

Pony-girl Bestfriend

Book Three

This is the third and final book in the series, and to understand the entire story it’s best to read them in order.




Chapter One

The soft bristles move in long, even strokes across my shoulders, and I let myself go loose beneath them, