to picture a little green creature riding atop humans; they’ve turned into beasts of burden. The thought sends a shiver down my spine, but I push it away. Aunt Mae said they only hunt humans from the south, and there are laws here to protect us and keep the peace.

I’m not going far, so I doubt I’ll cross paths with such a sight. Not here in these peaceful meadows with wildflowers waving in the breeze.

I walk until the farmhouse is a small smudge behind me. The sun warms my face, and finally I can forget the icy grip of loss around my heart.

That’s when I see him.

Perched on a fence post at the meadow’s edge sits a wiry figure, no taller than a toddler. His skin is greenish-gray, leathery in the sunlight, with patches of coarse hair sprouting in uneven tufts. His ears—large and bat-like—swivel in my direction before his head turns. Those eyes catch me first: amber and bright, gleaming with intelligence as they fix on me.

A Grivvet. That’s the only thing it could be.

I freeze, uncertain whether to retreat or continue forward. He makes no move to leave, simply watching me with those gleaming eyes. His tail, ending in a small tuft of darker hair, flicked against the wooden post in curiosity.

The contrast between us strikes me suddenly. My own limbs feel ungainly and long compared to his compact frame. I’m twice his height; my pale skin and blonde hair so different from his mottled complexion. Yet there’s something in his posture—a youthful alertness—that speaks to me.

I clear my throat, and the sound carries across the meadow between us. To my surprise, he sprang from his perch, landing lightly on his feet. He approaches with confident strides, head tilted upward to meet my gaze.

“Hello,” he says, his voice sharp and nasal, with a strange chittering quality I’ve never heard in human speech.

My heart pounds, but not with fear. “Hello,” I reply, my voice emerging soft and uncertain. “I’m Chara.”

“Ulrek,” he replied simply. His ears twitch, taking in my voice, my scent, perhaps. “Skarn’s son.”

I‘ve heard Uncle Jed mention Skarn—a Grivvet who owns one of the larger farms beyond our property. He warned that Skarn, though not unkind, is set in the old ways. He respected the laws, yes, but only because they kept order.

“You’re new,” he observes, circling me once with curious eyes. “I watch humans come and go. Never seen you before.”

“I arrived a few days ago. To live with my aunt and uncle.”

“Why?” The question is blunt, without human niceties.

“My parents died,” I say, and something about saying it so plainly to this strange creature feels easier than the hushed tones and pitying glances back at the house.

He nods, accepting this fact without the awkward condolences I’ve grown tired of hearing. “My dad is alive,” he states, then adds, “I’m fourteen seasons.”

The simple exchange startles a small laugh from me. “I’m fifteen,” I say, and suddenly we’re comparing ages like children meeting in a schoolyard.

“You’re tall for fifteen,” he observes.

“You’re short for fourteen,” I counter without thinking.

Instead of taking offense, he makes a strange chittering sound that I realize must be laughter. “I’m tall for a Grivvet. You’ll see. Still growing.”

We stand there, human girl and Grivvet boy, separated by species but connected by age. The silence between us lacks the heaviness I‘ve felt at my relatives’ house. It’s a curious silence, filled with possibility rather than grief.

“Are there others our age? Around here, I mean.”

His ears perked up. “Not many. Humans keep to their villages. Grivvets busy with training and farm work.” He tilts his head. “You’re the first human I’ve spoken to my age.”

“You’re the first Grivvet I‘ve ever spoken to,” I admit.

We exchange a look of mutual discovery, and something warm unfurls in my chest—the first pleasant feeling I’ve had since my parents fell ill. It’s small and fragile, but unmistakable.

“I should return before dark,” I say, noticing the sun’s position.

Ulrek nods. “Tomorrow? Same time?”

The question hangs between us, simple and unadorned. I should say no. Uncle Jed would certainly forbid this if he knew. But the prospect of seeing Ulrek again feels like the first real thing I’ve had to look forward to since arriving.

“Yes,” I say. “Tomorrow.”

As I walk back to my aunt and uncle’s house, my steps feel lighter. I’ve found something unexpected in this borderland—a friend. Different as we may be, there’s something genuine in Ulrek’s direct gaze and unfiltered questions. For the first time since my world collapsed, I feel a tiny spark of curiosity about what tomorrow might bring.

In the weeks that follow, I develop a new routine. I rise early to help Aunt Mae with breakfast, dutifully assist with morning chores, and then, when the sun reaches its highest point, I slip away with mumbled explanations about exploring or gathering wildflowers. My feet carry me to our meeting spot without hesitation, and each day, Ulrek is there waiting, his amber eyes brightening at my approach. No matter how heavy my heart feels when I leave the house, his chittering greeting lightens something inside me.

“Slow human,” he teases today, bounding down from his fence-post perch. “The sun’s been high for ages.”

“I had to help hang laundry,” I explained, brushing a strand of hair from my face. “Not all of us can escape our chores so easily.”

His ears twitched in amusement. “I finished mine before dawn. Father says I’m quick.”

There’s pride in his voice that makes me smile. We fall into step together, him leading, me following, as we’ve done every day for weeks now. He’s slow and I have to take smaller steps, but that’s okay. We are in no hurry. Ulrek guides me across the meadow toward the edge of what I now know is his father’s property. He’s careful about our path, steering us past hay storage barns and empty paddocks, always circling wide around the main farm operations.

“We can’t go that way,” he says when I point toward a cluster of buildings in the distance. “Father’s training new acquisitions today.” Something in his tone makes me not ask what “acquisitions” means. I’ve learned there are questions better left unasked.

Instead, I follow him toward a collection of discarded wooden crates stacked against a weather-beaten fence. It’s become our favorite spot—far enough from both our homes to feel like neutral territory, yet sheltered from prying eyes.

“Look what I found!” Ulrek exclaimed, pulling something from inside his vest. It’s a small hammer, its wooden handle worn smooth with use. “From the tack shed. No one will miss it.”

I run my fingers over the tool. “Perfect for our fort.”

We've been building our hideaway for days now, dismantling the sturdier crates and reassembling them into a structure that’s part shelter, part castle, and entirely ours. My long arms help position the higher boards while Ulrek’s nimble fingers and surprising strength secure them together. Today, the hammer makes our work go faster.

“Hold this steady,” he instructed, and I braced the plank while he drove in a nail. The rhythmic tap-tap-tap echoed across the empty field. When he finishes, we step back to admire our work.

“It needs a roof,” I observed.

Ulrek’s tail flicks as he considers the problem. “There are canvas scraps behind the tack shed. I can get them tomorrow.”

“And I’ll bring some twine from Uncle Jed’s workshop.”

We work side by side, human and Grivvet, our differences forgotten in the shared purpose of creation. The fort grows day by day—never large enough for me to stand upright inside, but perfect for sitting shoulder to shoulder, sheltered from both rain and curious eyes.

Once the basic structure is complete, we begin to furnish it. I brought a discarded cushion from Aunt Mae’s mending pile. Ulrek contributes smooth stones for the floor and dried flowers to hang from the low ceiling. Our fort becomes our kingdom, and within its walls, we establish our favorite game.

“Welcome to the Grand Market,” Ulrek announces one warm afternoon, arranging his collection of treasures on a flat board between us. Today he’s brought feathers in brilliant blue, a twisted piece of metal that catches the light, and three perfectly round pebbles.

I arrange my own offerings with equal ceremony: a length of red string, a cracked cup with painted flowers that Aunt Mae was throwing away, and several acorns with their caps still attached.

“Distinguished merchant,” I begin, adopting the formal tone we’ve developed for our game, “I find myself in need of those blue feathers.”

Ulrek’s ears perk up as he slips into his role. “An excellent eye you have, madam. These feathers are from the royal peacock of the Eastern Kingdom. Very rare. Very valuable.”

“I see,” I reply, stroking my chin thoughtfully. “And what would you ask in trade for such treasures?”

His amber eyes gleamed as he examined my wares. “The cup catches my interest. But it alone is not enough for three feathers of this quality.”

I hide my smile. This negotiation is my favorite part. “I’ll give you the cup and two acorns.”

“Three acorns and a cup.”

“Two acorns, the cup, and this fine string,” I countered.

“I’ll give you three blue feathers for that shiny stone,” he offered, his tail swishing in delight.

I hold up the length of string and grin. “Four feathers and that piece of string.”

We barter and bargain, each concession and counter-offer delivered with exaggerated sighs or triumphant grins. The actual items matter less than the dance of negotiation—the pretend world we create where these trinkets are precious beyond measure.

Sometimes our game shifts to other scenarios. We become explorers charting unknown territories, using sticks as swords to battle imaginary beasts that lurk beyond our fort. Other days, we’re healers tending to wounded warriors, wrapping leaves around stick figures with great solemnity. In each game, we are equals—partners and comrades despite the differences in our height, our skin, our species.

Until I ask if he has anything fancier to sell. Ulrek’s eyes glint with a mischief I recognize now, a warning that he’s about to push our game somewhere new. He sweeps the feathers and stones aside, sits a little taller, and folds his arms like a proper shopkeeper.

“New stall opens today,” he announces, voice grand, “with wares better than shiny stones. The famous Skarn Stables, finest stock in the valley. Only the best for discerning buyers.”

I blink at him, caught off guard by the sudden shift. “Stable?”

He nods with the dignity of a town crier. “Pony-girls. The strongest, fastest, most obedient in the region. All trained by masters. Guaranteed to pull double their weight in any weather and make your neighbors jealous.”

There’s a strange edge to his pride, a thrill in the way he says it. He’s bragged about Grivvet riding before, but never so directly. The idea of people—girls being used as livestock — is still foreign to me, but it’s a way of life for Ulrek, and I’ve grown curious.

“What are you thinking?” he asks, noticing my silence.

I study him, head tilted. “How much would I cost? If you were selling me as a pony-girl?” The words hang in the air, half a joke, half a dare. My cheeks flushed, but I don’t look away.

Ulrek’s ears twitch, startled, and for a moment he stares at me as if I’ve suddenly started speaking his language. Then, a slow, calculating smile spread across his lips. He leans forward, appraising me—not as a friend, but with the clinical detachment of a merchant evaluating livestock at market.

He circles me, sizing up with a deliberate slowness that makes the hairs on my arms prickle. “Height is good,” he says, tapping his chin. “Long legs—very strong for pulling. Skin is pale, but the sun will cure that.” He stops behind me, gently lifts a lock of my hair between clawed fingers. “Fine mane. Good teeth?” He gestures for me to show him my teeth, and when I open my mouth, he tries to poke his finger in, and I pretend to bite him.

Ulrek yelps and jerks his hand back, his amber eyes wide and horrified. For a breathless instant, he stares at me as if he expects me to grow fangs and pounce. I can’t help it—I burst out laughing. The sound is raw and wild, echoing around the inside of our wooden hideout. I laugh so hard my ribs ache, and when I manage to look at him, Ulrek’s still frozen, his mouth hanging open.

“You — you bit me!” he sputtered, clutching his hand to his chest as if I’d drawn blood.

I wipe tears from the corners of my eyes. “You told me to show my teeth,” I managed, gasping between giggles. “What did you think would happen?”

He stares for another moment, then a slow, grudging chitter shakes out of him. “Pony-girls don’t bite,” he says, clearly scandalized but trying to hide it.

“Lucky for you I’m not a pony-girl,” I say, grinning wider.

He relaxes, then starts to cackle, the sound high and scratchy and so infectious that I start laughing again. “You’d be a bad one,” he says, shaking his head.

I pretend to be wounded, putting a hand to my chest. “Is that so? What’s wrong with me?”

Ulrek leans back, arms crossed. “Disrespectful. Too curious. Not obedient enough. Pony-girls don’t ask questions. They follow orders.” He tries to sound stern, but can’t keep the amusement out of his face.

“I could learn,” I say, though the idea makes my skin prickle.

He clucks his tongue, a noise so much like Aunt Mae’s disapproval that I nearly snort. “You’d need a year of breaking before you’d be docile enough to ride.”

I pick up a smooth stone from his collection and turn it over in my palm. “I’m glad we’re friends.” I say changing the subject.

His head tilts in that curious way of his. “Me too.”

Here, in our little fort, away from the watchful eyes of both our kinds, we’ve created something rare and precious—a friendship unburdened by the complicated history between humans and Grivvets. We’re just two young creatures sharing secrets and games, and laughter.

“Let’s play another game.” I say, and he quickly nods his head.

Our voices echo across the empty fields as we resume our bartering, the sound of our laughter carried away on the breeze. In these moments, I forget that I am an orphan in a house not my own, and that Ulrek is a species that enslaves my kind. We are simply two friends.

As the sun begins its descent and I reluctantly prepare to return to my aunt and uncle’s house, Ulrek presses one of the blue feathers into my hand.

“For you,” he says simply. “The bestest friend in the world.”

He’s right. We are best friends, and nothing is going to change that.

Seasons change, and the meadow grasses grow tall, then brown, then barren with snow before the colors of spring return. And Ulrek becomes as constant as the sun’s daily arc across the sky.

Our fort stands weathered but sturdy, our collection of treasures growing with each passing month. We are no longer new friends. We are something better—familiar.

Today, autumn paints the landscape in amber and rust. The air carries a crisp edge that hints at the coming winter, but the sun still offers enough warmth to make our outdoor meetings comfortable. The valley never really feels the harsh touch of winter, but some days a gust of wind comes down from the mountains, making me shiver.

We‘ve abandoned the fort for now, choosing instead to perch on the split-rail fence that marks the border between unclaimed meadow and the outer reaches of Skarn’s property.

Ulrek balances with natural grace, his tail providing counterweight as he walks the narrow rail like a tightrope performer. I sit with less elegance, my longer legs dangling over the edge, boots occasionally knocking against the weathered wood. We share an apple—my half significantly larger than his—and talk about everything and nothing.

The distant sound of wheels draws our attention to the road that winds from the heart of the Grivvet farm toward the trading post beyond. A cart appears around the bend, loaded with what looks like sacks of grain. It moves at a steady pace, but something about the sight makes me straighten, squinting to see better.

It’s not a horse pulling the cart. It’s a woman.

She moves with a strange, stylized gait, her booted feet striking the ground in an unnaturally precise rhythm. She’s completely naked, arms bound behind her back in what appears to be an elaborate harness of leather and metal. I see only the strip of her dark hair; her face obscured by what must be blinders similar to those used on horses. A Grivvet sits on a small seat at the front of the cart, reins in his hands, occasionally flicking a short whip that kisses the woman’s bare bum.

A pony-girl. My first real look at one.

Seeing one up close, watching the muscles work in her legs as she pulls the substantial load, makes my stomach tighten.

“Ulrek,” I say, my voice coming out softer than intended. “That woman…”

He follows my gaze, his expression unchanged. “That’s Derrit’s cart. Father says he overloads it. Bad for the pony’s joints.”

I lean forward, unable to look away as they pass on the road, perhaps fifty yards from our perch. “How do they do it?” I ask, the question spilling out before I can consider its implications.

Ulrek shrugs, his small shoulders rising and falling with childish pride. “My father breeds the best pony-girls in the region,” he says, as though announcing his father grows exceptional turnips or raises prize-winning sheep. “Pony-girls are strong.”

The casual nature of his response made me turn to study his face. There’s no cruelty there, no malice—just matter-of-fact acceptance of something he’s grown up with his entire life.

“But they‘re... they’re people,” I say carefully.

He tilts his head, ears swiveling slightly. “They’re ponies,” he corrected. “Some start as free humans, yes, but training changes them.”

“Training?” The word feels inadequate for whatever transforms a woman into the creature I’ve just witnessed.

“Father says it takes about three months for a proper conversion,” Ulrek explains, his tone shifting to one of expertise. “Breaking the speech first, then teaching the gait, then building endurance.” He speaks with the same enthusiasm he uses when explaining how to build a better snare for catching rabbits or how to predict rain by watching cloud patterns.

“Do they... do they ever go back? To being people?”

He looks genuinely puzzled by my question. “They are marked as livestock, and there is no going back. It’s the way it is.”

I try to imagine it—being transformed, recreated as something else entirely, and a chill runs through me despite the autumn sun. “But don’t they resist? Try to escape?”

“New ones do, but they all break eventually.” He swings his legs, heels thumping against the lower rail. “Father says humans have natural domestic qualities. Strong body, and trainable minds. It’s just about bringing those forward and suppressing the rest.”

Each casual word makes my skin crawl, yet I can’t stop asking questions. “Are they... happy?”

Ulrek considers this, his amber eyes thoughtful. “Happy? I don’t know, but that doesn’t matter. They serve a purpose, are well-fed, and taken care of. The best ones get special treatment, grooming, and better stabling.” He glances at me, perhaps finally sensing my discomfort. “Father says it’s no different from humans taming horses originally. Just... reversed.”

I want to argue, to explain why it’s profoundly different, but the words stick in my throat. This is Ulrek—my friend, my confidant. The boy who saved a baby bird with me last spring, who taught me how to whistle through a blade of grass, who listens to my stories about my parents without awkwardness or pity.

And yet, here he sits, describing the systematic dehumanization of my kind as casually as discussing the weather.

“Some ponies even win ribbons at the spring fair,” he continues, clearly trying to highlight what he perceived as the positive aspects. “Father’s top mare won three years running in the elegance category. Her trot was perfect.”

Before I can respond, a shadow passes overhead. We both look up to see a hawk circling, its wings spread wide against the clear blue sky.

“Look!” Ulrek points excitedly. “Red-tail!”

The subject shifts, and the tension breaks. I let it happen, grateful for the distraction. “It’s hunting,” I say, watching the bird’s patient spiral.

“Race you to the oak tree!” Ulrek challenged suddenly, leaping from the fence with characteristic impulsiveness. “Bet we can follow where it goes!”

I hesitate only a moment before sliding off the rail and sprinting after him. He’s so much smaller than me, his legs a blur, and I could easily leave him behind. But what’s the fun in that? I slowed just enough for him to catch up, then scooped him under the arms and tossed him—gently onto my back. Ulrek lets out a screech of surprise which splits into laughter, his wiry limbs clinging instinctively to my shoulders and neck.

“Faster! Run!”

I bolt through the meadow, the wildflowers parting before my shins and the wind snatching at my hair. I feel his weight, but it’s not much—nothing compared to the burden I’ve been carrying in my ribcage all year. His little hands clutch fistfuls of my shirt, his heels drum against my hips, and his laughter is so unguarded that I can’t help but join in.

We collapsed beneath the spreading branches of the old oak, breathless with exertion, laughing for no particular reason. The uncomfortable conversation already feels distant, buried beneath the simple joy of running. I don’t want to think about pony-girls or training yards or what Ulrek’s father does beyond the ridge. I don’t want to consider what it might mean for our friendship.

Our laughter fades as I watch the hawk until it disappears against the autumn sky. When I look over at Ulrek, he’s watching me with an odd expression on his face.

“What?” I ask.

“That was fun,” is all he says, but he seems to be contemplating something, but he doesn’t say more, and I don’t ask.

We lie there side by side, looking up through the rustling leaves, and I play with the hem of my sleeve while he flicks his tail and hums a tuneless song. The moments that follow are quiet and easy, and I stretch out my arms above my head, feeling the blood thrum through my veins, my chest rising and falling in time with the distant calls of meadowlarks.

When Ulrek finally sits up, brushing grass from his arms, he gives me a look that is both serious and mischievous. “You run good,” he says, chin tipped up. “Fast and steady. Most humans don’t run so smoothly.”

I laugh, thinking he’s teasing. “Maybe you haven’t met enough humans.”

He shakes his head and snorts. “I see enough pony-girls to know when I see a good one.”

“But I’m not a pony-girl.” I remind him.

“No! I know that.” He looks down, embarrassed. “Nevermind.”

I leave it be, not wanting to disturb the delicate balance of our friendship over something so trivial. I don’t understand it all, but I want to know more about my friend and his life.

When the light begins to fade and we part ways as always, I tell myself that tomorrow I’ll ask more questions, but even as I make this promise, I know I probably won’t keep it. Some things are easier left unexplored, like fallen leaves buried beneath the fresh snows of winter.

Years slide by, each holding its own memories and strengthening our unique bond. I grow taller, my body changing in the way of young women. Ulrek’s voice deepens, his wiry frame becoming more muscular though he remains compact. Our fort, rebuilt twice after storms destroyed it, now stands abandoned as we’ve found new places to claim as our own—the old oak tree, the rock formation by the stream, and our favorite: the grassy hilltop that overlooks both the farm and the distant human village.

It’s a warm summer evening when we make our way to the hilltop, the air thick with the scent of clover and wild thyme. The heat of the day has begun to soften, though the horizon still glows with golden light.

We no longer need to hide our friendship—my aunt and uncle were not happy in the beginning, but have grown accustomed to my Grivvet companion, though they still watch him warily when he occasionally appears at our door. Skarn knows of me too, Ulrek says, though I’m never invited past the outer fields of their property.

We settled on the crest of the hill, the grass cool beneath us. From here, we can see both our worlds—to the east, the scattered lights of the human village beginning to twinkle as dusk approaches; to the west, the sprawling structures of Skarn’s farm, where even now I can make out the distant figures of pony-girls in the pastures.

Ulrek leans back on his elbows, his amber eyes reflecting the sunset. “Father wants me to start training with the farmhands next season,” he says. “Says it‘s time I learned the family business properly.”

I nod, picking at a blade of grass. We’re at that age now—the edge of adulthood, where expectations begin to press down with increasing weight. Uncle Jed has started introducing me to the sons of neighboring farmers; his intentions are obvious even when unspoken.

“Will you like that?” I ask. “The handling work?”

He shrugs, his tail flicking in that way that tells me he’s uncertain but won‘t admit it. “It’s what pony-girl farm owners do.”

The simplicity of his answer hangs in the air between us, along with a subtle shift in the ground beneath us. We’ve spent years building a friendship in the neutral territory between our worlds, but those worlds are encroaching, and I don’t like it.

I stretch out my hand toward him, sudden seriousness making my voice tremble. “We’ll always be friends, right?”

The question sounds childish as soon as it leaves my lips, but the fear behind it is very real. I’ve lost my parents. I know what it means when people disappear from your life, and the thought of losing Ulrek to the inevitable pull of adulthood and separate paths makes my chest tighten.

He turns to me without hesitation, his amber eyes soft in the fading light. “Always,” he says, and there’s such certainty in his voice that I want desperately to believe him.

He takes my outstretched hand, pressing his palm against mine. His skin feels different from mine—tougher, cooler—but the gesture bridges our differences as it always has.

Still, Ulrek will soon be expected to own pony-girls of his own; how I’ll be pushed toward marriage with a farmer’s son. We could make promises to each other, but promises are fragile. They could splinter under the weight of our separate destinies.

As darkness settles more firmly around us, I lean against him, my head resting against his shoulder. It’s a familiar position, one we’ve found ourselves in many times before. His arm comes around me naturally, petting my hair. Usually I’d bat his hand away because it’s too similar to what they do to pony-girls, but this time I closed my eyes and let the gesture soothe me.


Chapter 1

I wake before dawn with tomorrow’s date circling in my mind. My eighteenth birthday. The last milestone of childhood before I’m expected to embrace the full responsibilities of adulthood. Aunt Mae has already hinted at several young men in the village who’ve shown interest, but all I can think about is seeing Ulrek today. We used to meet almost every day before his father started grooming him to take over the farm, but now he’s so busy, I hardly get to see my best friend.

I wonder if he remembers my birthday or if he’s forgotten.

The floorboards creaked under my feet as I dressed quickly. The house is quiet except for Uncle Jed’s soft snoring from behind the bedroom door. I slip into the kitchen and begin stoking the fire, setting water to boil for porridge. My hands move through the familiar motions while my mind wanders to the hilltop where Ulrek and I used to spend hours talking about everything and nothing.

“You’re up early,” Aunt Mae says, startling me. She tightens the belt of her robe and moves to help with breakfast. “Planning to visit that Grivvet boy again?”

“His name is Ulrek,” I reminded her gently. After all these years, she still avoids saying his name.

She sighs. “You’ll need to put that friendship behind you soon, Chara. It’s not proper for a young woman your age. People might get the wrong idea.”

I stir the porridge harder than necessary. “We’ve been friends for years.”

“You were children, but now you're a young woman.” She placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. “The Hansens’ son asked after you at market yesterday. He’s a delightful young man.”

I nod without commitment and focus on finishing breakfast. After eating, I feed the chickens, collect eggs, sweep the porch, and hang yesterday’s washing on the line. Each chore feels like a stone I need to move out of my path before I can run free.

“I’m going out,” I announced when the last of the morning tasks is complete. Aunt Mae gives me a knowing look but says nothing. Uncle Jed merely grunts from his chair, eyes fixed on the field plans for next season.

The path to Skarn’s farm is so familiar I could walk it blindfolded. The sun warms my back as I run down the path in excitement. We haven’t seen each other in nearly two weeks - the longest we’ve been apart since we met. His responsibilities keep growing while I remain suspended in the strange space between child and woman, neither here nor there.

As I approach the outer fields of the farm, I see the pony-girls, six of them, being led to the eastern paddock by a Grivvet handler. They move with that distinctive high-stepped gait, their naked bodies sun-kissed and toned. Their arms are bound behind them, which is common for a pony-girl. They all have bridles on with bits between their teeth, and two of them have tails hanging from between their cheeks, which makes me feel strangely flushed. I’ve seen them countless times now, but the sight still sends a shiver through me, but this time not in revulsion.

If you really look at them. They are beautiful and in peak form.

I continue toward the main buildings. The smell hits me first: fresh hay, and the distinctive musk of the stables. The sound of pony-girl hooves on the packed earth is punctuated by the occasional order barked by a Grivvet worker. I’ve learned to keep to the fence line where I’m less likely to draw attention.

Ulrek’s father is aware of our friendship, but he doesn’t like it or understand it, and I also don’t like how he looks at me whenever I’m near.

I had hoped to find Ulrek alone or with a stablehand, but luck is not on my side. Ulrek stands beside his father near the examination area; a wooden rack where new pony-girls are assessed or existing ones checked for health issues sits in the center. His posture is different: back straight, shoulders squared, head lifted in a way that mimics Skarn’s authoritative stance. He’s grown in the past year, now almost as tall as his father, but still only reaching my bum.

I hover by the fence, watching. A handler leads a young pony-girl onto the rack. She’s new - I can tell by the way she trembles slightly, her eyes darting despite the blinders on her bridle. Skarn circles her, pointing to various parts of her body while Ulrek nods attentively. I’m too far to hear his words clearly, but some reach me.

“Check the teeth,” Skarn instructs, his voice carrying across the yard. “Always inspect the horses thoroughly for potential health issues.”

Ulrek steps forward and pries open the girl’s mouth. His clawed fingers pressed against her cheeks as he peered inside, examining her teeth with the detached interest of someone inspecting livestock. The girl doesn’t resist. She’s too scared to do anything but shake.

My stomach tightens. This is Ulrek - my friend who taught me to skip stones across the creek, and who held my hand when I cried about my parents on the anniversary of their death. Yet here he stands, inspecting a human woman as if she were an animal.

Skarn says something else, and Ulrek nods before moving his hands to the girl’s legs, checking muscle tone by squeezing her calves. His movements are practiced and professional - those of a future farm owner learning his trade. His bright amber eyes, once constantly seeking mine whenever I appeared, remained focused on his task.

I shift my weight, and a twig snaps beneath my foot. Ulrek’s ears twitch at the sound, and he finally turns toward me. For a moment, his eyes brighten with recognition and something like joy before he quickly masks it. He says something to his father, who glances in my direction with barely concealed annoyance, then nods curtly.

Ulrek approaches the fence, but not with the eager bounds of years past. He walks with measured steps, his tail flicking nervously behind him.

“Chara,” he says, his voice deeper now than when we were younger. “I didn’t expect you today.”

“I finished chores early,” I reply, suddenly conscious of my muddied boots and simple dress. “I thought we might... but you’re busy.”

“Father is teaching me how to intake a pony.” His eyes dart back toward Skarn, who watches us with thinly veiled impatience.

“I see.” I fidget with the fence post, picking at a loose splinter. “Tomorrow‘s my birthday. I’ll be eighteen.”

His ears perked up slightly. “Eighteen? That’s...” He pauses, searching for words that used to come so easily between us. “That’s a significant age for humans.”

“Yes.” I wait for more - a promise to celebrate, a special plan, anything that would recall the easy friendship we once shared.

Instead, he shifts his weight and glances back at his father. “I should return to my lessons.”

My shoulders dropped slightly. “Of course.”

“Perhaps later...” he begins, but Skarn calls his name, and the sentence dies unfinished.

“Ulrek!”

“Coming, Father.” He looks at me, amber eyes conflicted. “I must go.”

I nod, trying to hide my disappointment. “I understand.”

Suddenly he spins back to me with a determined expression. “Wait for me? I’ll try to get free.”

The ache in my chest eases, and I smile, nodding quickly. I’d wait all day for him. I’d do anything for my best friend.

He resumes his position beside his father, as Skarn shows him something about the pony-girl’s foot structure.

I remain by the fence, watching my friend transform into something else before my eyes. This is his world, his inheritance, his future, but I want to be part of his future too.

I wait by the fence until Skarn finally dismisses Ulrek from his lessons. The sun climbs higher in the sky, beating down on my neck as I watch them finish the examination of three more pony-girls.

My feet grow restless, but I stay, hoping for even a few minutes with Ulrek. When he finally approaches, he looks a little happier.

“I’ve got half an hour before afternoon training sessions,” he says, glancing back at his father, who nods curtly before turning away. “Would you like to walk to the creek?”

The creek, where we used to skip stones and catch tadpoles in cupped hands. I nod, relieved that he remembers.

“How is training going?” I ask.

“Father says I‘m learning quickly,” Ulrek says, his tail swishing with subtle pride.

“That‘s... good,” I reply, unsure what response he expects.

“The new stock shows promise.”

The word “stock” lands like a stone between us. I remember when he used to call them women, then pony-girls, and now–stock. Each term more distant from humanity than the last.

“How many...” I pause, rephrasing. “How large is your father’s farm now?”

“Twenty-eight head,” he answers promptly. “We’re breaking in four new acquisitions this season. Southern captures, and high-quality stock.” His voice carries a note of pride. “Father says we might need to expand the stabling facilities next year.”

I nod, watching a butterfly drift across our path rather than meeting his eyes. We reach the creek and stop where the bank widens into a small clearing. This spot remains unchanged–the same fallen log where we used to sit, the same pattern of dappled sunlight through the leaves.

“How is your aunt? And uncle?” Ulrek asks after another stretch of silence.

“They’re well. Uncle‘s wheat crop looks promising this year.”

“Good. That’s good.”

Another silence falls. I dig the toe of my boot into the soft earth, creating a small furrow.

“You‘ve been busy,” I finally say, trying to keep accusation from my voice.

His ears twitched backward slightly–a sign of discomfort I’ve learned to recognize over the years. “Father says I need to understand all aspects of the farm before I can properly take over someday.” He squares his shoulders. “It’s important work.”

“Of course.” I pluck a leaf from a nearby branch, tearing it slowly along the veins. “I just miss seeing you, that’s all.”

Ulrek’s posture softens slightly. “I miss you too, but it’s necessary, Chara. I have responsibilities now.”

“I know. It’s just...” I take a deep breath. “I hate seeing you less and less.”

He looks away, staring at the flowing creek. “Father says you are a distraction.”

“A distraction! Is that what you think?” The words come out sharper than intended.

“No!” His ears flattened against his head. “Of course not. You're my best friend.”

“Am I?” I toss the shredded leaf into the water, watching the pieces drift away. “Because lately it feels like you’re practicing your father’s speeches instead of talking to me.”

Ulrek sits heavily on the log, his tail curling around his ankles. “It’s complicated, Chara. I’m learning so much–profit margins, breeding selections, training protocols, and market sales.”

“Training protocols,” I repeat softly. “Like how to break a human’s will? How to make them forget they were ever human?”

His amber eyes narrowed. “You make it sound so… and they aren’t human. Not anymore, and it’s better for them if they realize it.”

“Is it?” I sit beside him, but leave a space between us. “Last month, you told me about a pony-girl who kept trying to speak. Your father beat her!”

He shifts uncomfortably. “He disciplined her. If you had a dog or a horse that was misbehaving, you’d have to train it and discipline it. This is the same thing.”

“She is a person!”

“No! She is a pony-girl, and must be treated like it.” He says, his voice hardening. “Father says a farm only runs well when the animals respect their master.”

I stare at his profile, searching for the friend who once helped me build a fort from discarded crates. “Your father says a lot of things lately.”

Ulrek’s ears flatten further. “He knows the business. He’s teaching me everything I need to succeed.”

“And what about everything else? What about climbing trees and watching clouds? What about trading stones and feathers?

What about us?”

The question hangs between us, delicate and dangerous. For a moment, his eyes soften, and I glimpse the Ulrek I know–curious, kind, open to wonder. He reached toward me, fingers almost brushing mine on the log.

Then something shifts in his expression. He withdraws his hand and stands. “Those were children’s games.”

“They were friendship,” I correct him, remaining seated. “Genuine friendship doesn’t just disappear because life has changed.”

“I never said it disappeared.” His tail flicked irritably. “I’m still here, aren’t I? I made time today.”

“Half an hour,” I say. “After weeks of not seeing you at all.”

He paces along the creek bank, agitation evident in every movement. “What do you want from me, Chara? I have obligations. Father expects me to learn everything about running the farm.”

“And I expect my friend to still be my friend!” I stand now too, frustration rising. “I expect the person who knows me better than anyone to remember that my birthday is tomorrow. I expect him not to speak about humans like they’re objects when his best friend is human!”

Ulrek stops pacing, his ears pivoting toward me. “I’m truly sorry I forgot your birthday. I would never do that on purpose.”

“I know.” I sigh, anger deflating into sadness. “That‘s my point, Ulrek. You’re forgetting a lot of things lately.”

He approaches me hesitantly. “I’ve been so focused on my training.”

“I understand that, but I miss you.” My voice catches. “I hate watching you turn into someone who inspects humans like they’re cattle, but I understand it’s normal for you even if I don’t like it. But what I hate most is feeling like I’m losing my best friend.”

For a moment, real emotion crosses his face–conflict, regret, something that looks like the Ulrek I used to know. He opens his mouth to speak, but the distant sound of a bell interrupts him.

“That‘s the signal for afternoon training,” he says, ears swiveling toward the farm. “I need to go.”

Of course he does. He always needs to go these days.

“Chara...” he begins, then stops, seemingly at a loss.

“It’s fine,” I lied. “Go do what you need to do.”

He hesitates, then nods. “Maybe we can talk more. Later. When things are less busy.”

I force a smile that feels brittle on my face. “Sure.”

We walk back toward the farm in silence, the distance between us far greater than the few inches separating our bodies. With each step, I feel him slipping further away.

At the fence line, he paused. “Happy birthday,” he says softly. “For tomorrow.”

The words should warm me, but they feel like a farewell instead of a celebration. I watch him hurry back toward the training yards, his posture already straightening into that of the farm heir rather than my childhood companion.

The worst part is that I can‘t even be angry. This is who he was always meant to become. I‘m the one who forgot that.


Chapter 2

ULREK

Sunlight spills across the training yard, catching on the polished bits and bridles of the pony-girls as they circle the track. I stand beside my father dutifully. I need to be here, but where I really want to be is out exploring with Chara.

Every time I have to turn her away, it hurts me. I’d love nothing more than to be with her every day, but I have duties here, and Chara is out there. Two worlds I wish could be one, but it’s impossible.

Even though I want to be elsewhere, I need to focus. Today is important. The farmhands have been exercising the stock since dawn, and I can see the sheen of sweat on the ponies’ bare skin as they maintain their high-stepped gait. Father nods approvingly at a chestnut-haired mare with exceptional form, and I feel my chest swell with anticipation. Today, I am not just observing—I am learning to see with a farm owner’s eyes.

“Watch her hindquarters,” Father instructed, pointing to the mare with his training crop. “See how the muscles flex with each step? That’s the foundation of good cart-pulling ability.”

I nod, squinting to focus on the specific muscle groups he points out. The mare’s legs move with precision, her back straight despite the hours of morning exercise. I try not to, but my mind flicks to Chara, and her ample bottom, and I can’t help but compare her to the pony-girl.

Chara’s form is so much stronger, and I could never take my eyes off the powerful flex of her thighs when she ran ahead of me in the meadow. It was wrong. She is my best friend and a free human, and I shouldn’t have looked at her like that.

The mare’s hair—mane, I correct myself mentally, using the proper terminology—is a mass of thick brown hair braided from her forehead down past her shoulders. The sides of her head have been stripped of hair, as is usual in ponies.

Chara’s hair would look beautiful like that with a few ribbons woven in. Her hair is so long that the end of her mane would drape over her shoulder.

Stop it! I chastize myself. Stop thinking of your best friend like that.

I force myself to watch as the handler keeps the pony on a tight lead, occasionally flicking his whip near her flank to maintain her pace.

“A farm owner sees potential where others see just flesh,” Father continues, his voice businesslike. There’s no room for sentiment in his tone, only assessment and calculation. “The untrained eye might be drawn to superficial features—mane color or facial symmetry. But true value lies in structure, temperament, and trainability.”

I absorbed his words carefully. Last week, I struggled to identify the difference between an acceptable pony and a superior one. The distinctions seemed subtle then, but now, standing in the yard with Father’s guidance, I begin to truly see.

That’s why my thoughts are going where they shouldn’t.

“What do you notice about that one?” Father points to a blonde pony with a slightly shorter stride.

I studied her movements for a moment before answering. “Her right ankle turns slightly inward. It affects her gait—makes it less smooth.”

Father’s ears twitch with satisfaction. “Good. And what does that mean for her value?”

“She would be better suited for fieldwork than racing or riding,” I reply, remembering our discussion on matching stock to appropriate tasks. “The slight irregularity wouldn‘t hinder pulling strength, but would disadvantage her in competitions.”

“Correct.” The single word of approval makes my tail swish involuntarily.

A farmhand approaches, leading a newly groomed pony toward the paddock. He dips his head respectfully, first to Father, then—notably—to me.

“Morning, Master Skarn. Young Master Ulrek.” His deference is new, something that’s been gradually changing over the past few months as I’ve taken on more responsibilities.

“Is the northern paddock prepared for the buyers?” Father asks.

“Yes, sir. All ready for this afternoon’s showing.”

“Good. Ulrek will be assisting with the presentations.”

The farmhand nods again in my direction, his expression serious. “Of course. We’ll have everything arranged to your specifications, young master.”

As he moves away, I feel a strange warmth in my chest. Not too long ago, these same workers barely acknowledged me, seeing only a child. Now their eyes hold something new—respect, perhaps even a touch of deference. I stand taller, conscious of how I hold myself.

Father directs my attention to the chestnut mare again as she completes another circuit. “This one is special,” he says, rare appreciation coloring his voice. “Observe her neck—strong but not thick. The slope of her shoulders—perfect for bearing weight. She took to the bit with minimal resistance during training.”

The mare moves past us, her eyes forward, expression blank behind her leather blinders. The emptiness in her gaze is the mark of proper training—no resistance, no humanity left to fight against her purpose.

“I think her lineage would combine well with the Stallion we purchased last season,” I venture, sensing an opportunity to demonstrate my learning. “Paired with her muscle definition and temperament, they could produce exceptional offspring for both racing and everyday use.”

Father’s ears perk forward—the closest he comes to showing surprise. He turns to study me, amber eyes narrowed in thought. “An interesting observation. What leads you to that conclusion?”

I feel my pulse quicken, but keep my voice steady. “This mare’s docility and form, combined with its stamina...” I continue explaining my reasoning, drawing on the breeding charts I’ve been studying late into the night.

When I finish, Father nods—not his usual curt acknowledgment, but a slower, more deliberate motion. “You’ve been paying attention to the breeding records.”

“Yes, Father.” I try not to sound too eager for his approval.

“Your assessment is sound. We’ll consider that pairing when she’s ready.” He placed a hand briefly on my shoulder—a gesture so rare that I nearly flinched in surprise. “You’re beginning to think like a farm owner.”

Pride floods through me, hot and bright. Finally, he sees me not as a child but as his successor.

The farmhands led the ponies back toward the stables, their morning exercise complete. I watched the chestnut mare disappear into the barn, already mentally calculating the profit her offspring might bring if my breeding suggestion proves successful.

For a fleeting moment, Chara’s face flashed in my mind—her expression when she visited the farm last month and saw me examining a pony-girl’s teeth. The memory causes a brief tightness in my chest that I quickly push aside. This is my inheritance, my future. I shouldn’t feel guilty.

“Come,” Father says, breaking into my thoughts. “The buyers will arrive after midday. We need to prepare the presentation paddock and select which stock to showcase first.”

I follow him across the yard, matching his purposeful stride. The morning sun climbed higher, promising a perfect day for sales.

—————

The farm hums with activity as we prepare for the sale. The fully trained pony-girls have been groomed to perfection—their skin oiled, their manes brushed to silky smoothness then rebraided, and their posture corrected with extra training sessions all week.

Father tasked me with overseeing the final preparations, a responsibility that makes me nervous. I‘m so absorbed in my checklist that I almost miss the arrival of the buyers, their excited chattering carrying across the yard as they approach with their parents.

“Ulrek!” calls a familiar voice. Merric, son of a farm owner in the eastern valley, bounds toward me with excitement, a toothy grin on his face. Behind him trail five other Grivvets around my age, all dressed in their finest vests and belts—sale day is as much a social occasion as it is a business one.

“Welcome,” I say, straightening my posture and adopting the formal tone Father uses with important visitors. “The showing will begin in about an hour.”

“We know,” says Merric, clapping me on the shoulder. “Came early to get a proper look before the bidding starts. Your father always has the best stock.”

The others murmur in agreement, their eyes already scanning the preparation area where handlers lead pony-girls through final grooming. The young Grivvets move as a group toward the training paddock, and I follow, conscious of my role as host.

“Father says this season’s ponies are promising,” I say, the words coming automatically. “We’ve refined our training methods to produce better gaits and a more docile temperament.”

Terrin, a stocky Grivvet with unusually dark fur tufts, peers through the fence at a glossy black-haired pony circling the track. “That one has excellent conformation,” he observes. “Racing potential?”

I nod, pleased at his assessment. “Yes, she’s shown natural speed. Responds well to the crop, too.”

“I’m getting my first personal mount next week,” announced Pilk, the youngest of the group but from a wealthy family. His tail twitches with barely contained excitement. “Father’s taking me to the southern markets. Says I can pick any horse I want, price no object.”

“Lucky,” mutters someone else. “My father says I have to earn my first mount.”

Merric snorts. “That’s because your father is cheap. My father only want the best, no matter the cost.” He turns to me, ears forward with interest. “I just got a new pony last month. Fast as anything you’ve ever seen. I’m going to race her for a few years, and once she’s won enough to make her name valuable, I’ll breed her and sell the foals.”

I bet Chara could beat her, and her foals would be just as fast. I imagine her mating with our best stallion, then frown. She’d be so scared. Every time she mentions one of the boys from the village, her cheeks turn a bright shade of red. I could never do that to her if she was my mare, unless she wanted it.

But she’s not my mare. She’s my best friend whom I love deeply. I shouldn’t think about her like that, but sometimes the thoughts creep in before I can stop them.

She’d probably whack me across the head if she knew.

“Smart,” says Terrin, pulling my attention back to the conversation. “Racing bloodlines fetch premium prices.”

“I got my first personal mount last month,” Terrin continued, puffing his chest slightly. “Father says every man needs to train his own by eighteen. Builds character.” The others nodded in agreement, their expressions serious.

Then, as if remembering something, Terrin turns to me with curious eyes. “What about you, Ulrek? You have all of these horses right at your fingertips. Isn’t it time you chose one?”

The question hangs in the air, expectant. I shift my weight from one foot to the other, conscious of all eyes on me.

“I’m still deciding, but I have one in mind,” I say, unable to stop myself. “Father wants me to make a careful selection. Since I’m to inherit the farm someday, my personal mount needs to reflect our breeding standards.”

It‘s a reasonable answer—logical.

“Whatever pony caught your eye must be magnificent. Which one is it?” presses Merric.

I nod noncommittally. “She’s one of our best, certainly.”

“Then why not claim her?” asks Pilk, his childish face puzzled. “Before someone buys her today?”

The question hits a nerve I didn’t realize was exposed. Why haven’t I selected a personal mount yet? Every Grivvet my age either has one or is in the process of acquiring one. It’s a rite of passage, a mark of maturity. Father has offered several times to help me select one from our stock, but each time I’ve found reasons to delay, and deep down I know why.

Terrin comes to my rescue with a knowing grin. “Can’t rush these decisions. The bond between a Grivvet and his mount is special.”

The others murmur agreement, though I catch Merric studying me with curious eyes. I guide them toward the refreshment table, grateful for the distraction.

I’m glad when they change the topic to training. “My father says the training never really stops,” says Merric, helping himself to a sweetmeat from the tray. “My new mount still tries to speak even with the bit.”

“You should use a heavier one,” suggests Terrin. “Can‘t form words properly with the thicker bar between the teeth. Also, a heavy hand with the crop always helps.”

Everyone laughs, nodding their heads in agreement. I nod along too, as if considering this advice, though something in my stomach twists uncomfortably.

“It‘s important to show the animal who’s in charge,” Merric agrees seriously. “Father says a mount that thinks it has even a tiny bit of control can lead to all sorts of problems.”

“Exactly,” says Terrin. “My first mount came already trained, but Father insists I learn the entire process with the next one. Says every proper Grivvet needs to know how to break in his own stock.”

They continue discussing techniques while I maintain an interested expression, offering appropriate comments when expected. But inside, a strange reluctance bloomed. I should want this—the status of owning a personal mount, the respect it brings, the proof that I’m becoming a proper adult Grivvet. Yet whenever I’ve looked at the available pony-girls, trying to imagine selecting one as my own, riding her, training her... I feel a strange uneasiness.

Father often scolds me when I’m being too nice to the horses. Has my friendship with a human made me soft toward them? Father would be furious if he found out. Worse, he might limit my time with Chara if he suspected she was influencing my attitude toward proper Grivvet traditions.

“Look there,” says Pilk suddenly, pointing toward the farm’s entrance path. “What’s a free human doing here?”

All heads turn, conversations halting mid-sentence. Walking along the outer path that skirts our property is an unmistakable figure—tall, golden-haired, moving with the natural grace that would make her an excellent pony-girl once properly trained.

My heart stutters, though whether from alarm or something else, I can’t say. Chara shouldn’t be here today—not with the farm full of buyers and other owners. Not with these young Grivvets watching her with sudden, keen interest.

“She’s tall,” observes Merric, his tone shifting from casual to assessing. “Good proportions, though.”

“Strong legs,” adds Terrin.

“What I wouldn’t give to have her under my saddle. Too bad the laws prevent us from taking women from the nearby villages.” Says another, with a chittering laugh that makes the others join in.

I stand frozen, torn between my role as host to these guests and my instinct to protect Chara from their evaluating gazes. She’s mine!

She notices the group of us watching, her step faltering slightly. Even at this distance, I can see her pull her light cloak tighter around herself.

“Do you know her, Ulrek?” asks Merric, noting my expression. “She’s looking this way.”

“She’s from the neighboring farm,” I say, keeping my voice neutral. “Her uncle supplies us with feed grain.”

“Pretty mane on that one,” says Pilk appreciatively. “Like spun gold.”

“I should see what she wants,” I say, already moving toward the fence. “Probably a message from her uncle about our grain order.”

I don’t wait for their response, striding toward where Chara has stopped, uncertainty evident in her posture. Behind me, I hear fragments of continued conversation: “... that’s a fine female...” and “... make a superb horse...” The words make my fur bristle.

They’re not allowed to talk like that, even if I’ve thought those very same things about her, but it’s different. I care about her and appreciate her. She is mine! They are just looking at her as if she is an animal.

When I reach the fence, Chara’s relief is visible, her shoulders relaxing slightly. Her blue eyes dart past me to the group of young Grivvets, who make no effort to hide their continued assessment. One of them makes a comment that causes the others to chitter with laughter, and Chara’s cheeks flame brighter. She tucks her hair behind her ear again, the gesture almost frantic now.

“Not a good day for a visit,” I say, keeping my tone businesslike for the benefit of listening ears. “We‘re holding a sale.”

“I see that now.” Her voice wavers slightly. “Those Grivvets, they’re looking at me like — “

“Don’t,” I cut her off, not wanting her to finish that thought aloud where others might hear. “They’re just curious. Humans rarely come here unaccompanied.”

She swallows hard, and I watch the movement of her throat. For a disconcerting moment, I imagined how it would look in a proper bridle, the leather straps framing her jawline, the bit resting against her teeth. The image comes unbidden, like all the other and it’s exactly the kind of thought Father would expect me to have.

I push it away violently.

“Meet me behind the old storage barn,” I say quietly, glancing back to ensure the others can’t hear. “I’ll be there shortly.”

Relief floods her features, though anxiety still tightens the corners of her eyes. “All right.”

“Take the outer path,” I added. “Don‘t cut through the yard.”

She nods, understanding the unspoken warning. As she turns to go, I notice how the sunlight catches in her hair, turning it to liquid gold, and swallow hard. I force myself to just see her: Chara, my friend, the human girl who knows me better than anyone.

As I lead the group toward the main showing area, I feel their curious eyes on my back and hear their continued comments about the human girl with golden hair. For the first time, I truly understand the danger in having Chara visit the farm—not just to our friendship, but to her.

I want to snarl at them to stop, but such a reaction would be inexplicable—worse, it would draw unwanted attention to my connection with her. Instead, I force my ears to remain neutral, not flattened against my head as they want to be.

“That one would fetch a premium price if properly trained.”

“No hunting in our territory,” I remind him, falling back on the rules that govern our interactions with the local human settlements. “She’s protected.”

“She could asked to be made a pony-girl,” Merric says, making the others laugh.

Terrin snorts. “That would be something. I’ve never heard of a human asking to be turned into an animal. It’ll never happen.”

I guide them toward the main show arena, where the first demonstration is about to begin. Father catches my eye from across the yard, a questioning glance at Chara now disappearing around the corner. I give him a small headshake—nothing to worry about — and he turns his attention back to the arriving buyers.

As the others become absorbed in the first pony-girl being led into the ring, I slip away, citing a need to check on the second group of stock. No one questions me—I’m the host’s son, after all, with responsibilities today.

My pulse quickens as I circle behind the barns, taking the long way to avoid being seen. Chara will be waiting, confused and likely hurt by what she witnessed. How do I explain the comments and the way they looked at her? How do I make her understand that this is normal for my kind without her hating that part of me?

More importantly, how do I reconcile these two halves of myself—the Grivvet heir who understands the assessment of human stock as simply business, and the friend who felt protective rage at hearing Chara discussed as potential property?

I don’t have an answer for that, as I find Chara pacing in the narrow space behind the old storage barn, her fingers working nervously at the hem of her sleeve. She turns as my footsteps crunch on the dry ground, her expression a mixture of relief and uncertainty that makes something twist inside my chest.

“Sorry about that,” I say, ears flicking backward with discomfort. “Just ignore them.”

Chara leans against the barn wall, arms crossed protectively over her chest. She’s still flushed from the encounter, a pink tinge spreading across her cheeks and down her neck. “It’s fine.”

“It’s not,” I say. We both know it isn’t. “They’re horse buyers, and this is our pony sale day. We do this three times a year.”

“I heard you mention that before,” she says quietly. “I didn’t know it was today, though.”

I shift my weight, tail swishing with agitation. “They didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just... how we see humans.”

“Is that how you see me too?” The question hangs between us, dangerous and weighted.

“No! Of course not. You‘re different. You’re...” The words stick in my throat. What is she to me? A friend, certainly. But lately, when I look at her, there’s something else—a confusion of feelings I can’t sort through. “Your Chara,” I finish lamely.

She studies me, and I’m suddenly conscious of our height difference—more pronounced now than ever. I‘ve reached my full growth at just over three feet, while she continues to stretch upward, all long limbs and graceful movements. I have to tilt my head back to meet her eyes, a position that would feel vulnerable with anyone else, and that’s why we keep a pony kneeling when it is not working. We need to maintain control of a creature much stronger than us.

“You’re different too,” she says finally. “The way you stood with them, the way you spoke. You’re changing, Ulrek.”

I suppose I am. Father has been grooming me more intensively, to speak with confidence, to make decisions without hesitation. The farmhands have begun to respect my orders; the other young Grivvets acknowledge me as an equal, a future owner rather than just Skarn’s childish son.

“I have responsibilities now,” I say, straightening my posture unconsciously. “Father expects me to learn the business thoroughly.”

“I understand that.” Chara’s voice softens. “I just... miss how things used to be. Simple.”

Nothing feels simple anymore, least of all the warm, confused tangle in my chest when I look at her. We stand in awkward silence, the distant sounds of the sale preparations filtering through the barn walls—the sharp orders of handlers, the rhythmic footfalls of pony-girls being exercised for display, the murmur of prospective buyers discussing which pony to purchase.

“I’ll need to pick a pony-girl for my mount soon,” I blurt out, the words escaping before I can consider them fully. “It doesn’t look good if someone my age doesn’t have a personal mount.”

Chara’s expression shifts, a slight furrow appearing between her brows as she looks down at me. She says nothing, but her silence speaks volumes.

“It’s expected,” I continue, feeling a need to justify myself, though she hasn’t accused me of anything. “Every Grivvet my age has one. It’s... it’s part of becoming an adult.”

“I know,” she says, her voice carefully neutral. “You’ve explained it before.”

But her eyes tell a different story. Does she worry about who I’ll choose? Wondering if it’ll take more time away from her?

“The young Grivvets back there,” she says finally. “They were talking about me, weren’t they? As if I were... one of your pony-girls.”

I can’t lie to her—never could. “Yes.”

“And you didn’t stop them.”

“I couldn’t,” I say, ears flattening against my head. “It would have seemed strange. They don’t know about us. Our friendship.”

Her fingers return to the hem of her sleeve, working the fabric nervously. “What would they think if they knew?”

“They wouldn’t understand.” That much is certain. A grivvet and a human as equals, as friends—it defies everything my kind believes about the natural order. “Grivvets and humans are not friends. We either ride them or do business. There is never friendship.”

She opens her mouth to respond, but a high-pitched whinny interrupts—a pony-girl in the nearby training yard is not responding well to a handler’s command. We both start at the sound, turning toward it instinctively.

Through a gap in the barn boards, we can see a corner of the yard. A handler leads a pony-girl through a practice routine—her body naked as all pony-girls are except for the bridle and arm restraints, and pony boots. The bit gleams between her teeth, catching sunlight as she turns her head back and forth, fighting the handler’s pressure on the reins.

Chara’s gaze lingers on the woman, something unreadable flickering across her face. Not disgust, as I might have expected years ago when she first learned of our practices. Not fear, though perhaps that would be wiser. Instead, I see... curiosity? Fascination? I can’t decipher the complex emotion in her eyes, but it awakens something in me—a possibility I’ve thought of, but never allowed myself to consider directly.

When she turns back to me, her expression has softened. “This is your world, Ulrek. I’ve always known that.”

“And you’re part of it,” I say, the words feeling significant, though I’m not entirely sure what I mean by them. “You’ve always been part of my world.”

She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “As what, though?”

The question hangs between us, charged with implications neither of us is ready to face. In the silence that follows, an idea begins to form—nebulous still, but gaining clarity with each moment. There might be a way to maintain our connection, to keep Chara in my life while still fulfilling my duties as a Grivvet heir.

But she would need to understand her place in our world first. She would need to see the benefits, the special status she could hold if she trusted me. And a bond that could transcend the usual boundaries between our kinds.

I won’t discuss it with her right away. The thought would shock her now; might drive her away forever. But perhaps, with time, she might come to see what I’m beginning to understand—that there could be a future for us, if we’re willing to redefine what our friendship means.

“I should go,” I say finally. “The buyers will be gathering for the main presentation, and Father will notice if I’m missing too long.”

Chara nods, pushing away from the wall. “And I should head home. Aunt Mae needs help with preserving berries today.”

As we step out from behind the barn, the sunlight catches in her hair again, turning the blonde strands to gold. She stands straight-backed and tall beside me, and pride fills me—pride in her strength, her intelligence, and that someone like her is my friend.

“Visit again soon,” I say, knowing I should discourage her but unable to bear the thought of not seeing her. “Just... maybe not on sale days.”

She smiles, a genuine one this time that warms her eyes. “I will. You know I can’t stay away from you for long. I’d miss you too much.”

I watched her walk away; her stride long and natural, head held high. Not like a pony-girl at all, but like Chara—my Chara.

I turn back toward the farm. Today I’ll play my part as the farm heir, the future owner, the proper young Grivvet. But now a new thought accompanies me, a possibility that feels both troubling and exhilarating.

Someday, perhaps, I won’t have to choose between my world and Chara. Someday, with patience and care, those worlds might merge in ways neither of us has yet imagined. I just need to wait for her to realize what’s best for both of us.


Chapter 3

Aunt Mae and Uncle Jed are heavy sleepers, but I don’t want to take any chances of them catching me sneaking out, so I climb out of my window. It’s only a small jump down and I land with a muffled thump.

The air carries the sharp chill that precedes dawn, biting at my cheeks as I make my way down the familiar path toward our meeting spot. My heart beats faster, not just from the cold or the sneaking out, but from the thought of what Ulrek and I have planned today—our trek to the mountain lookout, and the conversations I know we need to have.

Ulrek is already waiting when I arrive at the old oak tree. His amber eyes catch what little light exists before sunrise, glowing like embers in the darkness.

“You came,” he says, relief in his voice.

“Of course I came.” I adjusted my pack, filled with food and water for our journey. “I said I would.”

The unspoken tension from our last meeting hangs between us. The way those Grivvets looked at me, and Ulrek did nothing to stop them.

“Ready for the climb?” he asks, breaking the silence. His tail swished nervously behind him.

I nod, then realize he might not see the gesture in the darkness. “Yes. It’s a long way up.”

We stand awkwardly for a moment before I kneel, turning my back to him. It’s what we’ve done before on our adventures when the terrain gets too rough for his shorter legs, but today the action feels loaded with new meaning.

“You don’t have to,” he says quietly.

“It’s faster this way,” I reply, practical as always. “And you know the best route.”

He climbs onto my back, his arms wrapping around my shoulders, legs gripping my sides. He’s not heavy, but I feel the weight on my back. I stand easily, adjusting to accommodate him.

“Comfortable?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

“Yes,” he says, his voice close to my ear. “Thank you, Chara.”

We set off as the first hints of light began to bleed into the eastern sky. The forest path winds upward, ancient trees standing sentinel on either side. I move with ease despite Ulrek’s weight, my strides long and steady. Carrying Ulrek has always felt natural, even now when everything else between us seems complicated.

As dawn breaks fully, light filters through the canopy in dappled patterns that shift with each step. Birds awaken, their calls filling the air with morning songs. I breathe deeply, the scent of pine and earth and morning dew filling my lungs.

“Take the left fork ahead,” Ulrek directs, pointing over my shoulder. “It’s steeper, but shorter.”

I follow his guidance without question. My muscles work efficiently as I navigate the rocky terrain, finding secure footing even on the more challenging sections. Ulrek shifts his weight instinctively with my movements, our bodies working in harmony as if we’ve been doing this all our lives.

“Whoa… I mean stop,” he stampers out, but I don’t miss the pony-girl command that left his mouth. “Look there.”

I pause anyway, following the direction of his pointing finger, and I instantly forget questioning him. Through a gap in the trees, a family of deer grazed in a small clearing, unaware of our presence. The sight is breathtaking.

“Beautiful,” I whisper, and feel Ulrek nod against my shoulder.

We watched until they bounded away, then continued our ascent. The path grows steeper, and I adjust my gait to compensate, leaning slightly forward to maintain balance, and Ulrek’s clawed fingers grip the fabric of my shirt more firmly.

“Am I getting too heavy?” he asks, concern in his voice.

I shake my head. “No. I barely notice your weight.” I laugh and joke. “You’re tiny.”

“Ha ha,” he says, grumbling. “You would say that if I was riding you all day, but you are strong.”

Again, I don’t miss how he mentioned riding, but he was considerate enough to ask. How many times has a Grivvet complimented a pony-girl’s strength as she carried him across difficult terrain? The parallel is unavoidable now, pressing against my mind with each step I take.

My body moves mechanically as my thoughts spiral. Ulrek sits comfortably on my back, occasionally pointing out landmarks or giving directions, as natural as breathing. His tail brushes against my lower back sometimes, a casual reminder of his presence. His weight is distributed perfectly; his balance impeccable. He was born to be carried this way.

And I was born to be human.

Free.

Not someone’s mount.

But here I am, carrying a Grivvet on my back. We’ve done this countless times over the years, ever since I realized my longer legs could get us places faster than if we walked side by side. It was always just friendship, practicality. Nothing more.

Wasn’t it?

After an hour of steady climbing, we reached a stream cutting across the path. The sound of rushing water breaks through my troubled thoughts.

“We should rest,” Ulrek says, patting my shoulder. “Drakk!”

“Hey!” I say. Now he’s gone too far.

He must feel how sharply the word rings in my ears, because he rushes to correct himself, his voice stumbling over the apology. “Sorry! I mean, sorry, I didn’t — it just… I got used to saying it with the ponies. Just a habit.”

I huffed, not quite mad but not letting him off easy either. “You know, it’s a little strange when you talk to me like I’m one of them.”

His hands loosened slightly around my shoulders. “I didn’t mean it that way, Chara. It’s just… the commands come out without me thinking.”

I kneel down to let him dismount, begrudgingly admitting I’m doing exactly as he commanded. “Drakk” means kneel in Grivvet language, and here I am, kneeling like a trained pony.

He slid off my back, landing neatly beside me. “You’re not a pony-girl,” he adds quickly, as if saying it aloud could undo the mix-up. “That’s not — you’re not.”

I don’t say anything as I get to my feet and move to the stream’s edge, cupping my hands to bring the cool water to my lips. It’s sweet and refreshing after the exertion of the climb. I splashed some on my face, hoping to wash away the confusion along with the sweat.

Ulrek sits on a nearby rock, watching me with those bright amber eyes and looking nervous. The silence between us grows heavy until I can‘t bear it anymore.

“Tell me about them,” I say finally, straightening up. Water drips from my chin, but I make no move to wipe it away.

“About who?” he asks, though I think he knows.

“The pony-girls. How they’re trained. What their lives are like.”

His ears twitched in surprise, but he doesn’t avoid the question. “It starts with breaking their speech,” he says matter-of-factly. “A bridle and training bit a kept on until they learn not to speak Some take to it quickly, others fight it for weeks, and uh… need extra discipline.”

I swallow hard, my hand unconsciously rising to touch my own mouth. “And then?”

“Then walking training. Teaching the proper gait. It’s unnatural at first—the boots push them to walk more on the balls of their feet. Humans don’t naturally step that way—but with time and proper guidance, they learn.” His voice carries no cruelty, just the straightforward tone of someone explaining a common practice. “After that comes endurance building, saddle training, and cart pulling. Each pony progresses at her own pace.”

“Do they, um, suffer?” The question feels childish even as I ask it.

Ulrek considers this, head tilted. “No more than any other animal being trained. Change is hard. But they’re well-fed, groomed regularly, given a clean stall, and treats as a reward.”

“But they’re kept naked and restrained.”

“Clothes are for free humans,” he explains, as if discussing why a chair needs four legs. “And restraints are for safety. You… I mean pony-girls are so much bigger than us and the restraints prevent injury. It’s for protection as much as control.”

I dip my hands back into the stream, needing its coolness again. “How do you choose a good pony-girl?”

“Various factors. Health, strength, temperament. Some adapt more readily than others. Father has an eye for it—he can usually tell which ones will make good stock.”

The casual assessment makes my skin prickle. Is that how he sees me when I’m not looking? Assessing my potential as livestock?

“Would I make a good one?” The question slips out before I can stop it.

Ulrek’s eyes widened, his ears flattening against his head. For the first time in our conversation, he looks genuinely uncomfortable. “Chara...”

“Just answer,” I say, surprised by my own insistence. “Honestly.”

He studies me for a long moment, his gaze moving from my face to my legs to my posture, then back to my eyes. “Yes,” he says finally, his voice low. “You would. You’re strong, intelligent, and adaptable. You’d learn quickly.”

The simple answer lands like a stone in my chest—heavy and irrefutable. I don’t know what response I was hoping for, but his honesty leaves me speechless.

“We should continue,” I say after a moment, standing and brushing dirt from my knees. “If we want to reach the lookout by midday.”

I turn my back to him once more, kneeling in position. His hesitation lasts only a second before he climbs onto my back again, his weight settling into its familiar place. I rise and resume our journey, each step carrying us higher up the mountain, each step making me more aware of the weight I bear—not just Ulrek’s physical presence, but the weight of everything I’m learning about his world.

And with each step, I wonder why I’m so determined to understand it all.

The sun climbs higher in the sky as we continue our ascent, and the questions keep spilling from my lips, each answer he gives sparking three more in my mind. I don’t know why I suddenly need to understand everything about pony-girl life, but the need burns inside me like a fever. “What do they eat?” I ask, navigating a particularly steep section of trail.

Ulrek shifts slightly, his weight adjusting as I lean forward to maintain balance. “Pony-girl food—high in protein and carbohydrates to maintain muscle mass and energy. It’s supplemented with vegetables and fruits.”

“From troughs?”

He laughs. “Where else would horses eat from? Sugarroot treats are hand-fed, though.” His voice remains even. “The feeding schedule is strict—morning and evening, same times every day.”

I ducked under a low-hanging branch, careful not to jostle him. “And water?”

“Fresh water is always available in the stabling areas. During work, handlers provide water breaks as needed.”

“What is sugar…?” I forget what he called it.

“Sugarroot?” Ulrek’s ears twitch and I could feel his whole frame perk up on my back, as if the topic were suddenly very important. “It’s the best thing in the world for ponies,” he says. “They love it. Crave it even.”

“Is it like a sweet?” I ask, picturing the barley twists Aunt Mae used to buy me when I was younger.

He shakes his head, and his claws dig just a little into my shirt. “Better. Like… if candy made you feel warm inside and your whole body was happy, not just your mouth.” He sounds almost reverent. “Grivvets have always given it to ponies. It helps with training, and the natural properties affect their temperament, making them docile. That’s why it’s the best reward for new ponies.”

“So you drug them?” I say, affronted.

“No! It’s all natural and doesn’t hurt them. It makes them happy.” He explains.

I snorted, “What does it taste like?”

I don’t know. Grivvets can’t stomach it, but all the pony-girls seem eager to get a treat, so it must taste good.” He says.

His explanation should disturb me, but it must be okay if they like it so much. “What about sleeping? Where do they sleep?”

“In stalls, silly.” He says, and I roll my eyes.

“Yes, I know, but are they alone or in a group? And do they have beds?”

“Ponies don’t need beds. It would just confuse them. Beds are for humans, and they are horses, so they get a fluffy pile of straw. Each pony-girl gets their own stall as well.”

I pause to catch my breath at a flat section of trail; the trees thinning as we gain elevation. The valley spreads out below us, a patchwork of fields and forests. Somewhere in that landscape sits Skarn’s farm, where women live out the existence Ulrek describes so matter-of-factly.

“The breeding program,” I say as we resume our climb. “How does that work?”

There‘s the slightest hesitation before he answers. “It’s carefully managed. The best mares are bred with quality stallions to produce superior offspring.”

“But they’re people,” I say, though my voice lacks the conviction it once held. “Don’t they... have feelings about it?”

“Their pony-girls, Chara,” Ulrek says quietly. “They don’t get a say. It’s up to their owners whether they are bred.”

“But the act itself — “

“Is natural,” he finishes. “Some resist initially, but they all seem to enjoy it in the end.”

His words are so clinical, yet heat rises in my cheeks. I’m grateful he can’t see my face from his position on my back.

“What happens to the children?” I ask.

“Foals,” he corrects gently. “They‘re raised in nurseries until old enough for training. They adapt more easily than converted ponies—it’s the only life they know.”

My mind fills with images: of children, no foals raised to be ponies, never knowing anything different, never questioning their place in the world. There’s something almost peaceful in the simplicity of it.

“We’re nearly there,” Ulrek says, pointing over my shoulder to where the path crests ahead.

With a final push, I climbed the remaining distance to the mountain lookout. The trees fall away completely, revealing a flat rocky outcropping that offers a panoramic view of the entire valley. The breathtaking vista momentarily silences my questions—rolling hills and forests, winding rivers, the distant human village where my aunt and uncle live on the outskirts, and there is the sprawling complex of Skarn’s farm, tiny from this distance but unmistakable.

“Drakk,” Ulrek says automatically as we reach the edge of the lookout.

Again!

“Sorry!” he blurted.

“It’s okay,” I say, my voice oddly calm. After a moment’s hesitation, I knelt, allowing him to dismount.

He slides off my back, his movements awkward with embarrassment. “Chara, I wasn’t giving you a command. I would never — “

“I know.” I stand and stretch, working out the stiffness in my shoulders and back. “You’ve been spending a lot of time with pony-girls. It just slipped out.”

His ears flattened against his head, amber eyes troubled. “Still. It was wrong of me.”

“Was it?” I try to smile, making a joke of it. “I did carry you all the way up here on my back.”

“My best ride ever.” He says, matching my grin. “And I get to spend the day with my best friend.”

I blush with happiness. Today has been the best day in a long time.

We sit side by side on the flat rocks, and Ulrek pulls dried meat and a water flask from his pack, offering them to me first. I accept gratefully, suddenly aware of my thirst and hunger after the long climb.

“They seem so different,” I say finally, looking out over the valley. “The pony-girls I’ve seen. So blank. Empty.”

Ulrek follows my gaze. “That’s called ‘the quiet mind.’” It’s considered the ideal state—focus without distraction, presence without resistance.”

“Is it... peaceful?” I ask, the question surprising even me.

He considers this seriously. “Many of the ponies seem content once they reach that state, yes. Their needs are met; their purpose is clear. No decisions to make, no worries about the future.”

I take another sip of water, contemplating his words. “What about when they’re first captured? When they still remember being... people.”

“Eventually, they all adapt. The body accepts what the mind resists.”

“Do you want to know the most important part of owning a pony-girl?” He asks.

“What is it?”

“The bond. It develops between a Grivvet and his mount,” Ulrek explains, his voice softening. “They learn each other’s needs and preferences. There is obviously an imbalance of power, but there is a mutual understanding that goes beyond commands and obedience. The pony-girl depends on her master for everything, and her master provides it, and only asks for obedience and trust in return.”

The idea strikes me as strangely intimate. “Like friendship?”

“Not exactly.” His ears twitch. “More like... companionship.”

I look away, back toward the valley where my uncertain future waits. Aunt Mae still hints about suitable matches in the village—young men with prospects, futures tied to land and crops and the steady rhythm of human life. A life where I would have choices but also expectations I’m not sure I want.

The sun begins its westward descent, the afternoon light turning golden across the valley. Soon we’ll need to start back down if we want to reach the farm before dark.

“I want to see how it all works,” I say suddenly.

“See what?”

“The breeding barn.” The words fall from my lips before I fully realize I’m saying them. “Tonight. You could show me.”

Ulrek stares at me, amber eyes wide with shock. “Chara, that’s—why would you want to see that?”

I meet his gaze steadily. “Because I need to understand. All of it. Not just the clinical explanations, but the reality.”

He looks away first, tail twitching with agitation. “It would be dangerous. If Father found out...”

“We‘ve snuck around the farm before,” I reminded him.

Silence stretches between us, filled with the distant calls of birds and the gentle rustling of wind through the trees below. Finally, Ulrek nods, his expression unreadable.

“If you’re certain that’s what you want,” he mumbled.

“I am.” The conviction in my voice surprises me.

As we gather our things to begin the descent, I glance once more across the valley toward Skarn’s farm. I’m not ready to examine the thoughts and feelings running through me.


Chapter 4

Ulrek pauses at the edge of the treeline, his amber eyes gleaming in the darkness as he looks back at me. The breeding barn stands apart from the main stables, a long, low building with small, high windows that glow with faint lamplight.

“Last chance to change your mind,” he whispers, his tail flicking anxiously behind him. “We can still go back.”

“I’m not changing my mind.” My voice sounds steadier than I feel. “I need to see this.”

He sighs, a sound so soft it barely disturbs the night air. “Follow me. Stay low and quiet.”

We darted behind the first outbuilding. A handler emerges from one of the buildings, and we freeze against the wall. I hold my breath until my lungs burn, watching the Grivvet move across the yard with a lamp, its light swinging with each step. Only when he disappears into another structure do I exhale.

We continue our careful approach, slinking from shadow to shadow until we reach the breeding barn’s rear entrance. The door is latched but not locked—why would it be? Pony-girls can‘t open doors with their arms bound behind them.

Ulrek unlatches it with ease, and we slip inside. The smell hits me first—hay and sweat and something musky I can’t identify. The air feels thick in my lungs, warmer than outside. Lanterns hang at intervals along the center aisle, casting pools of amber light that leave deep shadows between them.

“This way,” Ulrek murmurs, leading me deeper into the barn.

Our footsteps are muffled by the straw-covered floor as we move past empty stalls. The building is quieter than I expected—no stamping feet or voices, just the occasional soft snort or rustle of movement from behind closed doors.

We pause by a pair of adjacent stalls with a partial wall between them. Ulrek gestures for me to look, his amber eyes wide with anxiety.

“Chara, if we get caught, I‘ll be in so much trouble,” Ulrek whispered, his voice trembling slightly. His ears are flattened against his head, and I can see the tension in the set of his shoulders.

“Shh, Ulrek, or we will definitely be caught, and it will be your big-mouth fault,” I hiss, though my palms sweat and my heart hammers so loudly I’m certain it will give us away.

I peer through the slats of the first stall. Inside stands a woman—no, a pony-girl, I correct myself.

“What’s in the other stall?” I ask, though I’m almost afraid to look.

“The stallion,” Ulrek says simply.

I want to see, but fear holds me back. Not fear of the stallion himself, but of my own reaction. Something about this place, this situation, stirs feelings I don’t understand.

“Let‘s get closer,” I say, pushing Ulrek forward. “I want to see everything.”

He hesitates, feet planted firmly on the straw-covered floor. “We shouldn’t stay long. If anyone finds us—“

“But I’m your friend, and you owe me this for all the times I’ve carried you around even though I’m not a pony-girl.” The words rushed out, childish but effective.

Ulrek’s ears flatten further. “Says the girl who wants to meet a stallion,” he mutters under his breath, but loud enough for me to hear.

I bristled at the barb, heat rising to my cheeks. “That’s not —“ I start, but the words die in my throat. Why am I here? What exactly am I hoping to see? My curiosity keeps me rooted to the spot, even as my mind struggles to come up with a good reason to be here.

“Fine,” he relented. “But just a quick look, then we leave. Father would skin me alive if he found us here.”

We edge closer to the dividing wall between the stalls. From here, I can see into both spaces—the mare on one side, still pacing with that restless energy, and in the other...

My breath catches in my throat.

The stallion is magnificent in a way I wasn’t prepared for. Taller than the mare, his muscles ripple under smooth skin as he paces the confines of his stall. Like the mare, his arms are bound behind his back, but his bridle is made of thicker leather.

I freeze when I look down his body and see his cock standing hard and ready, fluid leaking from its tip as he paces near the dividing wall. Heat scorches my cheeks and a strange warmth pools low in my belly, unfamiliar yet insistent. I’ve never seen a naked man before, let alone one so... prepared. Part of me wants to look away, but I find I can’t.

“Now you’ve seen them,” Ulrek whispered urgently. “Can we go?”

The stallion’s nostrils flare, and he spins his head in our direction. Our eyes lock across the dim space, and my breath catches in my throat. Does he see me as another human? As a potential mate? Or simply as an intruder in his domain?

His pace changes, becoming more purposeful as he moves toward our side of the stall. The dividing wall prevents him from reaching us, but he presses against it, his gaze never leaving mine. My heart hammers against my ribs so loudly I’m certain Ulrek must hear it.

“Careful, don’t get too close,” Ulrek warns in a low rush, tugging at my sleeve. “He might think you’re here for him.”

The suggestion sends another wave of heat through me, prickling under my skin. “What does that mean?” I whisper, though I think I know.

“He can smell you,” Ulrek says simply. “Female. His main purpose on the farm is breeding, and you’re...” He trails off, his amber eyes darting between me and the stallion, who continues to watch us with unnerving intensity.

I swallow hard, my throat suddenly dry as dust. “What is he doing?” I ask, though it’s painfully obvious.

The stallion paces again, his movements fluid and powerful. His arousal hasn’t diminished; if anything, it seems more pronounced now that he’s aware of our presence. He makes a low sound—not quite human, not quite animal—that vibrates through the air between us.

Ulrek tilts his head, studying my flushed face with a new expression—something knowing and teasing that makes me want to shrink away. “Why do you want to see a stallion?” he asks, his voice taking on a playful edge despite the danger of our situation. “He seems to like you.”

I shake my head, unable to formulate a proper response. The stallion moves closer to the dividing wall again, his dark eyes fixed on me with an intensity that makes it hard to breathe.

“Do you want it to mount you?” Ulrek continues, his voice dropping lower. “All the pony-girls love the stallions once they’ve been mounted once.”

I jerk back, breath catching in my lungs like a trapped bird. “No! I don’t want that!” I protest, even as my breathing quickens and that strange warmth continues to pulse low in my abdomen. The very suggestion should disgust me, but unwanted images flash through my mind.

Ulrek watches me with those perceptive amber eyes, seeing more than I want him to. He nudges me with a small grin playing at the corners of his mouth. “Are you sure you don’t want a closer look? Maybe pet him?”

The suggestion sends another electric shiver down my spine. Pet him? Touch that gleaming skin, feel those muscles shift beneath my fingers? The thought is both terrifying and thrilling in equal measure.

“I—“ Words fail me as the stallion lets out another sound, this one almost a call. Across the dividing wall, the mare responds with a soft whinny that sounds disturbingly like anticipation.

I step back again, wide-eyed and torn between fascination and a growing urge to flee. My back hits the opposite wall of the narrow corridor, and still, I feel too close, too exposed to the raw animal power emanating from the stall.

“I’m close enough,” I finally whisper, though something deep inside me whispers that I’m lying.

Ulrek’s expression shifts, the teasing expression fading into something more serious. “We shouldn‘t be here,” he says, though whether he’s concerned about being caught or about my reaction, I can’t tell.

The stallion presses against the dividing wall again, and I press myself harder against the wall behind me, yet can’t tear my gaze away from him. There’s a dignity in him despite his captivity, a power that hasn’t been broken by bridles or training bits or whatever other tools the Grivvets used to transform humans into beasts of burden. He may behave like an animal now, may respond to primal urges without human restraint, but something in those dark eyes speaks of intelligence.

Ulrek moves between me and the stallion, flattening his palm against the wooden slats with a sharp, deliberate smack. “Back up. Now.” His words are crisp, the command clear even in a whisper, and the stallion responds instantly—jerking away from the gap, retreating two paces before pawing the straw in agitation.

The sudden assertion of authority startled me. I’m used to Ulrek’s playful tone, not the voice of someone who expects to be obeyed. The stallion’s compliance is almost as shocking as Ulrek’s words. I can’t help but glance from one to the other, seeing for the first time how the balance of power works here.

Ulrek lowers his hand and turns to me. His expression is unreadable. The stallion turns back toward the mare’s stall, drawn by another soft sound she makes, and I release a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, my legs suddenly weak beneath me. What is happening to me? Why did I want to see this? The questions tumble through my mind without clear answers.

“Ready to go?” Ulrek asks, his tone gentler now.

“No,” I say, surprising us both. “I want to see the mare too. I want to understand... all of it.”

I force my gaze away from the stallion’s raw power, my pulse still hammering in my ears. The mare in the adjacent stall deserves my attention too—deserves to be seen as more than just a vessel for breeding. She paces with nervous energy, her bare skin flushed and gleaming with sweat in the dim light.

Her bridle is more elaborate than others I’ve seen, with delicate metalwork woven into the leather straps. The bit between her teeth gleamed silver in the lantern light. Her hair—mane—is a rich auburn color, braided intricately down her back with colorful ribbons threaded through it. Despite her captivity, someone has taken care to make her beautiful in this strange, foreign way.

Her nipples are pierced, and trailing from her behind is a beautiful tail that matches her mane.

She notices our presence and approaches the front of her stall, head tilted in curiosity. No fear, no anger—just a placid acceptance that cuts deeper than any resistance could. Her arms are bound behind her in the familiar pony-girl position, pushing her chest forward in a posture that seems designed for display.

“This mare is set for breeding with the stallion,” Ulrek explains in clipped tones, his earlier teasing gone. “We keep them close for a few days before mating. They can see each other, smell each other, but can’t touch. It builds... anticipation.”

“Mating?” I tilt my head and murmur, the word feeling cold and clinical. “Don‘t you mean making love?”

Ulrek’s ears flatten against his head, his expression suddenly stern. “No. They are not human; remember, they are horses, and it’s called breeding or mating.” His voice is firm, lecturing. “It’s a necessary act to reproduce foals, and not something romantic. There is no place for that on a farm.”

I open my mouth to argue, but he continues before I can speak.

“They are livestock,” he adds, the words falling like stones between us.

A pang of sympathy tightens my chest as I watch the mare move restlessly in her stall. Despite Ulrek’s insistence, I can’t help but see her humanity.

“I know, but it just seems cold to call it that,” I say softly.

Ulrek shrugs, his tail flicking behind him. “You’ll get used to it.”

The casual assumption—that I’ll be around long enough to “get used to it,” that this world of pony-girls and breeding barns will somehow become normal to me—sends a chill down my spine. Will I? Do I want to?

“Were they free once?” My voice trembles slightly on the question.

He replies casually, as if discussing the weather. “Probably, but once they are ridden and marked, they become horses forever.”

Forever. The word echoes in my mind as I study the mare again. No going back. No second chances. Once the transformation is complete, the human is gone, replaced by the pony. The thought should terrify me, but it fascinates me in a way I’m not ready to examine.

“I let you ride on my back all the time, and I’m free,” I say, the words tumbling out before I can stop them. A challenge, perhaps, or a reassurance to myself.

Ulrek tilts his head, amber eyes reflecting the lantern light as he studies me. His expression is matter-of-fact, with no trace of the teasing from earlier.

“Yes, but not with a saddle, and you have clothes on which are not that comfortable for me. I kept slipping.” He says it so casually, as if discussing a minor inconvenience. “A saddle would be so much better.”

My breath catches at the casual admission. Has he thought about this? About me with a saddle? The image flashes in my mind—leather straps across my bare back, the weight of Ulrek settled firmly above me, unable to slip off as I carry him wherever he wishes to go. My cheeks burn hot, but the warmth isn’t just in my face anymore.

“I don’t know about that,” I mutter, unable to meet his eyes. I tugged at his sleeve instead, suddenly desperate to leave this place with its musky scents and charged atmosphere. “Come on, let’s go before your father or a handler finds us.”

He nods, ears swiveling toward the door as he listens for approaching danger. We back away from the stalls; the mare watching us with a strange look before she returns to her restless pacing, awaiting whatever fate has been decided for her by the creatures who own her body and control her destiny.

As we slip out of the breeding barn and into the cool night air, I gulp down deep breaths as if I’ve been drowning. The stars wheel overhead, distant and unconcerned with the tumult inside me. We move silently through the shadows, retracing our steps toward the tree line where we’ll be safe from discovery.

Only when we’re well away from the farm buildings does Ulrek speak again.

“You asked to see, and now you have,” he says quietly. “Do you understand better now?”

Do I? The question follows me like a shadow as we make our way back through the darkened fields. I’ve seen the physical reality of what happens in the breeding barn, yes. But I’ve also glimpsed something more disturbing—how thin the line between human and pony-girl truly is. How a person can be transformed, step by step, until they become something else entirely. How they can forget they were ever anything but what their masters made them.

And most disturbing of all, how some small, secret part of me found the idea not entirely repellent.

“Chara?” Ulrek prompts me when I don’t answer.

“I think I understand better,” I finally say, my voice steadier than I feel. “Thank you for showing me.”

We walked in silence after that, each lost in private thoughts. The moon has risen higher now, casting our shadows long across the ground—mine tall and straight, his smaller but somehow more substantial. Side by side, but belonging to different worlds.

As we near the spot where we’ll part ways—me to sneak back into my aunt and uncle’s house, him to return to the farm—Ulrek reaches out and touches my hand lightly.

“You’re not like them,” he says softly. “You’re special.”

The words should comfort me, but they don‘t. Because tonight, I’ve seen how easily “special” can become “different,” and “different” can become “other.” How a person can be categorized and classified and transformed based on another’s perception of their worth and purpose.

“Goodnight, Ulrek,” I whisper, pulling my hand away.

As I turn toward home, his parting words follow me through the darkness: “Sleep well, Chara.”

I know I won’t. Not with these new thoughts circling in my mind like hungry wolves, or with the memory of the stallion’s dark eyes and the mare’s docile acceptance burned into my vision. Not with the question that now haunts me with each step: How thin is the line between Chara the human girl and Chara the pony-girl? And how easily might I cross it?

And the ultimate question. Do I want to?


Chapter 5

I haven’t slept. The images from the breeding barn have haunted me; the stallion’s dark eyes, the mare’s docile acceptance, and Ulrek’s casual explanation of their purpose. My mind keeps returning to one question: what would it feel like? This should all terrify me, yet here I am, walking toward our meeting place with my heart hammering in my chest and a proposal on my lips that I can barely believe I’m considering.

Ulrek is already waiting in our secluded corner of the paddock, perched on the fence with his tail swishing lazily behind him. He hops down when he sees me approach.

“Thought you might not come today,” he says, ears twitching forward with interest. “After last night...”

“I almost didn’t,” I admit, focusing on a dandelion at my feet rather than meeting his gaze. The breeze carries the familiar scents of hay and earth, mingling with the more distant smell of the stables. “I kept thinking about what we saw.”

“I shouldn’t have taken you there,” he says, but there’s no real regret in his voice. “Father would be furious.”

“I asked to go,” I reminded him, finally looking up. His expression is curious, watching me with that intense focus I’ve grown familiar with over the years. “And I’ve been thinking... about what you said.”

“What I said?” His ears perk up, head tilting slightly.

My mouth goes dry. The words I’ve rehearsed all morning suddenly feel trapped in my throat. I lick my lips and try again.

“About... me carrying you. How it would be better with a saddle.” The admission makes heat rise to my cheeks, but I push forward. “I thought maybe we could... try it.”

Ulrek goes perfectly still, the way he does when startled. Only the tip of his tail twitches, betraying his interest. “Try what, exactly?”

“You know,” I gesture vaguely, willing him to understand without making me say it directly. “Like a game. I could pretend to be... one of your pony-girls. Just to see what it’s like.”

His amber eyes widened, and for a moment, I saw something flash across his face—surprise, followed by a naked hunger that makes my stomach flip. He masks it quickly, but not before I notice.

“Just as a game,” I add hastily, forcing a light laugh that sounds false even to my own ears. “I’m curious, that‘s all.”

“Right,” he says, nodding too quickly. “A game. That could be... educational.”

“Educational,” I echo. “Yeah, I guess.”

“I mean, I’ll need to know how to properly handle a pony someday. I’ve tacked up many, but haven’t actually ridden one,” he continues, his voice taking on that matter-of-fact quality he uses when discussing farm operations. “It would be good practice.”

“Exactly,” I say, relieved that he’s framing it this way. It makes my suggestion feel less bizarre, less revealing of whatever strange fascination has taken root inside me. “Just practice.”

Ulrek rocks back on his heels, tail now swishing with barely contained excitement. “I’ll need to get some equipment. Wait here.”

Before I can respond, he’s darting off, moving quicker than I’ve ever seen him move before. Left alone, I wrap my arms around myself, suddenly aware of what I’ve proposed.

What am I doing? Is this just curiosity, or something deeper? The questions swirl in my mind like autumn leaves caught in a whirlwind.

I could still leave. Run back to Aunt Mae’s house and forget this moment of madness. But my feet remain planted in the soft earth of the paddock, waiting.

Ulrek returns quicker than I expected, his arms laden with leather straps and buckles. He carries a simple saddle, designed specifically for the proportions of a pony-girl—and a bridle with a metal bit that gleams in the sunlight.

My breath catches at the sight. The equipment suddenly makes this “game” feel very real.

“Where should we...?” I gestured around the empty paddock.

“Here is fine,” Ulrek says, dropping the tack onto a patch of clean straw. “No one comes to this corner of the property.”

I nod, my gaze fixed on the saddle. Its well-worn leather speaks of years of use, but looks in good condition.

“How do we start?” I ask, my voice sounding small and far away.

Ulrek approaches with the confidence of someone who knows exactly what he’s doing. “Kneel down,” he instructs, the playfulness gone from his tone. “Hands behind your back. I’d usually just say, Drakk and the ponies are trained to kneel.”

“I know what that word means.” I say, before lowering myself to the ground. “It’s fine if you want to use it while we are doing this.”

I place my hands behind my back, not bound but positioned as if they were, and automatically arch my spine, mimicking the posture I‘ve seen in countless pony-girls around the farm.

“Like this?” I ask, and my voice has a breathless quality that surprises me.

Ulrek’s eyes darken, his pupils widening as he takes in my position. “Yes,” he says, and the word comes out rough. “Just like that.”

He lifts the saddle, approaching my side with measured steps. I feel its weight settle across my back, the leather cool even through the fabric of my dress. Ulrek’s hands brush against my sides as he adjusts the position, his touch lingering longer than necessary, and I feel my breath quicken.

“Hold still, Zarn,” he commands when I shift slightly, the Grivvet term for submission slipping naturally from his lips.

“I didn’t move!” I protest, knowing the word means to bow my head while kneeling. “It’s just my clothes that are riding up.”

He opens his mouth, and I know what he’s going to say, but I cut him off. “I’m not taking my clothes off!”

His cheeks go pink, but he nods. “Fine, but it’s not like I haven’t seen a naked girl before.”

“Well, you haven’t seen me.” He doesn’t say anything and I hold still as he continues adjusting the saddle. His clawed fingers worked quickly, tightening straps. When he reaches around to secure the breast strap, his hands brush the underside of my chest through my clothes, and I feel a strange flutter in my stomach.

“Is it too tight?” he asks, his voice gentler now.

I shake my head, not trusting myself to speak. The weight of the saddle presses down on me, unfamiliar yet not uncomfortable. It feels... good, somehow, in a way that sends confusion spiraling through me.

“We… ah, I can’t secure the thigh straps with your dress, but it should still work.” He adds.

Ulrek picks up the bridle next, the metal bit jingling softly as he approaches. This is the moment where I should stop, where I should remember that I’m human, not livestock. The bridle would silence me, transform me, even in play.

“Not the bridle,” I say firmly. “Not... not today.”

Disappointment flickers across his face, his ears flattening slightly before he catches himself. “Of course,” he says, setting it aside. “We’ll start simple.”

Relief washes through me, mixed with something else—regret? I push the thought away, focusing instead on the weight of the saddle on my back and the strange anticipation coiling inside me.

“Ready?” Ulrek asks, moving to stand beside me.

I nod, my heart pounding against my ribs like a caged bird seeking freedom. “Ready.”

His amber eyes gleam with an excitement he’s trying to contain, his tail flicking back and forth in quick movements that betray his eagerness. “May I?” he asks, gesturing to mount, and I nod, suddenly unable to speak. I brace myself as he hoists himself up, settling his slight weight onto the saddle strapped across my back.

“Am I too heavy?” he asks, adjusting his position.

I shake my head. “I barely feel you, even with the saddle.” It’s true—his slight Grivvet frame is nothing compared to the bundles of wheat I’ve carried for Uncle Jed during harvest. But there’s something about the placement, the way he sits directly on my spine, that makes me acutely aware of his presence in a way that carrying him piggyback never did.

He shifts slightly as I stand up, and I feel his feet press against my sides. “Groth,” he says, the Grivvet word for walk rolling off his tongue.

I respond with an exaggerated crawl forward, moving my legs in an intentionally silly manner. “Like this, Master Ulrek?” I ask in a high-pitched voice, playing along with our game.

Ulrek bursts into laughter, the sound warm and familiar. “That’s terrible! No pony-girl walks like that.”

“Just walk like you normally do since you don’t have pony-boots on.” I follow his directions and walk in a wide circle.

“Strev,” Ulrek commands, the Grivvet word for trot.

I pick up the pace, still exaggerating my movements, bouncing a bit to jostle him. “Is this fast enough, oh mighty rider?” I tease, glancing back at him again.

He grips the pommel of the saddle to steady himself, chuckling. “You’re the worst pony-girl ever,” he declared, but his eyes shine with delight. “A real one would feel the kiss of a crop on her bum for such foolishness.”

“Lucky for me this is just pretend, then,” I reply, continuing my deliberately awkward gait around the perimeter of our secluded corner.

“Harrk,” he says suddenly, and I freeze instinctively, recognizing the command to stop.

I remain still, surprised by my automatic response to his command.

“Let’s try again and be more serious, please,” he pleaded, his tone gentler now. “Groth.”

This time, I move more naturally, trying to find a comfortable rhythm.

“Good,” he says, and I feel a strange surge of pleasure at the simple praise. “Now, since we aren’t using the bridle and reins, when I press with my right leg like this,“ he squeezes gently against my side, “you turn right. When I press with my left leg, you turn left.”

I find myself turning as directed without thinking. We make a complete circuit of our small area, Ulrek guiding me with subtle pressure from his legs, occasionally tapping his heels against my sides to increase my pace.

Our laughter fades as concentration takes over. The sun warms my back as we settle into a rhythm—my strong legs moving steadily across the soft earth, Ulrek balanced above me, his weight shifting slightly with each direction change.

“Strev,” he commands again, but this time there’s no teasing in his voice.

I pick up the pace, finding that a faster pace feels more fluid, more natural. “Good girl,” Ulrek murmurs, the words slipping out as if he’s forgotten this is just a game.

I should be offended, should stop and remind him that I’m not actually a pony-girl, but something about the quiet approval in his voice keeps me moving forward. The strange satisfaction in performing well, in earning that approval.

Ulrek’s demeanor has shifted completely. His commands come with increasing confidence. When he speaks now, it’s with the same tone I’ve heard him use with the farm’s actual pony-girls—firm, expectant, and assured of obedience.

“Harrak,” he shouts, kicking his heels hard against my sides, which is not pleasant, but gets me running faster just so he won’t kick me again.

The saddle shifts slightly with his movements; the leather creaking softly as we move together with surprising harmony, as if we’ve done this countless times before.

I’m no longer thinking about how silly I must look or how strange this situation is. My world narrows to the pressure of Ulrek’s legs against my sides, and the wind in my face as I race around. There‘s something almost meditative in the simplicity of it—I move, he guides, I respond.

“Circle back,” he directs, pressing his left leg firmly against me, and I obey without hesitation, turning in a wide arc that brings us back toward our starting point.

Ulrek’s hand comes down to rest on my shoulder, steadying himself as he leans forward. “You’re a natural,” he says, his voice low and intimate near my ear.

The compliment sent a thrill through me. I shouldn’t feel proud of this, yet I do.

We continue our circuit of the paddock, no longer speaking or joking. The sun inches lower in the sky, casting longer shadows across the paddock. I’m dimly aware of sweat dampening my dress, but I keep going until Ulrek finally tells me to stop.

“Harrk.” I feel him stroking my hair in approval when I come to a standstill, and it feels nice.

“Drakk,” he commands finally, and I drop to my knees, panting heavily. He hops off excitedly. “That was great!”

“Really?” I asked.

He nods, still giddy with excitement. “You did better than most new ponies who have been practicing for months. Here, let me help you,” he offers, moving to unbuckle the saddle straps while I mull over his words.

The saddle lifts away, and I straighten, rolling my shoulders to ease the tension. My dress is crumpled and sweat-stained. There is a small tear on the back of my dress where the saddle was, and my hair is a tangled mess around my face. I brush myself off with shaking hands and see Ulrek watching me.

“That was...” I began, searching for the right words.

“Fun?” Ulrek suggests, watching me carefully, his tail flicking with nervous energy.

“Fun,” I agree, forcing a light laugh that doesn’t quite reach my eyes. “But definitely different.”

“You were good at it,” Ulrek says again, looking down at the saddle at his feet. “Really good.”

“I was just playing around,” I reply, though we both know that’s not entirely true.

“You’d move better with the proper equipment,” he pointed out. “Pony boots would help with your gait, and the bridle would—“ He stops abruptly, eyes widening as he realizes what he’s saying.

I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, gaze flickering away from him. “You really think I need a bridle?” The question comes out softer than intended.

“No! I mean—“ Ulrek’s ears flattened against his head in embarrassment. “I just meant for the roleplay. To make it more realistic. But you don’t need one, obviously. You’re not actually a—“

“A pony-girl,” I finished for him.

We stand beside the discarded saddle as the sun begins its descent toward the horizon, painting the paddock in warm golden light. The awkward silence stretches between us, filled with unspoken thoughts and questions neither of us is ready to voice.

“Is that how it feels?” I ask suddenly, breaking the silence. “To be one of them?”

Ulrek looks startled by the question, his tail going still. He considers for a long moment, amber eyes thoughtful. “I don’t know,” he says finally. “I’m not a pony-girl.”

“But you’ve trained them,” I pressed. “You must have some idea.”

He shifts his weight, clearly uncomfortable. “It’s probably different when it’s not a choice,” he admits. “When they first arrive, they fight it. They’re afraid, confused, and angry. It takes time for them to accept their new purpose.”

“And then?”

“Then they find peace in it, I think.” His voice softens. “In knowing exactly what’s expected of them, in being cared for, in serving their purpose well.” He glances at me, ears twitching nervously.

I nod slowly, considering his words. There’s a simplicity in the life he describes—no decisions to make, no future to worry about, living for the whims of your owner. A part of me understands the appeal, though I’d never admit it aloud.

“Is that what you want?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper. “For me to be like them?”

The question hangs in the air between us, dangerous and revealing. Ulrek’s eyes widen, ears flattening against his head, and for a moment he looks genuinely distressed.

“You're my best friend,” he says, reaching out to touch my hand. His clawed fingers are gentle against my skin. “I want you to be whatever you want to be.”

Relief washes through me, though it’s tinged with something else—disappointment? I push the thought away, focusing instead on the warmth of his touch.

“Why did this feel so...” I struggled for the right word, “...natural?”

Ulrek’s amber eyes meet mine, thoughtful. “Maybe because we trust each other,” he suggests. “You trusted me to guide you, and I trusted you to follow. Probably because we already have a bond and can read each other well.”

The simple wisdom in his words strikes me deeply. This wasn’t just about control or submission—it was about trust. About placing myself in his hands and knowing he would care for me, even in play.

“Would you want to try again?” Ulrek asks, his voice cautious but hopeful. “Tomorrow, I mean. We could—if you wanted—“

“Yes,” I say before he can finish, the answer coming with surprising certainty. “I would.”

His face lights up, ears perking forward with obvious delight. “Really?”

“Really,” I confirm, smiling at his enthusiasm. “But not the bridle,” I added quickly.

His expression falls slightly. “The boots, maybe?” he suggested. “They would help with your balance. And the bridle doesn’t have to have a bit if you don’t want it. Just the headpiece to help with direction.”

I hesitate, considering. The boots would make me move more like a proper pony-girl; the bridle would symbolically silence me even without a bit. Both represent steps further into this strange fantasy world we’re creating.

“I’ll try the bridle,” I say finally, surprising myself. “But no bit.”

Ulrek nods quickly, clearly delighted that I’m willing to go this far. “Of course,” he agrees. “Whatever makes you comfortable.”

Comfortable isn’t quite the right word for how I feel about any of this, but I appreciate his concern. “I should go,” I say, glancing toward the path that leads back to the village. “Aunt Mae will worry.”

He nods, gathering the saddle in his arms. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Same time,” I confirm, offering him a small smile that he returns with radiant enthusiasm.

As I walk away, I feel his gaze following me. Today changed something between us—or strengthened us. I’m not sure which. Tomorrow will push that boundary further, but I’m not sure where it all leads.

What I do know is that I want to find out. Despite all the reasons I shouldn’t, despite knowing that each step brings me closer to that blurry line between human and pony-girl, I want to continue this strange exploration. To feel again that peculiar peace that settled over me when I stopped fighting and simply followed where he led.

As I make my way home through the gathering darkness, all I feel is anticipation and happiness because I get to spend another day with my friend.


Chapter 6

I arrive at the edge of the forest the next morning, and my stomach twists with nervous anticipation as I spot Ulrek waiting in our usual meeting place. He stands beside a blanket spread on the ground, but it’s what lies on the blanket that makes my breath catch—pony equipment, neatly arranged and waiting. For me. Yesterday’s “game” wasn’t enough, and here I am again, drawn back like a moth to a flame, curious about the strange peace I felt when I stopped fighting and simply followed.

“You came,” Ulrek says, his amber eyes brightening as I approach. His tail swishes behind him in that way it does when he’s excited but trying to hide it.

“I said I would.” I stop before the blanket, eyes drawn to the items laid out—tall leather boots that would reach my lower thighs and protect a pony’s legs against bushes and branches, a bridle with reins but no bit as promised, and a saddle similar to yesterday’s but with additional leather pieces I don’t recognize.

Ulrek gestures to the boots. “We should start with these.”

I nod, sitting on a fallen log to remove my worn shoes. Ulrek kneels before me, the boots in his hands. I’ve worn shorts today for this reason.

“They‘re designed to support your ankles while tilting your body forward at an angle that better accommodates a rider.”

I extend my right leg, and he slides the boot on. The leather feels stiff but not uncomfortable against my skin. It’s lined with something soft that cushions my foot while forcing it into an unnatural position—more on the ball than the heel.

He relaxes, continuing to work the laces tight, lost in the chore. With both boots secured, I stand, wobbling slightly as I adjust to the new balance point. The boots force me to lean forward, and I take a tentative step, finding that I naturally want to move with higher knees, placing the front of my foot down first.

“How does it feel?” Ulrek asks, watching my movements with keen interest.

“Strange,” I admit, taking another step. “But not bad. Like walking on my toes, but with support.”

He nods approvingly. “Good. That’s what they are supposed to do.” His eyes linger on my legs longer than usual, and I feel heat rise to my cheeks. “Ready for the rest?”

I nod, suddenly finding it hard to speak. This is just a game, I remind myself. A curiosity. Nothing more.

“Drakk,” Ulrek commands, his voice firmer than yesterday.

Without hesitation, I drop to my knees, the position feeling oddly natural in these boots. The fact that I responded so quickly to the Grivvet command surprises me, but there’s no time to dwell on it as Ulrek approaches with the bridle.

“Hold still,” he says, standing behind me. I feel his fingers in my hair, gathering the wild blonde strands. “Your mane is so untamed.”

I remain silent as he works, feeling the leather straps slide against my scalp as he positions the bridle. He tugs my hair through various openings, his claws occasionally scraping my skin.

“A proper pony would have a more manageable mane,” he commented, not unkindly. “We‘d cut the sides and braid the center. It looks beautiful that way.”

I try to imagine myself with such a hairstyle—sides shaved, a thick braid running down my spine—and find the image doesn’t repulse me as it should. “Would you cut my hair?”

His hands paused their work. “Is that what you want?”

“No,” I say quickly. “I was just asking.”

He resumed adjusting the straps, his fingers moving more gently now. “Your hair is beautiful as it is. Wild, like you, but if you were a pony-girl, it would make things easier if it were out of the way.”

The bridle settles against my face, leather crossing my forehead and cheeks, straps framing my jaw. There’s a strange security in the pressure, as if the leather is holding me together. Without a bit, my mouth remains free, but the presence of the bridle changes something in how I feel. Less like myself. More like... something else.

“How does it feel?” Ulrek asks, moving to stand before me, studying my face with intense concentration.

I work my jaw, testing the pressure points. “Not uncomfortable. Just... not used to it.”

He nods, satisfied. “Now for the rest.”

He retrieves the saddle and what I now see are arm restraints. My heart quickens.

“Yesterday you left your arms behind your back willingly,” he explained, noting my hesitation. “But this will help you understand better. True pony-girls can’t use their arms at all. It changes how you balance, how you move.”

I swallow hard, but extend my arms behind me. “Okay.”

Ulrek works efficiently, strapping my wrists together first, then securing my arms with leather cuffs that attach to the saddle. The position forces my shoulders back and chest forward. I feel vulnerable in a way I hadn’t expected; unable to use my hands, I’m completely dependent on him.

“Too tight?” he asks, checking the restraints.

I shake my head, testing the bonds. They’re firm but not painful. “It’s fine.”

Ulrek circles me, inspecting his work, and I notice a subtle shift in his demeanor. His movements become more assured, his gaze more evaluating. This is no longer just my friend Ulrek—this is the farm heir, the future master of pony-girls, assessing his work with professional pride.

“You look...” he begins, then stops, ears twitching. “You look pretty good even with the clothes on.”

The simple statement sent a shiver down my spine.

He lifts the saddle, placing it carefully on my back. The leather is cool against my skin where my dress has slipped down my shoulders. With practiced movements, he secures the straps, binding the saddle to my body in a way that feels more intimate than yesterday’s casual placement.

“Up,” he commands, and I rise carefully, adjusting to the new balance point with my arms secured and the boots changing my posture.

Ulrek steps back, amber eyes taking in the full picture of me. His expression shifts through several emotions too quickly for me to track—pride, hunger, confusion, and something deeper that makes my breath catch.

“You’ll understand better this way,” he says quietly, reaching for the reins attached to my bridle. “Ready?”

I nod, unable to find words for the mixture of fear and anticipation coursing through me. This isn’t just playing anymore. With each strap, each command, we edge closer to something that blurs the line between Chara the human and the pony-girl I’m pretending to be.

“Groth,” he says, giving a gentle tug on the reins, and I follow where he leads. He guides me in a wide circle until I get a feel for the boots and stop stumbling, then heads toward the forest.

At the treeline, he stops. “Drakk!” He says, and I kneel. “Good.” Then he mounts the saddle quickly, pulling the reins over my head.

The forest path stretches before us. Ulrek holds my reins loosely in one hand, his weight now settled comfortably on the saddle. I feel his legs press slightly against my left side, and at the same time, he pulls on the left rein. “It won’t be the same without the bit. I’ll have to pull much harder to get your attention, but just pay attention to my legs and try to focus on the feel. Let me guide you.”

He does it again, and I move left, heading down the path.

“Good,” Ulrek murmurs, his voice close to my ear. “You’re learning quickly.”

The praise shouldn’t please me as much as it does. I focus on the path ahead. I don’t look up, keeping my gaze down, careful of roots and stones that might trip me. Without my arms for balance, a fall would be dangerous.

“Don’t do that. Lift your head higher,” he instructed, tapping my shoulder gently. “Only keep your eyes lowered, or you’ll be unbalanced.”

I straightened my neck, raising my chin. My spine lengthens naturally as I adjust, and I feel Ulrek shift his weight in response, leaning slightly forward.

“Perfect,” he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice without seeing it.

We move deeper into the forest, following paths I know well. “Strev,” Ulrek commands, followed by a light tap to my flank, when we reach a flatter area in the trail.

The Grivvet word for trot sends me instantly into a faster pace, my legs lifting higher, steps more pronounced. I remember watching actual pony-girls move this way around the farm—their knees rising in an exaggerated gait that once seemed so unnatural. Now my body falls into the rhythm without resistance, finding an unexpected grace in the movement.

“You’re a natural at this,” Ulrek says after we’ve covered some distance at a faster pace. “Most new ponies take weeks to get the gait right.”

“I’m not a pony,” I remind him, though the words lack conviction even to my own ears.

“No,” he agrees, his voice thoughtful. “You're way more special.”

The forest opens into a small clearing, sunlight pouring down unfiltered. Ulrek gently pulls the reins, bringing me to a stop. “Groth,” he says, releasing the pressure, and I resume a normal pace, crossing the clearing.

My body has found a rhythm now, responding to his commands with increasing fluidity. Most surprising is how my mind has settled—the constant chatter of thoughts quieted by the simple focus of carrying and responding.

“Father expects me to take over even more responsibilities soon,” Ulrek says suddenly, breaking the peaceful silence. His voice carries a weight I haven’t heard before.

I tilt my head slightly, careful not to disturb his balance. “What kind of responsibilities?”

He sighs, a sound that seems too heavy for his compact frame. “The breeding program, for one, and he wants me to select my first personal mount by next month. He says I can’t walk everywhere, and taking the pony cart every time I need to go to the village is a waste of time.”

The words hang in the air between us, laden with implications neither of us is ready to face directly.

“Have you thought about who you’ll choose?” I ask, my throat suddenly dry.

His tail flicked against my lower back. “I’ve been delaying. Making excuses. He doesn’t understand why.”

We continue along the path, my steps steady despite the conversation’s weight. A stream crosses our route, water bubbling over smooth stones. I navigate it carefully, placing my booted feet between the stones.

“Aunt Mae keeps introducing me to farmers’ sons,” I say once we’re across. “She thinks it’s time I settled down. Found a husband.”

Ulrek’s hands tightened slightly on the reins. “Anyone interesting?”

“No,” I answered truthfully. “They’re nice enough, but...” I pause, struggling to articulate what feels so wrong about these potential matches. “I’m not ready for that. Being someone’s wife, moving away from—“ From you, I almost say, but catch myself. “From everything I know.”

“I understand,” he says softly, and I believe he does. “Everything’s changing too fast.”

A bird calls from a nearby branch, its song clear and sweet in the forest quiet. Ulrek directs me down a narrower path with gentle pressure from his legs, and I respond without conscious thought, our bodies working in tandem.

“What happens to us?” I ask finally, voicing the question that’s been haunting me for months. “When you’re busy running the farm and I’m...” I can’t finish the sentence.

“I don’t know,” he admitted, his voice small. “I don’t want to lose this.”

“This?” I ask, needing him to define what exactly “this” is.

He’s quiet for a long moment, the only sounds are our movement through the forest—my boots against the earth, the creak of leather, our breathing aligned. “Us,” he says finally. “What we have. It’s not like anything else.”

“No,” I agree. “It’s not.”

We fall silent again, each lost in thought as we continue our journey. The forest grows denser, the path winding between ancient trees whose roots have broken through the soil in gnarled patterns. I step over them carefully, feeling Ulrek adjust his weight to help maintain our balance.

“Strev,” he commands again, and I pick up the pace.

The movement feels good—physical exertion clearing my mind of its troubling thoughts. There’s a freedom in this surrender, paradoxical as it seems. With my arms bound, my body directed by another’s will, I find a strange peace.

“Would you marry one of them?” Ulrek asks suddenly, the question almost lost in the rhythm of my steps. “A farmer’s son?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “It’s what’s expected of me.”

“Expected,” he echoes, the word heavy with understanding. “Like my father expects me to become just like him.”

“Do you want to be like him?” I ask.

His silence tells me he‘s considering the question seriously. “Parts of him,” he says finally. “He’s respected. Successful. But some things...” He trails off.

“What things?”

“He sees the world in such simple terms. Grivvets and pony-girls. Masters and property. There’s no room for...” He stops himself again.

“For what?” I prompt, slowing my pace slightly as the path narrows further.

“For exceptions,” he finished quietly. “For someone like you.”

The words sink into me, more meaningful than any compliment he’s ever given. I am an exception in his world.

We continue through the forest; the conversation punctuated by the natural sounds around us—wind in the leaves, distant woodpeckers, the steady rhythm of my steps beneath him.

“There’s a lake ahead,” Ulrek says after a while, pointing over my shoulder. “Let’s stop there for a moment.”

The trees parted suddenly, and I caught my breath at the sight before us. The lake stretches wide and calm, a perfect mirror reflecting the blue sky and surrounding pines. Sunlight dances across the water’s surface, creating patterns of light that shift and change with the gentle breeze.

“Harrk,” Ulrek says softly, pulling gently on the reins.

I stop without hesitation, my body responding to the command before my mind processes it. It’s becoming easier each time. Without thinking, I drop to my knees, the leather of the boots creaking as I settle onto the soft ground at the lake’s edge.

Ulrek slides off my back, moving around to stand beside my kneeling figure. The absence of his weight leaves me feeling oddly bereft, as if something essential has been removed. He doesn’t immediately unstrap the bridle or release my arms, and I don’t ask him to. Instead, we both gaze out at the water in momentary silence.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he says finally, his amber eyes reflecting the lake’s shimmer.

I nod, feeling the bridle’s leather straps move against my cheeks with the gesture.

A fish jumps in the distance, creating ripples that spread in perfect circles across the glassy surface. Birds call to each other from the trees surrounding the water.

Ulrek shifts to stand directly in front of me, his eyes level with mine in my kneeling position. There’s an intensity in his gaze that makes my heart beat faster. “Everything is changing,” he says. “I have responsibilities I can’t ignore, and you...”

“And I have expectations to meet,” I finish when he trails off. “That’s growing up, isn’t it? Doing what others have planned for us.”

His ears flatten slightly. “Does it have to be?”

I consider this, watching a dragonfly dart across the water’s surface. “What’s the alternative?”

He doesn‘t answer immediately, his tail swishing thoughtfully behind him. When he speaks again, his voice carries a new note of determination. “There might be a way. For you to stay connected to the farm. To me.”

My breath catches as I realize what he’s suggesting, though he hasn’t said it directly. The weight of the bridle against my face, the boots forcing my posture, my arms bound behind me—all suddenly take on new significance. This isn’t just a game anymore. It’s a glimpse of a possible future.

“How?” I ask, though I know the answer. I need him to say it.

Ulrek’s eyes search mine, looking for something—disgust, fear, interest. I’m not sure what he finds, but he continues carefully, “You could have a place there. A special position.”

“As what?” The question comes out barely above a whisper.

His hand moves from my shoulder to my cheek, clawed fingers gentle as they trace the line of the bridle strap. “You wouldn’t be like the others. You‘d be mine alone.”

The implications wash over me like the lake water lapping at the shore—gentle yet inexorable. To become a pony-girl, but not like the others. To belong to Ulrek, to stay with him always, to never be married off to a farmer’s son or separated by his duties. The thought should horrify me. Instead, it sends a strange warmth spiraling through my body.

“You want me to be a pony-girl?” I ask, surprised by how calm I sound even though my friend is asking me to give up my freedom to become a farm animal.

He winces. “You’d never be just livestock. You’d be... mine. My Chara.”

The possessiveness in his voice makes me shiver despite the warm day. I look out at the lake again, its surface now rippled by the strengthening breeze. Fish jump, birds soar overhead, and the sun continues its steady path across the sky. The world continues as it always has, while here on the shore, something fundamental shifts between us.

Neither of us speaks, but what he’s proposing hangs in the air between us as we gaze across the water. The idea of surrendering my humanity, even partially, should be unthinkable. Yet as I kneel here, already halfway transformed, I find myself not rejecting the notion outright, but could I do it permanently?

I don’t know. It’s a big decision. One there is no coming back from.

“We should head back soon,” Ulrek says after a long silence, his voice careful, as if afraid of breaking whatever delicate understanding we’ve reached.

“Yes. That is probably best.” I say.

He moves behind me, and I feel his weight settle onto the saddle once more. Without being asked, I rise to my feet.

“Ready?” he asks, gathering the reins. He’s asking me now, but would he in the future?

“Yes,” I say, though whether I’m ready for the journey back or for whatever larger decision looms before us, I’m not entirely sure.

With gentle pressure from his legs, Ulrek guides me away from the lake and back toward the forest path. Something has changed here—not just between Ulrek and me, but within myself. A door has opened to a possibility I never considered before, and I haven’t closed it, which I should. It would be the sensible thing to do, but whatever choice I make, I know one thing with certainty: I don’t want to lose him.

Ulrek guides me toward a sheltered area at the farm’s boundary—a small clearing hidden from the main yard by a stand of young birch trees. It’s the same spot where we began our journey this morning, though it feels like days have passed since then.

“Harrk,” he commands softly, and I stop, waiting for his next instruction. “Drakk.”

I kneel, and Ulrek dismounts, moving to stand before me. His amber eyes study my face, taking in whatever changes the day has wrought in my expression.

“You did well today,” he says, his voice carrying a note of pride that warms me despite myself.

“Thank you,” I reply, the words feeling strangely formal between us.

He moves behind me, and I feel his fingers working at the buckles of the bridle. The straps loosened one by one, releasing their pressure on my face and scalp. When he lifts it away completely, I feel oddly exposed, as if he just removed pieces of my clothing.

“Better?” he asks, setting the bridle aside.

I nod, though I’m not entirely sure it is better. There was a clarity in wearing it. The feeling of not having to make choices, and just being in the moment. I already miss it.

Ulrek works methodically, unbuckling the saddle next. As it lifts away, cool air touches my back where the leather had pressed against my skin. I roll my shoulders slightly, testing the sensation of freedom.

“Almost done,” he murmurs, now working on the restraints that bind my arms. His claws occasionally brush against my skin as he loosens the straps, each touch sending small shivers through me.

When the final restraint falls away, I rub my arms, noticing the soft binding didn’t leave any marks, but I suddenly feel uncoordinated.

“Careful,” Ulrek says, supporting my elbow as I sway slightly. “Give yourself a moment.”

I flex my fingers, rotate my wrists, and stretch my arms overhead. My body begins to remember itself, reclaiming movement and function.

“The boots next?” I ask, looking down at my feet still encased in the tall leather.

Ulrek nods, kneeling to help me. His fingers work deftly, loosening them enough for me to slip my feet out. When I stand in my own shoes again, the ground feels wrong somehow—too flat and hard. The pony-boots are well-padded, unlike my ratty shoes.

“The boots actually supported my ankles well,” I admit, examining my feet and finding no blisters or marks despite the hours of wear. “I expected them to hurt more.”

“They’re designed to,” Ulrek responds. “Comfort is important for a pony that must carry weight all day. Pain serves no purpose unless it’s corrective.”

I pick up the boots, running my fingers along the smooth leather before setting them back down and gathering my scattered hair, attempting to smooth it where the bridle has left it tangled and wild.

“I should get home,” I say. “Aunt Mae will be wondering where I’ve been all day.”

“Of course.” He nods, collecting the equipment and folding it neatly. “Chara...”

He trails off, seemingly unsure how to continue after everything that‘s passed between us today. I wait, but he simply shakes his head. “Nothing. Tomorrow?”

I should take time to think, to process what happened at the lake, to consider the implications of the path we’re walking. Instead, I hear myself say, “Same time?”

His ears perked up, tail swishing with poorly concealed delight. “Same time.”

As I turn to leave, I ponder Ulrek’s words from earlier. There might be a way to stay together, to keep our connection despite the forces pulling us toward separate futures, but it will be costly for me.

I’d be the one sacrificing everything, not Ulrek. It would change everything—my status, my freedom, my very identity, and I love Ulrek dearly. He’s my friend, but is our friendship worth it?

He has been there for me when I was sad and grieving. Brought back happiness into my life, and the thought of losing that connection almost takes my breath away.

I know Ulrek is watching me walk away, but I don’t look back. He won’t push it, but he’s waiting for a decision. One I’m not ready to voice aloud.

Maybe there is a middle ground. One where I can keep a foot in both worlds. Is it possible? I’ll have to think about it, but right now I need to get home.


Chapter 7

I haven’t visited the farm in a week, but my feet know the path so well they carry me forward while my mind still hesitates, caught between certainty and doubt. The decision I’ve come up with feels right in one moment and terrifying the next, but I need to see Ulrek. I need to tell him what I’ve decided before I lose my courage.

The farm appears ahead, and I slow my pace, breathing deeply to calm my racing heart. I spotted Ulrek in the yard, directing two farmhands who are leading pony-girls to the training ring.

He turns, amber eyes catching sight of me, and his serious demeanor instantly transforms. His ears perked up, tail swishing excitedly behind him as he bounded toward me, all seriousness forgotten.

“Chara!” His voice carried across the yard. “You came back!”

“Of course I did,” I say, though we both know it wasn’t certain. Not after our last conversation by the lake.

“I thought maybe...” He trailed off, studying my face. “It’s been a week.”

“I needed time to think.” I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, a nervous habit I can’t seem to break. “About what you suggested.”

Ulrek nods, his ears flattening slightly against his head. “I understand. It was too much to ask.”

“No.” The word comes out stronger than I intended. “Not too much. Just... complicated.”

His ears perked up again, hope brightening his amber eyes. “Complicated how?”

I glance around, aware of the farmhands watching us with curious expressions. “Can we talk somewhere more private?”

Ulrek follows my gaze, noticing the attention we’ve drawn. “Of course. Follow me.”

He leads me to a quiet spot behind the storage barn—the same place where we hid the day of the sale, where he first saw those young Grivvets appraising me like livestock.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said,” I begin, my carefully rehearsed words suddenly jumbling in my mind. “About finding a way for me to stay connected to you, to the farm.”

Ulrek’s tail stills, his entire body going quiet with attention. He says nothing, waiting for me to continue.

“I can’t be what you suggested,” I say softly. “Not entirely. I have my aunt and uncle, my life out there.” I point off into the distance. “And can’t just disappear.”

His shoulders drop slightly, but he nods. “I know. It was a silly idea.”

“But,” I continue, heart hammering against my ribs, “I think I’ve found a middle path. A way to be part of your world without losing mine completely, but I’m not sure if it’s possible.”

His head tilted, ears swiveling forward with intense focus. “I‘m listening.”

I take a deep breath. “What if I came to the farm during the day? I could... help you. Like we did in the forest. I could be your...” The words stick in my throat, but I force them out. “Your pony-girl while I’m here. Just during daylight hours. Then I go home at night, back to being a free human.”

Ulrek’s eyes widened, his tail beginning to twitch with barely contained excitement. “You would do that?”

“With conditions,” I say quickly, raising a hand. “I’d need certain boundaries.”

“Of course,” he says immediately. “Anything.”

“First, I come and go freely. Every day I decide whether to return. No permanent arrangement.” I count on my fingers as I list my terms, needing the physical anchor. “Second, no permanent markings or ownership symbols. Nothing that can’t be removed when I leave.”

Ulrek nods eagerly, hanging on my every word.

“Third, when I’m here, I’m still your friend even if I’m under the saddle. I‘ll follow commands while... while I’m working, but you never forget who I am. I’m your friend first, helping you. Not just another pony-girl.”

“Never,” he whispers, the fervor in his voice making my cheeks warm. “You could never be just another pony-girl to me, Chara.”

“And last,” I continued, “no one else rides me. Only you.”

His ears flattened against his head at the mere suggestion. “Of course not! I would never let anyone else...”

His possessiveness should alarm me, but it sends a strange warmth through my chest. “So those are my terms. What do you think?”

Ulrek stares at me, amber eyes shining with an emotion I can’t quite name. “I think...” He stops, swallows hard. “I think it’s more than I dared hope for.”

The simple admission touches something deep inside me. I’ve spent so many days turning this decision over in my mind, weighing what I’d be giving up against what I’d gain. But seeing his face now, the pure joy radiating from him, makes the choice feel right.

“The days we spent with you carrying me,” he says softly, “when you wore the saddle and bridle. Those were some of the best days of my life, Chara. I felt so connected to you.”

His honesty steals my breath away . “I felt it too.”

“Sometimes,” he continues, voice dropping to almost a whisper, afraid to anger me, “I wish you really were a pony-girl.” His eyes meet mine, vulnerable and afraid of my reaction. “But not just any pony-girl. My pony-girl.”

The distinction matters, though I’m not sure I could explain why. There’s a world of difference between being one of many and being his alone.

“That’s crazy, isn’t it?” he adds quickly, ears flattening with embarrassment. “I’m just happy you’re willing to spend time with me this way. That you’re not disgusted by the idea.”

“I’m not disgusted,” I say truthfully. “I‘m... curious. Maybe even excited.”

His tail swishes faster. “Really?”

“Really.” I smile, feeling lighter now that I’ve shared my decision. “But we’d need your father’s permission, wouldn’t we? For me to be here every day like that?”

Ulrek’s expression falters. “Yes. He would need to approve.”

The thought of facing Skarn with this unusual proposal makes my stomach twist. “Will he?”

“I don’t know,” Ulrek admits. “But I’ll convince him. This is important to me.” He reaches out, taking my hand in his smaller one, clawed fingers gentle against my skin. “You’re important to me.”

The simple declaration banishes the last of my doubts. Whatever happens next, whatever Skarn decides, I know I’ve made the right choice. This strange middle path may not be what either of us originally wanted, but it‘s a way to stay connected as our worlds try to pull us apart.

“When should we talk to him?” I ask.

“Now,” Ulrek says, his grip tightening on my hand. “Before either of us loses courage.”

I nod, steeling myself for the conversation ahead. “Then let’s go find your father.”

Ulrek leads me across the yard toward the main farmhouse. Unlike the utilitarian buildings that house the pony-girls and equipment, the Grivvet dwelling is well-maintained, its wooden exterior polished to a soft gleam. Skarn sits on the porch with papers in his hands. Ulrek showed me Grivvet writing before, and it looks like a weird jumble of symbols.

My steps slow involuntarily as we approach. Despite years of friendship with his son, Skarn has always regarded me with thinly veiled disapproval, and today we’re asking for far more than he’s ever allowed.

“Father,” Ulrek called, his voice steady despite the nervous twitch of his tail. “May we speak with you?”

Skarn looks up, his amber eyes—so like Ulrek’s, yet lacking their warmth—settling first on his son, then shifting to me. His expression doesn’t change, but something in his posture stiffens.

“What is it?” he asks, setting aside his papers.

Ulrek glances at me, a silent question in his eyes. I nod slightly, encouraging him to continue.

“Chara and I have a proposal,” Ulrek begins, standing straighter. “Something that would benefit the farm and help with my training.”

Skarn’s ears twitch forward with interest, though his face remains impassive. “Go on.”

“Chara has offered to work here,” Ulrek says, the words coming faster now. “As my personal mount. During daylight hours only.”

The silence that follows feels endless. Skarn’s gaze slides from his son to me, sharp and assessing. I resist the urge to fidget under his scrutiny.

“Your friend wants to be a pony-girl,” Skarn states flatly, his voice cold. “Part-time.”

When he puts it that way, the arrangement sounds absurd, even to my ears. But Ulrek nods firmly.

“She would help me practice riding and handling. It would give me experience before I select my official mount.”

Skarn’s eyes narrow. “And at night, she goes home? Returns to being human?”

“Yes,” I say, finding my voice at last. “I have responsibilities to my aunt and uncle. I can’t abandon them.”

Skarn rises from his chair, his compact frame somehow imposing despite his height. He descends the porch steps slowly, deliberately, until he stands before us.

“The distinction between humans and pony-girls is absolute,” he says, his voice lowering to something dangerous. “You can’t be both.”

“But—“ Ulrek starts.

“No,” Skarn cuts him off. “Our laws, our traditions, they exist for a reason. A human girl from the village cannot play at being livestock during the day, then return to her human life at night. It doesn’t work that way.”

“This isn’t about laws or traditions,” Ulrek argues, stepping forward slightly. “This is between Chara and me. A private arrangement.”

“Nothing on this farm is private,” Skarn snaps. “Every handler, every farmhand, every pony-girl will see. What do you think they’ll make of it? A human who pretends to be a pony-girl for a few hours, then walks away free?”

I hadn’t considered this aspect. The effect our arrangement might have on the actual pony-girls. Would it be cruel for them to see someone move between worlds they cannot access?

“It’s about choice,” Ulrek says, his voice growing firmer. “Chara is choosing this. She wants to help me.”

“Help you?” Skarn repeats, incredulity coloring his tone. “Or is there something else happening here?”

His gaze shifts between us, taking in details I hadn’t realized were visible—how close we stand, the protective way Ulrek has positioned himself slightly in front of me, his hand resting against my leg. The implication in his scrutiny makes heat rise to my cheeks.

“Ulrek is my friend,” I say, the words sounding hollow even to my own ears. “I just want to spend time with him.”

“As his pony,” Skarn observes, his tone making clear what he thinks of this explanation.

“Father,” Ulrek says, his voice softening. “Please. This is important to me.”

Something shifts in Skarn‘s expression at his son’s plea—a barely perceptible softening that I might have missed had I not been watching so closely. For all his sternness, he clearly cares for his son.

A tense silence falls over us. Skarn’s tail flicks once, twice, a sign of deep thought I’ve learned to recognize from watching Ulrek over the years.

“You think this is some game,” he says finally, his voice quieter now but no less intense. “Some arrangement you can make outside the rules that govern our world. But the rules won‘t bend just because you want them to.”

“We understand that,” Ulrek insists.

“No, you don’t.” Skarn’s gaze settles on me, evaluating. “But perhaps this is a lesson you both need to learn.”

My breath catches. Is he agreeing?

“If—and I emphasize, if—I allow this,” Skarn continued, “there will be conditions.”

Ulrek’s ears perk up, his tail beginning to swish with barely contained hope. “What conditions?”

“While on this farm, she is treated exactly like a pony-girl. No exceptions, no special treatment.” His voice hardens. “She eats and drinks like one. She is restrained and commanded like one. The farmhands won’t understand anything else, and I won’t have the other ponies getting ideas.”

Other, not real. I don’t miss the distinction.

The requirements sound harsher than I expected, but not unreasonable given the circumstances. I nod slowly. “I can accept that.”

“Can you?” Skarn’s eyes bore into mine. “Have you truly thought about what this means? Being naked, bridled, treated as livestock by everyone except my son? Being led around on a leash, unable to speak, eating from a trough?”

Each detail lands like a stone, heavy with implications I’ve only partially considered. My mouth goes dry.

“Father,” Ulrek protests, “there‘s no need to—“

“There is every need,” Skarn interrupts. “She should know exactly what she’s agreeing to.” His gaze remained fixed on me. “Well, girl? Still willing?”

I swallow hard, forcing myself to meet his eyes. “Yes. If those are your terms, I accept them.”

Something like respect flickers briefly in Skarn’s expression before it‘s masked again by his usual sternness. “Very well. You may begin tomorrow. But,” he adds, raising a clawed finger, “the first sign of disruption to my farm’s operations, and this arrangement ends. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” I say, the formality feeling appropriate given the gravity of the moment.

“Ulrek will be responsible for you,” Skarn continued. “Your training, your care, your behavior—all of it falls to him. Consider it part of his education in farm management.”

Ulrek straightens, chest puffing slightly with the responsibility. “I understand, Father.”

Skarn nods once, then turns back toward the porch. “Tomorrow morning, then. Be here at dawn.” He paused, looking back over his shoulder. “And, girl?”

“Yes?”

“Once you step onto this property as a pony-girl, even a temporary one, others won’t see the distinction. Be certain this is what you want.”

With that final warning, he returned to his chair and his ledgers, dismissing us as clearly as if he’d waved us away.

Ulrek takes my hand, tugging me gently back toward the yard, his amber eyes wide with a mixture of disbelief and excitement. “He agreed,” he whispers, as if saying it too loudly might make Skarn change his mind. “I can’t believe he actually agreed.”

We walked away from the farmhouse in silence, waiting until we’re well out of Skarn’s earshot before speaking. The weight of what we’ve just negotiated settles over me—the reality of tomorrow’s dawn bringing a transformation I’ve only played at before. Ulrek, on the other hand, practically vibrates with excitement beside me, his tail swishing so quickly it’s almost a blur.

“I can‘t believe he said yes,” Ulrek whispers, bouncing on his heels exactly as he used to when we were children and he’d received an exciting gift. “I was certain he’d refuse.”

“Me too,” I admit. “Your father has never approved of our friendship.”

“Maybe he sees how important this is to me.” Ulrek’s amber eyes shine with pure joy. “Or maybe he thinks you’ll hate it and never come back.”

The possibility makes my stomach twist, but I push the feeling aside. “If that’s his plan, he’ll be disappointed.”

“You won’t hate it,” Ulrek insists, taking my hands in his. “I’ll make sure of it.”

Despite the second thoughts already creeping in, I can’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. This is why I agreed to this strange arrangement—to preserve this connection, to keep that light in his eyes directed at me.

“Everything will be ready for you tomorrow,” he continues, his words tumbling over each other in his excitement. “I’ll prepare a special stall and use the newest tack.“

“Ulrek,” I interrupted, the reality of tomorrow’s plans suddenly hitting me. “I’ll really be... naked? In front of everyone?”

His ears twitched slightly against his head. “That’s how pony-girls are kept. Father was clear about no exceptions, and that includes restraints and other stuff.” He squeezes my hands gently. “But I’ll be with you the whole time. Don’t worry about anything. I’ll take care of my new pony.”

He winks, clearly trying to make light of the situation, but the possessive phrasing sends a strange shiver through me.

I scowl and bat his arm. “I’m your friend, not a pony. I’m helping you do your chores. Remember that.”

“Of course,” he says quickly, though his eyes still sparkle with something more complex than simple friendship. “My friend, who happens to be the best pony-girl on the farm.”

“I’m the only voluntary pony-girl on the farm,” I correct him, but I can’t maintain my scowl. A small laugh escapes me, and soon we’re both giggling like we used to, before everything became so complicated.

Our laughter fades as we walk toward the farm gate. The afternoon training session is underway in the main yard, and I can’t help but stare at the pony-girls being led in circles by handlers. Their faces are blank, eyes forward, bodies moving with that distinctive high-stepped gait I’ve practiced only in play. Tomorrow, I’ll join them—not permanently, not completely, but enough to blur the lines between our worlds.

A flutter of nervousness takes wing in my stomach. What am I doing? Have I truly thought this through? The pony-girls’ naked forms glisten with sweat in the sun, bridles firmly in place, arms bound behind them. Their handlers call commands in sharp, clipped tones that expect immediate obedience. I’ll be subjected to the same treatment, the same expectations. The same stares from farmhands who won’t know or care that I’m volunteering and am free to walk away.

“Second thoughts?” Ulrek asks softly, noticing my gaze lingering on the training yard.

“No,” I say too quickly, then amend, “Maybe a few. It‘s a big step.”

“We don’t have to do this,” he says, though I can hear the hope draining from his voice. “I understand if you’ve changed your mind.”

“I haven’t,” I say firmly, surprising myself with my certainty. “I’m nervous, but I want to do this. For us.”

His face lit up again. “For us,” he repeats, the simple phrase carrying weight between us.

We reach the gate that separates the farm from the path leading back to the village. Ulrek stops, suddenly looking unsure.

“You’ll really come back tomorrow?” He asks, vulnerability plain in his voice. “At dawn?”

“I’ll be here,” I promise. “I told Aunt Mae I’m helping with harvest preparations at the Hansens’ farm. She was so pleased I’m spending time with their son that she didn’t ask questions.”

The lie sits uncomfortably on my tongue, but it’s necessary. Aunt Mae would never understand what I’m really doing, why I’m really doing it.

“I’ll wait for you right here,” Ulrek says, placing a clawed hand on the gate. “Everything will be ready.”

I nod, suddenly finding it difficult to speak. The reality of tomorrow looms larger with each passing moment.

“Chara,” Ulrek says, his voice softening. “Thank you. For considering this. For being willing to try.” His expression is a mixture of excitement and gratitude that makes my doubts momentarily fade. “It means more than I can say.”

“You’re my best friend,” I reply simply. “Some things are worth the risk.”

He reaches up, touching my hand one last time before I step through the gate. “Until dawn, then.”

“Until dawn,” I echo, turning toward the path home.

I walk alone, rehearsing in my mind the boundaries I’ve set and the conditions Skarn has imposed. With each step, the doubt and anxiety I’ve been suppressing rise closer to the surface. Have I made a terrible mistake? Is this truly a middle path, or just the first step on a journey that ends with me no different from the blank-eyed women circling the training yard?

No, I remind myself firmly. I will remain Chara, regardless of what happens on the farm.

As I’m almost home, the memory of Skarn’s warning follows me like a shadow: “Once you step onto this property as a pony-girl, even a temporary one, others won’t see the distinction.”

The distinction matters to me, and hopefully to Ulrek.


Chapter 8

Ulrek is already waiting when I round the corner of the main barn the next morning. He’s laid everything out on the ground—saddle, bridle, restraints, boots—arranged with a neatness that tells me he was here long before dawn. He turns when he hears my footsteps, and the expression on his face is something I haven’t seen from him before. Not excitement exactly. More like hope.

“Back here first,” he says, moving to meet me, his voice low though no one is close. “The hands will start soon, and I want you... comfortable before anyone sees.”

It’s a small mercy, and I take it. “Thank you.”

He nods, his tail swishing once, and then he just waits. Looking at me. Giving me the space to begin.

I reach for the hem of my dress with trembling fingers, and I grip it for a moment, taking a deep breath before I pull it over my head.

The air touches my skin all at once, and I cross my arms instantly—one over my chest, one hand angled down, fingers pressing against my upper thigh. My face burns so hot I think I might be feverish.

Ulrek watches without comment, his amber eyes careful. Not unkind. But he is watching.

I’ve never been naked in front of anyone, and I feel absurdly visible under his gaze.

“Drakk,” Ulrek says quietly.

The command drops me to my knees before I’ve consciously decided to move, and the relief is immediate. Kneeling, I’m smaller somehow. Less exposed.

He moves to the equipment and lifts the collar. It’s thick leather, dark and well-oiled, with a sturdy D-ring at the front. He steps behind me and moves my hair out of the way. I feel the cool weight of it settle around my neck, his fingers working the buckle at my nape, and drawing it tight.

“For tying you to a post,” he explains, his voice quiet and slightly rough, “when I need to leave you somewhere unattended.” He comes around to check the fit, pressing two fingers beneath the leather to test the gap. His expression—I catch it when he doesn’t think I’m watching. That blissed look of someone extremely happy.

“Arms behind your back,” he says.

My arms are still crossed over my chest. I look at him.

He waits patiently with no judgement, and I slowly do as he asks. I focus on a knot in the barn’s wooden wall rather than his face. He says nothing, only steps behind me and lifts my wrists gently, guiding them into position at the small of my back. The material he wraps around them is soft—something woven and dense, nothing that bites—but it holds completely. When I test it, there’s no give at all.

He picks up the saddle. I’ve worn it before, on top of my clothes, but this time when he lowers it onto my bare back, I feel every edge of the leather, every seam and stitching line. His hands came around my sides to reach the girth strap, and his knuckles brushed the curve of my breast as he pulled it beneath me. He doesn’t linger. His focus is entirely on the buckle, on the tension of the strap, and on making sure it sits level, but it doesn’t stop the heat from rising to my face.

The two straps on my shoulders are drawn tight, pushing my breasts out and up and I think I can’t be anymore exposed, but then he crouches and reaches for the last two straps, the ones that hang loose beneath the saddle’s belly. He threads one between my thighs, then the other, and begins to pull them taut. The leather tightens against my lower lip, and when he buckles them down, the pressure spreads me slightly apart. I make a sound—surprise more than anything—and he glances up briefly.

“Sorry, but it’s necessary to have a secure fit,” he says simply, and looks back down.

I stare at the barn wall. My face is entirely on fire.

He stands, inspects the whole arrangement with his head tilted, ears swiveling forward in concentration. Then he reaches for the bridle.

“This part,” he says carefully, not quite meeting my eyes, “I can’t skip. I’m sorry. The hands won’t understand if I let you talk out here.” He pauses. “It won’t look right.”

I agreed to this, but still don’t like it. I won’t be able to communicate.

He slides the leather over my head, buckling the straps until the bridle sits correctly. Then he holds the bit level with my lips, the metal warm from his palm.

“Open,” he says.

I close my mouth instead, a last futile act of resistance.

He waits three seconds. Amber eyes, patient and steady, then suddenly he reaches out and pinches my nipple hard.

I open my mouth to shout, and he slides the bit between my teeth, settling it against the corners of my lips, and the taste of warm metal fills my tongue.

I try to tell him that hurt, but the words come out as a soft, muffled sound that means nothing. He pats my cheek once, gently, the way you’d settle a nervous animal. “Behave.” He says, grabbing ahold of the reins, and I just scowl at him.

“Stand,” he says. “Groth.”

I push myself upright on unsteady legs, and he smacks my bum—a sharp crack of his palm—and I jump to my feet, a muffled squeak of protest escaping around the bit. His mouth pulls sideways into a smirk.

“Sorry,” he says, not sounding sorry. “But you need to experience what happens to a real pony-girl when she doesn’t obey or this will never work.” He raises his eyebrows. “You agreed.”

I give him a look that says I know what I agreed to and I’m reconsidering it. He has the grace to look slightly apologetic.

He kneels and guides my feet into the pony boots one at a time, lacing each one firmly up my calf. When I stand in them fully, the familiar forward tilt shifts my posture—spine lengthening, shoulders back, chest forward. The saddle settles into a different position immediately, sitting more securely.

Ulrek steps back and looks at me. Really looks and goes still. A slow flush spreads up his neck, visible even through his mottled skin, and he drops his gaze for a moment before bringing it back up.

“You look like a real pony-girl,” he says, his voice slightly unsteady. He cleared his throat. “You’ve never been more beautiful, Char.”

I can’t answer. The bit sees to that, but a flush of pleasure from his compliment runs through me.

He gives the reins a gentle tug and leads me forward. I follow. I pause at the corner of the barn, the open yard suddenly visible ahead of me—handlers moving about already with pony-girls circling the training ring. He pulls the reins harder, a sharp insistence, and my feet carry me out of the shadow and into the light.

My biggest issue was being seen naked, but I quickly discovered no one looks twice at a naked girl in a bridle and saddle. That’s the first lesson of the morning.

The farmhands move past with their own tasks—adjusting harnesses, carrying water, or calling terse commands to pony-girls who respond without looking up. One glances at me, but looks away just as quickly. I am, as far as anyone here is concerned, exactly what I appear to be. A pony-girl.

The bit sits heavy between my teeth, and my jaw already aches slightly from holding against it. I can hear myself breathing through my nose in slow, deliberate pulls.

“Drakk!” Ulrek mounts the saddle as soon as I kneel, settling his weight onto it easily. Once I’m standing again, he gives me a kick which feels harder without clothes to cushion the blow, but it’s the bit that has my attention. The reins pull left, the bit pressing hard down on my tongue, and I turn before I decide to. The bit translates his intentions, and I’m made to follow, or it’ll get uncomfortable quickly.

We start at the far fence line, where three posts have been flagged for inspection. He guides me with slight adjustments of the rein. A gentle backward pull to slow me, or a pull to the left or right along with a kick to get me moving. It’s almost meditative, the two of us moving together.

I’m so zoned out when the crop lands across my flank—not hard, but sudden. A snapping sting that startles me forward two quick steps before I settle into a faster walk. My cheeks burn, partly from the shock that Ulrek would do that and partly from what just happened so casually, as though I were simply a horse who had dawdled. I try to glance back at him, but he holds the reins tightly.

By mid-morning, we’ve completed the far pasture circuit, and Ulrek has dismounted twice to check water troughs. When we return to the main yard, he rides me to the hitching post near a water trough.

“Drakk,” he says and I drop to my knees and he dismounts. He loops a rope through the ring in my collar.

“Zarn,” he says with a pat on my bum. And then he’s gone, absorbed by something at the far end of the yard, and expecting me to lower my head and wait in submission, but look at the rope instead.

The knot is simple, the kind I could undo with both hands in half a second, but my hands are behind my back and there is nothing to do but what he commanded.

Wait.

The yard moves around me. A farmhand wheels a barrow past without looking at me, and somewhere behind the main barn, someone calls a command in sharp Grivvet language and receives a series of obedient footfalls in response.

A different farmhand arrives with a bucket with grain mixed with chopped soft vegetables in it. He sets it down in front of me, removes the bit from between my teeth.

“Eat,” he says, pointing to the bucket.

I almost say thank you. The words are on the tip of my tongue, but I press my lips together and look down at the bucket instead.

The grain is bland, a little sweet, faintly earthy. I lean forward and eat. There’s no dignified way to manage this, so I stop trying to find one and simply eat, the way the other pony-girls do, and drink from the water trough when I’ve finished. I remind myself that this was my choice. All of this. I chose every part of it.

When the farmhand returns to replace the bit, he does it without any acknowledgment that I am anything other than a horse who needed feeding. The metal slides back between my teeth and I close around it and that’s that.

The afternoon shifts. A stiffness has settled into my hips and knees from kneeling, and I shift my weight from side to side, knees rising slightly, a restless dance of discomfort. By the time Ulrek reappears at the post, I’ve been doing it for long enough that he reads it immediately.

His ears flatten in suppressed laughter, but I don’t find it funny. He unties me from the post and, without a word and steers me firmly toward the far edge of the yard. He positions me with a tug on the reins and then says, “Vreen Dresik.”

I stare straight ahead. My face is the temperature of a baking stone.

He says it again, patient, waiting.

I shake my head as firmly as I can manage with a bit in my mouth.

Ulrek tips his head back and laughs—properly laughs, the kind that shakes his whole body—before he gets himself under control and schools his expression back into something more serious. “Pony-girls don’t feel shame,” he says, his ears still twitching with amusement.

I give him another look, and he gives me one back.

I comply, eventually, crouched at the fence line, staring at the grass, my face absolutely incandescent. He has the decency to look away, mostly.

When I stand again he steps close, and his voice drops to a murmur near my ear. “Remember, you are a pony-girl today.” It’s gentle, somehow, the way he says it. A reminder rather than a command.

I breathe through my nose and nod.

We’re crossing back toward the center of the yard when Skarn appears from between two outbuildings, his amber eyes scanning the farm, but he stops when his gaze reaches us.

He looks at me the way he looks at the stock during sale days—not cruelly, not with feeling, just thoroughly. He takes in the saddle, the collar, the bridle, the boots, and whatever else he catalogues that I can’t see. Then he turns to Ulrek.

“I see you are following the rules,” he says. “You two work well together.”

He doesn’t wait for an answer. He walks on, already shifting his attention to the training ring.

Ulrek glances up at me, his tail swishing in something close to pride. He shortens the reins slightly and clicks his tongue, and I move forward with him because there’s nothing else to do—because the afternoon isn’t over, and the fence posts on the south side still haven’t been checked, and I am, for today, a pony-girl.

My pony-boots press into the earth with each step and I follow where he leads.

The light has turned the color of weak tea when Ulrek steers me back toward the hitching post and ties my lead rope to the rail one final time. The yard had quieted, most of the farmhands finishing their evening tasks, and when he commands “Drakk” I sink to my knees with exhaustion. I didn’t realize how much work this would be.

He removes the saddle first, lifting it away with both hands, and the absence of weight feels strange—I’ve been carrying it so long that I’ve stopped noticing it. He sets it carefully on the fence rail and returns to me.

He removes my boots next.

“Arms are staying for a minute,” he says, which I understand. Then he reaches for something from his belt, and I hear a soft metallic jingle before I see the shackles—short chains with padded cuffs, one for each ankle. He crouches and begins fastening them to my legs.

“I know you won’t kick me. But the farmhands—” He glances to where two handlers are finishing up near the far stable. “Having your legs free makes them nervous. Father said we follow all the rules.” He looks up at me briefly. “Sorry.”

I look at the shackles and then at him and accept this with a breath, the way I’ve accepted most things today.

He works at the bridle buckles next, and the bit slides out last. I close my mouth, work my jaw, and sigh—a long, involuntary release of breath that seems to come from somewhere deeper than my lungs.

“You can talk now,” Ulrek says simply, folding the bridle over his arm.

I try my voice. “My jaw hurts.” It comes out rough and a little raw.

“It’ll ease.” He says quickly, followed by, “Zarn.” I’m already dropping my head down before he disappears around the side of the barn. I shake off the command and look up as he returns carrying a wooden bucket and a large natural sponge. The water steams faintly in the cooling air. He sets it down beside me, dips the sponge, and begins.

He starts at my shoulders, pressing the warm wet weight against my skin and drawing it in slow strokes down my back. When he moves the sponge around to my ribs and then higher, over my breasts, I let out a nervous sound that isn’t quite a laugh.

“Ulrek!” I gasp.

“Don’t fuss. I need to clean all of you,” he replies, not unkindly, and keeps going. It brings back the memory of him pinching me this morning.

“You pinched me. You didn’t have to do that.” I argue.

“It worked though, didn’t it?” He says with a shrug. “It works on the other ponies, so I figured it would work on you.”

“Don’t do it again.” I mumble, still upset.

“Then open your mouth tomorrow.” He smirks and continues cleaning me. He washes my stomach and my sides. Then he tilts his head and indicates for me to stand, which I do, the shackles chinking together when I shift my feet. He works down my legs and then quickly passes the sponge between my thighs before I can protest.

“How was it?” he asks as he takes a cloth and quickly dries me off. “Your first day?”

I consider this genuinely. “Different,” I say. “But not that bad.”

“It’ll be better tomorrow.” He says it so automatically, assuming I’ll come back. He glances up, catching himself. “If you want to come back.”

“I don’t know yet,” I say honestly.

He nods, accepting this.

When he’s done, he sets the cleaning bucket aside and releases the ankle shackles, setting them on the fence rail beside the saddle.

“Kneel down,” he says in English this time. He unties my lead rope from the post and unclips it from the collar before removing the collar, and then my arm restraints.

He suddenly steps forward and wraps both arms around me. I kneel naked in the middle of an empty farmyard with my best friend is hugging me, and after a moment I wrap my arms around his shoulders and hold on back.

“Thank you,” he says, and his voice is muffled against my hair. “You are the bestest of friends in the entire world to do this for me.”

The word bestest is so entirely Ulrek—that I feel something shift and loosen in my chest. A laugh moves through me, warm and real.

“You’re ridiculous,” I tell him.

“Yes,” he agrees, not letting go.

He fetches my clothes and I dress slowly before saying goodbye to Ulrek, who suddenly looks crushed that I’m leaving, but I have to get away from the farm and think.

I think about what Skarn said. She looks like a real pony-girl. The flatness in his voice, the certainty of it. How he looked at me and saw livestock and wasn’t wrong, technically, for those few hours.

I think about how the bit felt coming out. That sigh. I stepped out of the role without effort. The bridle came off, and I was Chara again.

I walked away freely while the other pony-girl’s can’t. The question that comes with it—that follows me through the front gate and up the path to Aunt Mae’s door—is unsettling.

What if one day I didn’t want to step out?

I don’t have an answer. Instead, I push open the door, smell wood smoke and supper, and leave the question sitting at the threshold where the farm path meets the rest of my life.


Chapter 9

I arrived at the farm for the seventh morning in a row. After the first day, I thought about not returning, but something pulls me back day after day—a hunger I can’t name but can’t ignore.

A week ago, I would have blushed scarlet at the thought of what I’m about to do. Now I simply walk to our meeting spot behind the storage barn where Ulrek waits, his amber eyes brightening when he spots me.

“You came,” he says, though the surprise has faded from his voice. By now, he expects me.

“You need me, or you’ll be walking all over the farm on your short legs.” I joke, dropping my bag in the usual spot. “Unless you have picked out another pony-girl to ride.” My cheeks warmed when I realized I just referred to myself as a pony-girl.

“No!” he blurts. “No. I just want you.”

The morning air is crisp against my skin as I pull my dress over my head. I don’t turn away or cross my arms. Modesty doesn’t belong here. I fold the garment neatly and place it in my bag, then kneel without being told.

“You’re getting better at this,” Ulrek says, his tail swishing with pleasure. “You’ve changed so much in just a week.”

I have. I’ve found a strange comfort in the ritual, in knowing exactly what’s expected of me.

Ulrek lifts the bridle first, fitting it over my face. The bit slides between my teeth as I open my mouth for him. He buckles it quickly.

“There,” he murmurs, stroking my hair back from my face. “Good girl.”

The words send a flush of pleasure through me that I’ve stopped trying to fight. I’ve become valuable to him in a way I wasn’t before. I have more than friendship to offer him now.

Once everything else is done and I’m looking like a real pony-girl, once again he doesn’t climb into the saddle right away.

“I brought something for you,” Ulrek says, reaching into a pouch at his belt. He produced a small brownish lump, holding it before my face. “Sugarroot. You deserve a treat for how well you’ve been doing.”

I turn my head slightly, eyes fixed on the tiny sweet. He hasn’t offered it to me before, but I remember him mentioning it, and how the other pony-girls crave it. How it makes them happy, and docile. The thought makes my skin crawl even as curiosity flickers inside me.

I shake my head, afraid to try it.

“Maybe tomorrow,” he says with a sigh, tucking it away. “I promise you’ll love it.”

Without another word, he climbs onto my back, and I stand up.

“Groth,” he commands, and I moved forward, ready to start the day.

Our morning tasks have become routine—first the east fence line that always needs checking after windy nights, then to the breeding barn where Ulrek delivers instructions to a handler about a mare coming into season. The handler barely glances at me, seeing nothing unusual in Ulrek mounted on a pony-girl. I am invisible as anything but a mount, which is fine by me.

“Strev,” Ulrek commands when we reach the open pasture, tapping my flank lightly with his crop.

I pick up my pace, my legs powering across the field. The movement feels natural now, almost freeing. My body responds to Ulrek’s subtle leg pressure without conscious thought, turning left or right at his direction.

“The south paddock next,” Ulrek says, more to himself than to me.

He guides me with pressure from his legs and tugs on the reins. The bit presses against my tongue, and I yield to his commands easily.

We pass Skarn inspecting barrels of feed. He nods at Ulrek and glances at me. I can’t read his thoughts, but his acceptance of our arrangement seems to grow with each visit.”

By midday, we’ve completed most of Ulrek’s chores. He dismounts near the hitching post, tying my lead rope to it before removing my bit so I can eat. The farmhand brings the same grain mixture as always, setting it before me without comment.

“How are you feeling?” Ulrek asks while I eat, crouching beside me.

I swallow, finding my voice rusty from disuse. “Good. I’m not tired.”

“You’ve adjusted so quickly,” he says, wonder in his voice. “Even your muscles in your legs are bigger.”

“Is that a compliment or an insult?” I ask, but there’s no heat in my words.

He laughs, the sound bright in the quiet yard. “Definitely a compliment.”

Once I’ve finished eating. He placed the bit back in my mouth and it’s back to work. The afternoon sun hangs high overhead when Ulrek finishes inspecting the last fence post.

I expect him to lead me back to the hitching post for untacking as usual. Instead, he turns me toward the farm gate rather than the barn, and alarm flutters in my chest.

“We’re done early today. Let’s have an adventure,” he says, leaning forward to pat my shoulder. “We’ve earned some fun after all those chores.”

I try to make a questioning sound around the bit, but it comes out as a muffled grunt. Adventure? My heart pounds faster as we approach the gate, the boundary between the farm’s safety and the outside world.

I pull back slightly on the reins, trying to communicate my concern, but Ulrek taps the crop against my flank—not a strike, just a reminder.

“Groth,” he says, his voice firm.

I move forward, every instinct screaming caution. I’m naked except for the tack. Does he not realize the risk? If anyone from the village sees me like this—if Aunt Mae were to encounter us—the thought makes me dizzy with panic.

As if sensing my anxiety, Ulrek leans down, his mouth close to my ear. “Don’t worry,” he whispers. “We’ll avoid the village. Just the country roads toward the hills. No one will see us there.”

His confidence does little to calm me. He doesn’t understand what it means to be caught between worlds the way I am. He can’t imagine the shame of being recognized.

With a harder smack to my bottom, I jolt forward through the gate and onto the dirt road beyond. I‘ve walked this path a hundred times, but never like this.

“Strev,” Ulrek commands, and I pick up my pace.

The leather of the bridle creaks as I move, the bit pressing against my tongue each time Ulrek adjusts the reins. The first mile passes in tense silence, my eyes constantly scanning for approaching travelers. But the road remains empty, stretching before us like an invitation.

“Harrk,” Ulrek says as we reach a fork in the road. I stop immediately, my response automatic now.

To the left lies the path to the village. To the right, a narrow track winds toward the distant hills, rarely traveled except by shepherds. Ulrek guides me right with the reins, kicking me back into motion.

“Strev,” he says again, and we continue at a brisk pace.

As we move farther from both farm and village, something unexpected happens. The panic begins to recede, replaced by a creeping exhilaration. Out here, with no walls or fences, the rhythm of my movement takes on a distinct quality. My muscles stretch and contract with each step, power building in my legs.

“Harrak!” Ulrek says suddenly, landing three quick swats to my flank with the crop and spurring me into a run.

I gallop for the first time, and the sensation steals my breath. The wind rushes against my naked skin, cooling the sweat that beads there. My hair streams behind me, the pony boots striking the earth in a rapid tattoo. Something wild uncoils inside me—something that has nothing to do with being human or pony-girl, but simply with being alive and moving.

Ulrek laughs above me, the sound pure and delighted. “Faster, Char!” he cries, just as excited as me, and I push myself faster than ever before.

My legs are pumping, and my breath in coming in sharp pulls through my nose. When I begin to slow, the crop comes down on my flank with enough sting to startle me forward again. I used to hate the crop. Thought it was barbaric, but now I understand its purpose. It focuses me, encourages me to be my best.

The paradox isn’t lost on me. Here I am, arms bound behind my back, bit in my mouth, naked and bridled—and yet I’ve never felt more free than in this moment, racing down an empty country road with nothing but open sky above me.

We crest a small hill, and Ulrek pulls gently on the reins. “Harrk,” he says, and I slow to a stop, sides heaving from the exertion.

“Drakk.” I drop quickly to my knees. He dismounts, allowing me to rest. Without the bit, I could tell him how strange and wonderful that felt, and how confused I am by my own reaction. Instead, I can only stand quietly as he strokes my flanks, praising me for my speed and endurance.

“I knew you’d enjoy it once we got out here,” he says, his amber eyes bright with satisfaction. “You were made for this, Chara.”

The words send a complicated shiver through me. I don’t know how to feel about his assessment, but I can’t deny the electric thrill that still buzzes through my veins.

“We should go further,” Ulrek decides, remounting and settling his weight on my back once more. “There’s a stream about a mile ahead where we can rest properly.”

I stand patiently as he adjusts himself in the saddle. My initial fear has faded to a low-level wariness, constantly scanning the horizon for other travelers. But the land remains empty, the path ours alone.

“Groth,” Ulrek commands, and we move forward again.

The road narrows as we continue, trees crowding closer on either side. Sunlight dapples the path, creating shifting patterns that my eyes follow absently.

“Around this bend is the stream,” Ulrek says, his voice light with anticipation.

I move forward at his gentle urging, enjoying the simple pleasure of making him happy. The trees part ahead, revealing a curve in the road that leads downhill. I round the bend eagerly, looking forward to the cool water on my skin. Only to find the road is no longer empty.

My heart stops as I see four Grivvets in strange garments mounted on sleek pony-girls. Their clothing is marked on their arms with a strange insignia.

Ulrek yanks hard on the reins, the bit cutting painfully into the corners of my mouth as I stumble to an abrupt halt. His body goes rigid above me, his tail freezing mid-twitch.

“Eyes down,” he whispers urgently, his voice barely audible. “Act like a real pony-girl. Don’t look at them directly.”

I drop my gaze immediately, staring at the dirt road beneath my boots. My entire body trembles with sudden terror.

The Grivvets continue their approach, unhurried, but we have caught their attention.

“Young Ulrek,” the lead one calls, his voice carrying easily across the distance between us. “Didn’t expect to see you out this far from the farm.”

“Warden Drell,” Ulrek replies, his voice remarkably steady despite the tension I feel radiating through his legs. “Afternoon patrol?”

Oh heavens! They aren’t ordinary Grivvets. They are the law keepers of the clans who deal with anything from pony-girl theft, property disputes, animal abuse, to pony registration.

We are breaking at least a half a dozen laws. But the two most important are that I’m from the northern villages, which is against the law to take women from there, and there is the fact I’m not a real pony-girl with no farm marks or registration.

“Border check,” the warden replies as they draw closer. “Had reports of unauthorized trading near the eastern ridge.”

They surround us now, their mounts forming a loose circle. I can see only boots and the lower bodies of their pony-girls from my downcast position, but I feel the weight of their scrutiny.

“Fine mount you have there,” says another officer, his voice appreciative. “New acquisition?”

“Yes,” Ulrek says, his hand coming to rest on my shoulder in what might appear to be a casual gesture, but feels like a warning. “Father just brought her in.”

The lead officer—Drell—circles his mount around me, and I can feel his eyes examining every inch of my body. “Good lines,” he comments. “Strong shoulders, excellent posture. Seems quite tame for one so new, but its mane is a mess.”

“Yes. I’ll fix that soon,” Ulrek assured him. “I just couldn’t wait to take her out for a run. To see how fast I could push her.”

“And?” another asks, interest clear in his tone.

Ulrek straightens. “She’s extraordinary—the fastest horse I’ve ever ridden.”

I want to snort at that since I’m the only one he’s ever ridden.

The warden’s voice is intrigued. “We could always use more powerful mounts with stamina. Skarn might consider selling her to the regiment.”

Panic laces Ulrek’s tone. “I’m not sure about that. She’s still new and mostly untrained.”

A shiver runs down my spine as fear clogs my throat. The regiment's soldiers are even worse than the wardens. They train for battles and defend the Grivvet territories. Here and across the seas. Ulrek has told me stories of them, and how their pony-girls are treated.

“They have strict training for their horses,” the warden says, his voice firm. “She would be put through rigorous conditioning.”

Ulrek’s voice drops. “I don’t want to see her broken.”

The warden chitters in laughter and the others join in. “Ah, you are still young, my boy, but you of all should know better. You are Skarn the Breakers son. He’s the best pony-girl trainer in this valley. All horses need to be broken. It’s the only way they can be trusted to depend solely on their masters, obeying every command—even at their own peril.”

My skin crawls in disgust, but I remain motionless, trying to mimic the vacant expression I’ve seen on other pony-girls. Inside, my thoughts race with panic. If they discover I’m unbranded, what happens to me? Would they send me to the regiment and arrest Ulrek?

“Let’s see her registration,” Drell says, his tone shifting suddenly from appreciative to professional. “Dismount and display her marks.”

Ulrek’s legs tighten against my sides. “Of course, officer,” he says, his voice light but strained. “She’s a little skittish when I get near that area. The mark is still fresh, and she remembers the pain.”

“She will have to get over being touched. Her flesh is yours to do as you wish,” Drell replies, clearly uninterested. “Now show me the mark, or I’ll dismount and show you how to properly handle the animal.”

Sweat trickles down my spine. The brands should be visible on my inner labia when I’m bent over or kneeling, but my flesh is unmarked.

I can’t be marked if I want to maintain my human life outside the farm, and Ulrek should have known better than to take me off the farm like this.

“You know,” Ulrek continues, his voice taking on the enthusiastic tone he uses when discussing farm operations, ”Father may have a few pony-girls fully trained and suited for the regiment, now that I think about it. I’ll have to discuss it with him.”

I can hear the desperation beneath his casual chatter. He’s stalling, trying to distract them from their demand. Their pony-girl’s shift slightly under them, clearly feeling the impatience of their riders growing.

“The marks, young Ulrek,” Drell repeats, firmer now. “Or is there a problem?”

My heart hammers so violently I fear they might hear it. My mouth goes dry around the bit, making it difficult to swallow. The other wardens shift in their saddle like they are getting ready to dismount.

“Of course not,” Ulrek says quickly. “I just thought you’d like to know about some of our available stock. The registration is—“

“I’ll check it myself,” Drell interrupts, clearly tired of Ulrek’s evasions. “Drakk!” He snaps and his pony-girl immediately drops to her knees. He swings down from his mount, handing the reins to another officer.

He approaches me with the confidence of someone who has inspected countless pony-girls before. His clawed hand reaches toward my inner thigh, and I can’t suppress a shiver of fear. The moment his fingers touch my skin, he’ll know. There’s nothing Ulrek can say to explain the absence of registration marks.

Just as Drell’s hand extends toward me, a commotion erupts down the road behind us. A pony-girl bursts into view, running wild without a rider, her bridle torn and hanging askew. Blood streams from a gash on her leg, her eyes wide with animal panic. She charges straight toward our group, a sound close to a scream escaping her gagged mouth.

The wardens react instantly, their focus shifting to the immediate threat. Their mounts dance nervously as the runaway pony-girl barrels past, nearly colliding with one of them.

“Secure that stock!” Drell barks, abandoning his inspection to leap back onto his mount. “She’s injured and could be dangerous!”

The patrol reorganized in seconds; their training clear in their swift response. But before they gallop off in pursuit, Drell turns back to us. His amber eyes narrowed.

“We’ll be stopping by Skarn’s farm soon to check on that stock you mentioned,” he says, voice sharp with suspicion. “And to check that horse’s mark.”

With that final warning, he spurs his mount after the others, who are already in pursuit of the runaway.

The moment they vanish around the bend, Ulrek’s entire demeanor changes. Without warning, the crop comes down hard across my flank—the first truly painful strike he’s ever delivered. I jerk forward with a muffled cry of surprise.

“Harrak!” he shouts, voice breaking with strain as he strikes me again. “Go! Now!”

I surged into motion; the pain sparking an instinctive response. The crop lands twice more, driving me into a full gallop. Tears spring to my eyes, not just from the stinging welts rising on my skin, but from the shock of Ulrek’s sudden cruelty, and my own fear.

We race back the way we came, my boots pounding the dirt path. The bit cuts into my mouth as he pulls the reins too tightly, his fear translating into rough handling.

He would never treat me this way if fear wasn’t clouding his mind, so I don’t hold it against him. Besides, I want to get back to the farm quickly as possible.

“Faster!” he urges, his voice tight with panic. “This is so bad!”

I push harder, my legs burning with the effort, lungs straining against the restricted breathing the bit imposes. Spittle builds on the edges of my mouth.

All I can think as we flee is how close I came to discovery—to having my dual existence exposed and destroyed. One more second, one moment without that fortuitous distraction, and everything would have changed.

The crop strikes again when I begin to slow, and I respond automatically, finding reserves of energy I didn’t know I possessed.

Through the blind panic of our flight, one thought surfaces with terrible clarity: we were nieve thinking we could bend the rules. And the consequences of playing at being property are far more serious than either of us ever understood.

We arrive at the farm in tense silence, my flanks stinging from the crop, and my legs trembling with exertion. Ulrek hasn’t spoken a word since we fled the patrol. His body is rigid with fear above me. As we pass through the gate, I see Skarn standing in the yard, his arms crossed, his tail absolutely still—always a bad sign. He watches our approach with narrowed eyes, and I know immediately that our recklessness has been discovered.

“Father,” Ulrek begins, his voice small and tight.

Skarn raises a hand, cutting him off. “Inside,” he says, jerking his head toward the barn. “Now.”

Ulrek guides me forward with gentle pressure from his legs—all traces of his earlier roughness gone. The farmhands working nearby avert their eyes, sensing trouble. No one wants to witness whatever is about to unfold.

The barn door closes behind us with a heavy thud. Dust motes dance in the beams of light filtering through the windows; the sweet smell of hay doing nothing to ease the tension crackling in the air.

“Drakk,” Skarn says sharply, and I drop to my knees automatically. Ulrek dismounts but makes no move to remove my tack. He holds my reins tightly in his hands.

“What happened? Why did you take her off the farm?” Skarn demands, his voice cold and controlled.

Ulrek stands before his father, ears flattened against his head. “We went riding beyond the farm. The eastern road, toward the stream.” His tail droops between his legs. “We ran into warden Drell and his patrol.”

“And… and they asked to see her registration marks,” Skarn finishes, his amber eyes flicking to me briefly before returning to his son. “Marks she doesn’t have, because this is all pretend, isn’t it?”

I knelt silently; the bit preventing me from defending Ulrek or myself. The metal presses against my tongue, a constant reminder of my current powerlessness. Of all the times to be silenced, this feels particularly cruel.

“This is exactly what I warned you about,” Skarn continues, now pacing. “This game you two have been playing stops now.”

“It wasn’t a game,” Ulrek protests weakly. “We were careful. No one saw us until—“

“Until wardens did,” Skarn cuts in. “Of all the possibilities of being seen, it had to be wardens. Do you have any idea what would have happened if they’d completed their inspection?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “You would be facing imprisonment for fraud, boy. Presenting an unmarked human as registered livestock? That’s a serious offense.”

Ulrek pales visibly, his green-gray skin taking on an ashen quality. “I didn’t think—“

“No, you didn’t,” Skarn agrees harshly. “And as for her,” he turns to me, meeting my eyes directly, “she would be seized as unregistered livestock and sold at auction.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. Auction. Sold. The reality of what we’ve been risking crashes down on me all at once. This isn’t just about embarrassment or breaking some minor rule. The consequences are life-altering.

“The authorities don’t care about your arrangement,” Skarn continues, his voice dropping lower. “They don’t care that she goes home at night. All they would see is an unmarked pony-girl—contraband, essentially. Property to be confiscated and redistributed.”

My stomach twists at his description. Property. Is that how the world would see me if I were caught? Is that what I’ve been playing at becoming?

“You think this is all about ownership,” Skarn says, addressing me now, though he knows I can’t respond. “The mark isn’t just ownership. It’s protection.” His expression shifts, becoming almost pitying. “Without it, she would be unregistered stock—and there are far worse farms than ours, Ulrek.”

Ulrek swallows audibly. “An injured runaway pony-girl distracted them. They didn’t see.”

“This time,” Skarn snaps. “But Drell isn’t stupid. He’ll be coming here to check, and soon.” He stops pacing, facing us both. “What do you think happens then? When he asks to see this pony-girl? When he can’t find her in our registry?”

The implications hung heavy in the air between us. My heart hammers against my ribs. Each beat a reminder of how close we came to disaster.

“Play all you want,” Skarn says, his final warning cutting through the air, “but the law doesn’t play. One mistake and she stops being your friend, and she becomes someone else’s property. There will be no going home at night after that. And you will be in prison.” His eyes burn into Ulrek’s. “Drell won’t forget this.”

Ulrek hangs his head, properly chastised. “What do we do, Father?”

Skarn sighs, the sound heavy with frustration. “I need to think. For now, take her tack off and let her go home. Tomorrow morning, you bring her to me.” He turns to leave, then pauses at the door. “First light, Ulrek. Don’t be late.”

The barn door closes behind him, leaving us in stunned silence. Ulrek moves behind me, fingers fumbling with the bridle buckles. When he finally removes the bit, my jaw aches from the rough ride.

“This is all my fault,” he whispers, working on the saddle straps next. “I shouldn’t have taken you off the farm. I just wanted...” He trails off, unable to find the words.

I work my jaw, finding my voice. “You wanted to pretend it was real.”

He doesn’t deny it. “I never meant to put you in danger.”

“But you did,” I whisper as the saddle lifts away. “We both did.”

The restraints come off at last, and I bring my arms forward slowly, rubbing circulation back into my wrists.

“What do you think he wants tomorrow?” I ask as Ulrek helps me dress, my fingers still clumsy from being bound.

“I don’t know,” Ulrek admits, his ears drooping. “But you can’t be late.”

I dress quickly and we part ways at the farm gate as always, but there’s none of our usual warmth. No promises about tomorrow, no laughter. Just quiet fear and the weight of consequences, neither of us fully understood until today.

That night, I lay awake in my bed at Aunt Mae’s house, staring at the ceiling, my body still feeling the phantom weight of the saddle, and the ghost pressure of the bit between my teeth. The welts from Ulrek’s crop have faded to dull red lines, but the memory of his panic remains sharp.

I understand now, truly understand, how fragile my situation is. I’ve been playing between worlds, believing I could step in and out at will, that boundaries were things I could cross without consequence. But the law doesn’t care about my intentions or my arrangement with Ulrek. It sees only a human or pony-girl, free or owned.

Tomorrow I must face Skarn, and whatever decision he’s made about our future. The thought follows me into uneasy dreams—dreams of running down endless roads, wardens in pursuit, and my feet no longer my own to direct.


Chapter 10

The sun barely peeks over the horizon when I arrive at the farm gate. I’m early because I barely slept last night. My stomach is twisted into knots, and every step toward the farmhouse feels like I’m walking to my doom.

I wonder what punishment awaits our recklessness. Whatever decision he’s made during the night, I know our carefree days of pretending are over.

Ulrek must be anxious too because he is already waiting for me. His tail hangs limp, ears flattened against his head. There is no excited bounce, no cheerful greeting as usual. Just worry etched into every line of his face.

“Hello,” he says, refusing to look me in the eye.

“Hello.” I stopped beside him, both of us staring at the farmhouse door now. “How bad will it be?”

“Father was up all night,” Ulrek replied, his voice low. “I heard him pacing, muttering about laws and patrols.”

He takes my hand, his clawed fingers gentle against my skin, as the door opens and Skarn steps outside. His amber eyes tracked our arrival without warmth.

“Sit,” he says simply, gesturing to the chairs on the porch which are too small for me, so I lower myself onto the top step, keeping my hands folded in my lap to hide their trembling. Ulrek takes the chair nearest me, his tail twitching nervously.

Skarn doesn‘t waste time with pleasantries. “Warden Drell will come here. That is a fact. Maybe it’ll be today, or maybe tomorrow, or maybe next month, but he will come.” He holds a paper in one clawed hand. “He’ll demand to see the pony-girl his patrol encountered yesterday, and he’ll expect to find her properly registered and marked.”

“I can stay away,” I offer immediately. “I won’t come back until they’ve forgotten about us.”

Skarn’s tail flicks once, dismissively. “Drell doesn’t forget. And if he comes looking for a pony-girl that doesn’t exist, he’ll start asking questions. I could try to find a pony-girl that matches your build and looks, but Drell is shrewd and hard to fool.”

“But it’s possible.” Ulrek asks with hope.

“Yes, but if he finds out we tricked him, it’ll only make it worse for both of us,” Skarn warns. “And if he sees Chara running around on the farm or on the roads as both human and pony, then we are right back where we started.”

“Then what do you suggest?” I ask even though I’m afraid to know.

“You have exactly two choices,” Skarn tells us, his voice level but firm. “Either Chara stops coming to this farm entirely—permanently—or she becomes what you’ve both been pretending her to be.”

“What?” I stare at him, certain that I’ve misunderstood.

“Legal registration.” Skarn holds up the paper in his hand. “Farm mark. Official documentation listing you as property of this farm. That’s what it takes to satisfy the law. I can backdate with no one knowing.”

The world tilts slightly, and my lungs can’t seem to pull in enough air.

“You want me to actually become a pony-girl?” My voice breaks on the last word.

“I want you to stop putting my son and my farm at risk,” Skarn corrected sharply. “The choice is yours. Walk away now and never return, and we can find a suitable horse to replace that you or my son will take you as his official pony-girl. Both of you make this real and Chara becomes your mount.”

I look to Ulrek, desperate for support, but what I see in his expression stops the words in my throat. Beneath his obvious guilt lurks something else—a barely concealed excitement, a hunger I recognize from our practice sessions. Part of him wants this. Has maybe always wanted this?

“I can’t just—“ I shake my head, anger rising alongside panic. “I have a life! Family! I can’t become property!”

“Then your arrangement ends today,” Skarn says simply. “You leave, and don‘t return.”

“Father,” Ulrek interjects, his voice uncharacteristically firm. “There must be another way.”

Skarn’s ears flatten. “The law doesn‘t recognize ‘another way,’ boy. She’s human, or she’s livestock. There is no between.”

My mind races, searching for an escape from this impossible choice. I’ve spent days playing at submission, experiencing the strange peace of surrendering control, but always with the safety of knowing I could walk away. To make it real, permanent—the thought makes me physically ill.

Yet the alternative—never seeing Ulrek again, never returning to the farm, ending our friendship entirely—seems equally impossible. Despite everything, I need those hours of connection, of belonging somewhere, and to someone who cares about me.

“What if,” I begin carefully, the idea forming as I speak, “I accept the minimum legal requirements? Just the mark, just the papers—enough to satisfy Drell if he comes looking.” I look directly at Skarn. “I keep my human life still and I go home every night so my aunt and uncle won’t find out.”

“Also, I’m never sold or traded or—or transformed completely.”

Skarn’s eyes narrow, considering.

“A compromise,” Ulrek says quickly, seizing on the idea. “I don’t want any other pony-girl. She will be my personal pony-girl to any officials who check, but remains Chara my best friend everywhere else.”

“The mark isn’t something you can take off at night,” Skarn warns, his voice low. “Once it’s burned in, it’s forever. The outside world will only see what you are if they discover it. There is no going back.”

A shiver runs through me at his words, but I lift my chin. “I understand. But it would be my choice. A mark I accept willingly for protection, not ownership.”

“Oh, there will be ownership. That’s what the mark states. You will belong to my farm.”

“No! She will belong to me,” Ulrek demanded. “But she will also belong to herself.” He looks at me, his words carrying a promise that eases some of my fear.

“And if Drell wants to see you perform? If he tests your training?” Skarn presses.

“I’ve been practicing for weeks,” I reply. “I know the commands and can do what’s needed to convince him.”

Skarn looks between us, his expression unreadable. Finally, he sighs, a sound of grudging acceptance.

“She would be registered officially as your mount then,” he says to Ulrek. “Your responsibility entirely.”

“I understand,” Ulrek replies, his tail beginning to swish with barely contained emotion.

Skarn turns to me. “The mark goes between your thighs, where it can be checked by authorities but hidden from human eyes when you are clothed. We will have to be stricter on the farm, though. You’ll wear all restraints whenever you’re on farm property. And if anyone—anyone—discovers what we’re doing, then things will have to change.”

I swallow hard but nod. “I accept those terms.”

“This is not a game anymore,” Skarn emphasized, his amber eyes boring into mine. “You will be, in the eyes of Grivvet law, property. Not a person. Do you truly understand what that means?”

“I do.” My voice is steadier than I feel.

Skarn sits back, his decision made. “The marking will happen after the midday break. Until then, she’s to be prepared properly.” He flicks his tail in dismissal. “Ulrek, see to it.”

We rise, Ulrek’s hand finding mine as we walk towards the stables. The morning sun has climbed higher now, bathing the yard in golden light, and the farmhands are up and about, starting their work.

“Are you sure about this?” Ulrek asks quietly, his amber eyes searching my face.

I’m not sure. Not at all. But the alternative—walking away from him — seems unthinkable.

“Yes,” I lie, forcing conviction into my voice. “I’m sure.”

As we cross the yard toward the stable, I feel the eyes of the other pony-girls on me—women who weren‘t given the luxury of choice that I still possess. I wonder if they see the irony: that I’m willingly stepping into the life they were forced into.

I expect him to take me to our usual spot behind the storage barn, but he guides me toward the main stable where the farm’s actual pony-girls are kept. My steps falter as I realize what this means. No more pretending in private spaces—today I’m being prepared like a real pony-girl in a real stall.

“Ulrek?” I whisper, tugging slightly at his hand. “Where are we going?”

His amber eyes met mine briefly. “Father wants everything done properly today. We need to use a real stall.” His voice is gentle, but leaves no room for argument.

The stable door creaks as he pushes it open. The familiar scents of hay, leather, and the musky odor of pony-girls wash over me. Most stalls are empty; their occupants already out. Only a few pony-girls remain inside, kneeling or standing quietly in their stalls, waiting for handlers to collect them.

They look up as we pass, eyes filled with curiosity. Women don’t come in here fully dressed and walking without restraints, but that will change shortly.

Ulrek stops at an empty stall near the end of the row. Clean straw covers the floor, and fresh water fills the trough attached to one wall.

“Here,” Ulrek says softly, pushing the half-door open and gesturing for me to enter.

I step inside; the straw crunching beneath my shoes. The space feels too small. The wooden walls are high, with a split door so the bottom half can be closed and still see inside or both can be shut completely. There is no bed or other comforts, just a straw-covered wooden floor with a thicker pile in the corner, a mockery of a bed. This is a place for animals, not humans.

Ulrek follows me in and closes the door behind him. “We need to prepare you now.”

I nod, my throat too tight for words. My fingers trembled slightly as I reached for the hem of my dress, pulling it over my head in one quick motion. My undergarments follow, and soon I stand naked in the straw.

I thought I got over my modesty, but suddenly I feel like it’s the first day all over again and I cross my arms protectively over my chest, despite knowing modesty has no place here.

Ulrek doesn’t comment on my discomfort. He simply reaches for the equipment hanging on hooks outside the stall—familiar items I’ve worn before, but which now carry new weight.

He doesn’t command me, but I lower myself to my knees as soon as I see the arm restraints in his hand.

I place my wrists at the small of my back without him asking.

The leather wraps around them securely, and the feeling of them grounds me somehow, focusing my spinning thoughts on the physical reality of my situation.

Ulrek grabs a set of ankle restraints, but these differ from what I’ve worn before—heavier, with a shorter chain between them.

“These are the real pony-girl hobblers,” he explains as he fastens them around my ankles. “The other ones were trainers so you could get used to moving in small steps.”

The metal clinks as I shift my weight, testing the restriction and feeling how short the chain is in between. I won’t be moving anywhere fast.

Next comes the collar—thick leather with the D-ring at the front for attaching a lead rope. Ulrek lifts my hair gently, his fingers brushing the nape of my neck as he secures the buckle. When he moves back to check the fit, our eyes meet.

“Too tight?” he asks, slipping two fingers beneath the leather.

I shake my head. “It‘s fine.”

His expression as he looks at me is complex—sadness mingled with something else, something that looks unsettlingly like certainty. Like the acceptance of a new reality. The playfulness that usually lights his eyes when we engage in our pony-girl games is gone, replaced by a solemn focus that makes him look older than his years.

“I’m sorry it has to be this way,” he says quietly. “But I’m not sorry you’ll be mine.”

Before I can respond, he surprises me by wrapping his arms around me in a tight hug, uncaring that my bare breasts are pressed to his chest. He doesn’t see me that way, and neither do I. Grivvet and humans never interact that way.

I can’t return it with my arms bound, but I lean into his embrace, my forehead resting against his shoulder.

“Everything will be all right,” he whispers, his breath warm against my ear. “I’ll take care of you. I promise, and I’ll try to spend time with you off the farm as a human whenever I can.”

The words comfort me, but they send a shiver through me as well. I’m not supposed to need taking care of. I’m a grown woman and I’m supposed to be his equal, his friend—not his responsibility, or his property.

He pulls back, his clawed hands lingering on my shoulders. “I won’t let anything bad happen to you. You’ll see.”

I try to smile, to show I believe him, but my lips tremble with the effort. Ulrek notices, his ears flattening slightly with concern.

“Almost done,” he says, reaching for the final piece of equipment—the bridle.

It’s the one I’ve worn many times before, with familiar leather straps and silver buckles. The bit gleams dully in the stable’s dim light. Ulrek holds it up before my face, waiting.

I open my mouth without being asked. The metal slides between my teeth, cold and heavy on my tongue. Ulrek works quickly, securing the straps around my head, checking each buckle with practiced movements. With each change, my ability to communicate diminishes. By the time he’s finished, I can only make muffled sounds around the bit.

Ulrek steps back, surveying his work. I kneel before him—naked, bound, bridled. No longer merely playing at being a pony-girl. In a few hours I will be one, at least on paper.

“You look...” he begins, then stops himself. “I need to help Father prepare for the marking. You’ll wait here.”

I make a questioning sound around the bit, trying to ask how long.

“Try to rest. The marking will be... difficult.”

Difficult. The euphemism hangs between us, both knowing it means painful. I nod anyway, accepting what I’ve already agreed to.

“I’ll come back for you,” he promises, backing toward the stall door. “Just be patient.”

With that, he steps out, latching the half-door behind him. His footsteps fade as he walks away, leaving me alone in the stall, unable to do anything but wait. It really hits me then how life as a pony-girl would be. I could spend days doing nothing, waiting on the whims of a Grivvet master.

But Ulrek would never ignore me or take me for granted. He said I’d still be able to live my life after this, and I have to believe him.

When the stable door finally creaks open hours later and Ulrek appears, I almost sob with gratitude. Not because I’m happy to see him—though part of me is—but because any change is welcome after the emptiness of waiting.

I was sitting in the pile of straw, and awkwardly stood up, which is tricky with my legs hobbled and my arms bound.

“Ready?” he asks, coming into the stall.

I make an affirmative sound around the bit, which makes him smile. He clips a lead rope to my collar and tugs gently, guiding me out of the stall. I notice a subtle hop in his step, a barely contained energy that seems at odds with the gravity of what’s about to happen. Despite his clear attempt to appear solemn, there’s an undercurrent of excitement to his movements that makes think he’s happy I’ll be his pony-girl even if it’s only on the registration.

“Father has everything prepared,” he says, leading me through the stable. “It will be quick.”

The sunlight hits my eyes as we exit, making me squint after hours in the dim stable. The farmyard is busy; activities continuing while my life is about to change forever. A few farmhands watched us pass.

They figured out something is different about me after a few days, especially when I walked off the farm each night dressed in clothes, but they never questioned it. I think everyone here respects Skarn enough to mind their own business.

Ulrek leads me toward a small building I’ve never entered before. A curved metal frame stands outside it, and a cold jolt of fear shoots through me. I know what it’s used for. It’s built to hold a pony-girl bent forward at the waist. Straps and chains hang off it, used for securing limbs. A group of farmhands has gathered nearby, watching our approach as if this is some ritual, and maybe it is.

It’s a big deal for me , but it might be for Grivvet’s as well.

“Don’t look at them,” Ulrek murmurs, noticing my eyes darting toward the onlookers. “Just focus on me.”

Skarn waits beside the rack, his expression businesslike. No anger or satisfaction—just the matter-of-fact demeanor of someone completing a necessary farm task.

“Drakk,” he commands when Ulrek guides me right up to the rack and I sink to my knees instantly, the response automatic now. My heart hammers so violently I fear it might break through my ribs.

“Secure her properly,” Skarn instructs Ulrek. “This needs to be done correctly.”

Ulrek guides me forward until my hips press against a padded crossbar, then gently pushes my upper body down until I’m bent at the waist, my shoulder supported by another padded bar, leaving my breasts to hang beneath me.

Skarn’s voice cuts through the tension, steady and commanding. “Secure her head first.” Ulrek moves with ease, telling me he’s done this process before.

First, fastening the collar around my throat to the rack which keeps me from rising. He then clips the sides of my bridle, ensuring my head is held firmly in place. I pull my head back and get a little panicked when I can’t move at all. “Shh… it’ll be okay.” Ulrek whispers, caressing my face as if he’s petting me, and it feels like he’s trying to calm a pony-girl and not his best friend.

“Thigh restraints,” Skarn continues, handing Ulrek two wide leather straps when he disappears behind me.

These fasten around my mid-thighs, pulled tight and secured to the frame, ensuring I cannot close my legs or shift my position. I try not to think about how vulnerable I am, how exposed, but it’s impossible to ignore with the cool air touching places usually hidden.

Someone—I can’t see who—fastens a final strap across my lower back, pinning me firmly to the frame. I couldn’t move now even if I tried. Panic flutters in my chest, a trapped bird seeking escape.

“Good,” I hear Skarn say from right behind me and then places one clawed hand on my bum. I make a sound of alarm at how freely he is touching me, but I am ignored as he talks with his son.

“The farm mark is simple,” he explains, and I realize he’s teaching Ulrek, not explaining it for my benefit. “A stylized symbol for our family name, with a number sequence unique to each pony. The mark goes here.“ His fingers pulled my lower lips apart, making me flinch. “I know you’ve seen me do it before, but this time I want you to place it.”

I strain to see what’s happening, but my position makes it impossible. I can only stare at the dirt beneath the frame, feeling horribly exposed as Skarn continues his lesson.

“The stylus needs to burn deep enough to create a permanent scar, but not so deep as to damage to outer tissue.” Skarn’s voice remains steady, instructional. “Too shallow and it fades, but too deep and it takes too long to heal, and infection becomes a risk.”

I hear the crackle of flames and the hiss of metal heating. My entire body tenses in anticipation of pain.

“Hold completely still,” Skarn warns, the first words directed at me since I was secured. “Movement will make the mark uneven.”

A small whimper escapes around the bit. Ulrek appears in my line of sight, crouching to meet my eyes.

“It will be over quickly,” he promises, reaching to stroke my hair. “Just breathe.”

Then he’s gone again. I hear him approach me from behind again, and a set of hands pull my lower lips open. “Go ahead.” Skarn urges.

The first touch of the hot stylus against my most sensitive flesh sends lightning through my body. Pain—sharp, searing, immediate—radiates outward from the point of contact. I bite down hard on the bit, a muffled scream tearing from my throat as Ulrek traces the pattern carefully.

Both of us taking part in this moment. It’s his first time, as well as mine. As a future farm owner, he will have to do this to hundreds of pony-girls, so this won’t be his last time, but I hope it’s mine.

The smell of burning flesh—my flesh—filled the air. Tears spring to my eyes, streaming down my cheeks unchecked. I try to pull away instinctively, but the restraints hold me immobile, forcing me to accept each moment of burning agony.

“Almost done,” Ulrek murmurs, still focused on what he is doing, but I barely hear him over the roaring in my ears.

The stylus lifts briefly, then returns. Fresh pain blooms, and this time I can’t hold back the scream. It comes from deep in my chest, distorted by the bit but unmistakably anguished. Some distant part of me feels shame at making such a sound, at showing such weakness, but the pain overwhelms everything else.

After what feels like an eternity, but is probably less than a minute, the burning stops. The stylus lifts away for the last time, and I hang in the restraints, my body trembling uncontrollably, sweat covering my skin despite the cool air. My breath comes in ragged gasps around the bit, tears and saliva mingling on my chin.

“Clean it carefully,” Skarn instructs, moving away. “Then apply the healing salve.”

Something cool touches the burning area—a cloth soaked in water. The gentle touch still sends spasms of pain through me, but it’s bearable compared to the marking itself.

“You did well,” Ulrek says softly, working to unfasten the restraints. “Such a good girl.”

I hang limply as the straps come off one by one. My legs shake so badly I doubt they’ll support my weight. When the final restraint is removed, Ulrek helps me back up, supporting most of my weight.

“Drakk,” he says gently when I try to stand. It’s probably for the best if I stay kneeling for a while.

Through the haze of pain, I realize it’s done. I am marked and registered as a pony-girl. The farm‘s symbol is now burned into my flesh, declaring to any who might check that I am property, not a person. The reality of what I’ve allowed to happen crashes over me in waves, but I’m too exhausted, too overwhelmed by pain, to fully process it.

Ulrek stands beside me, his amber eyes full of concern—and something else. Pride? Satisfaction? I can’t tell through my tears, and I’m not sure I want to know.

“Here,” Ulrek says, holding something in front of my face once I’m untied from the rack. It’s small and brown—a Sugaroot. The treat he offered before that I’ve always refused. “It helps with pain.”

This time, I don’t hesitate. I open my mouth, letting him slip the sweet lump past my lips. The taste hits my tongue immediately—earthy sweetness with an herbal undertone—and I suck slowly, desperately seeking any relief from the burning pain between my legs.

“Good girl,” Ulrek murmurs, stroking my hair back from my tear-streaked face. “Good girl.”

The words wash over me, and I lean into his touch. My usual resistance to being praised like an animal has vanished, burned away with the mark. Right now, I just want comfort, relief—anything to distract me from the throbbing pain.

“You’re a good girl,” he repeated softly, and I nodded, surprising myself.

The Sugaroot dissolves slowly on my tongue, spreading warmth through my body. The sensation travels outward, a pleasant tingling that reaches my fingertips and toes. It doesn’t eliminate the pain entirely, but transforms it somehow—making it distant, less important. My thoughts grow pleasantly hazy around the edges.

“Better?” Ulrek asks, helping me to my feet.

I mumble yes, but it comes out more like a whinny because of the bit, and the soreness in my throat from screaming.

He held the rope attached to my collar, waiting until I’m steady before guiding me away from the rack. The farmhands have dispersed, returning to their duties. Only Skarn remains, watching us with an unreadable expression before turning away.

“I’ll always take care of you,” Ulrek promises, his voice close to my ear. “You’re mine now. Truly mine.”

In my Sugaroot-hazed state, the possessive statement doesn’t alarm me as it should. Instead, it feels like a lifeline, something solid to cling to in the uncertainty that is now my life.

He guides me slowly across the yard, mindful of my hobbled steps and the fresh pain between my thighs. Each movement sends renewed sparks of discomfort through me, but the Sugaroot’s effect keeps it manageable. The sun has begun its descent, casting long shadows across the farm as evening approaches.

“Let’s go to the paddock,” Ulrek suggests. “Some fresh air will help.”

He leads me to a small, grassy enclosure near the stables that’s empty. My pony-boots thumb softly on the grass.

“Drakk,” he says gently, and I sink to my knees without thinking.

He unclips the lead rope from my collar and moves to sit cross-legged in front of me. With careful hands, he unfastens the bridle completely, lifting it away from my face. The freedom to move my jaw fully brings unexpected relief.

“How do you feel?” he asks, setting the bridle aside.

I consider the question, sorting through the tangle of sensations and emotions. “Strange,” I finally answer. “Numb in some ways. Raw in others.”

He nods as if this makes perfect sense. “The mark will heal within a week , but the tenderness will fade sooner.”

We sit in silence as the light continues to soften around us. Birds call to each other from nearby trees, preparing to roost for the night. In the distance, I hear the sounds of the farm settling—stall doors closing, and the handlers calling out a few commands.

“No human can ever see it,” Ulrek says suddenly, breaking the quiet. “The mark.”

I blink at him, processing his words through the pleasant haze still clouding my thoughts. “What?”

“The mark,” he repeats. “If a human man were to see it—a potential husband—he would know, and you would get into trouble.”

The implication hits me slowly. There will be no future intimacy with a human without risking exposure. No marriage bed where my secret wouldn’t be discovered. No husband will understand why I had to do this.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” I admit.

“Does it matter?” Ulrek asks, his head tilted slightly, ears perked forward with interest. “Do you want to marry someday?”

The question should be complicated, but in my current state, the answer comes easily. “No. I don’t think I want to.” I meet his eyes directly.

A small smile curves his mouth. “Well, the stallions won’t mind seeing it,” he says, a teasing lilt entering his voice. “If you ever get the urge.”

Heat floods my face, burning away some of the Sugaroot’s pleasant fog. “Shut up,” I mutter, but there’s no real anger in it.

Ulrek chuckles, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. The gesture is casual, affectionate, though his fingers linger against my skin longer than necessary. The touch anchors me, reminding me that despite everything that’s happened today, he’s still my friend.

We fall into comfortable silence again as darkness creeps across the paddock. Stars appear overhead, distant points of light in the deepening blue. The air grows cooler against my bare skin, raising goosebumps along my arms.

“It’s getting late,” Ulrek observed. “You should be heading home soon.”

I try to imagine walking all the way to Aunt Mae‘s house—explaining my stiff movements, inventing a lie about where I’ve been all day. The thought exhausts me further.

“I don’t think I can walk that far tonight,” I admit. “Not with the pain.”

Ulrek nods as if he expected this answer. “Then stay here,” he suggested. “Just for tonight.”

“Where? In the stable?” I ask.

“It’s the only place big enough to hold you,” he confirms. “It’s not like you could fit in our house or our beds.” He chuckles. “Don’t worry. You’ll be comfortable, and I'll come get you right away in the morning.”

I weigh my options, but there aren’t many. I can‘t face the long walk home.

“All right,” I agreed. “Just tonight.”

Relief crosses his face. “I’ll make sure you’re comfortable,” he promises, grabbing the bridle and putting it back on me, but without the bit.

I notice the effects of the Sugaroot are fading; the pain returning in dull waves that make each step a challenge. By the time we reach the stable, I’m whimpering.

The stall looks different in the lantern light—somehow more welcoming than it appeared this morning. The straw has been refreshed, piled thicker in one corner to create a makeshift bed, but I’m surprised to find a light blanket laid out on top of it.

“Did you do this?” I ask, and he looks sheepish.

“Yeah. I figured you might not want to walk far tonight.”

His thoughtfulness tugs at my heart. I know the other pony-girls don’t receive special treatment. “Thank you.”

“I told you, I’d take care of you.”

Ulrek helps me inside, supporting me as I sink down onto the blanket. He removes my pony boots first, setting them carefully aside. My arms remain bound—which I expected—but he checks the restraints to ensure they won’t cause discomfort.

Instead of the rigid bit I wore earlier, he produces a softer one made of wrapped leather. “This is gentler,” he says. “It’s called a night bit.”

I open my mouth without protest, accepting it easily. The leather tastes of salt and oil but doesn’t press painfully against my tongue like the metal bit.

“One more thing,” Ulrek says, reaching into his pouch. Another Sugaroot appears between his fingers. “To help you sleep.”

I accept it eagerly, the sweet dissolving faster this time as if my body recognizes and welcomes its effects. Warmth spreads through me again, dulling both physical and emotional pain.

Ulrek crouches beside me. “I’ll check on you in the morning,” he promises. To my surprise, he reached out and patted my breast. “I know you're upset about today and I don’t blame you, but I can’t deny I like having you here. This close to me.”

I don’t know what to say to that because I’m well aware that I’m about to sleep in a stall like an animal, but I’m also relieved that he’s nearby.

“Goodnight, Chara.”

“Goodnight,” I try to say, but the bit transforms it into a meaningless sound. He seems to understand anyway.

As the stable door closes behind him, I’m left alone with my thoughts in the quiet stall. The straw rustles beneath me as I shift to find a comfortable position that doesn’t aggravate the fresh mark between my thighs. The Sugaroot’s haze wraps around my mind like a protective cocoon, muting the day’s events into something almost dreamlike.

But even through this pleasant fog, one reality remains clear: everything has changed. The friendship Ulrek and I built over the years has transformed into something more complex, more binding. I am still Chara, but I am also his—legally, physically marked as belonging to him. I have crossed a line I can never uncross.

Strangely, as sleep begins to pull at the edges of my consciousness, I find comfort in this certainty. The mark may be permanent, but so is his promise to care for me. Whatever comes tomorrow—wardens, inspections, the complicated dance of living between two worlds—we will face it together.

I drift off to sleep on a stable floor, arms bound behind me, a bit in my mouth, and naked-all the physical trappings of a pony-girl. Yet my last conscious thought is not of fear or regret, but of Ulrek’s gentle touch and his promises to do what’s best for me.

To Be Continued… (There are two more books in this story that will be quickly released within a few weeks of each other)

Lets be friends on Facebook under Lucy Moo or follow my INSTAGRAM page: lucymoo2023

Check out my other books:

The Hucow Black Market Series

	Captured. The Hucow Blackmarket 
	Auctioned. The Hucow Blackmarket 
	Purchased. The Hucow Blackmarket 


The Betrayed Milker Series: A BDSM Hucow Series

Sold to the Farm

Sent to the Farm

Tricked on the Farm

Back To The Farm.

Life Under the Dome Series:

Selected For Hucow Service

Hucow In Service

Escaping Hucow Service

Ending Hucow Service

Alphabet Farm Series:

The First Hucow: Annabelle

The Next Hucow: Buttercup

Joining The Herd: Clover

Hucow Farm Life: Dolly

The Newest Hucow: Ellie (coming 2026)

The Hucow Herd Series

Grade A: Prime Choice

Commercial Grade Hucow

Grade B: Butcher’s Choice Hucow

Grade D: Sent to the Cannery (coming 2026)

Sanda and the Hucow

Hucow Farm Series

Hucow Farm Book One: Intake

Hucow Farm Book Two: Transformation

Hucow Farm Book Three: The Farm

Hucow Farm Book Four: Hucow Exposed

Hucow Farm Book Five: Second Chances

Other Standalone Shorts Available Now:

Abducted: Hucow Alien Space Station

The Hucow Experiment: The Mad Scientist

Hucow Horror Farm

Shipwrecked On Hucow Island

The Hucow Lottery

Life Sentence: The Hucow Prison

The New Club Hucow: Udder MC

Alien’s Hucow Incubator

The Lab Hucow

Hubull Duty

My Hucow Journey

Unexpected Hucow

Trapped In The Hucow Dimension

Alien Hucow Farm (Too dark for Amazon!!! Available on Smashswords)

Hucow Mode

HAPPY HUCOW READING!

NON-Hucow Shorts

Press Start To Play: A Step-sibling Romantic Short

Their Love Poem: A Professor/Student Romantic Short

The Mating Arena Part One: OGRE

Aveline’s Pony-girl Adventure Parts 1-6

Bestfriend Pony-girl Book 1-3

The Correction Company (A pet play Full length story)

The Perfect Pet (coming 2026)

Used and Transformed: The making of a SLUT Series

Part 1

Part 2

Part 3
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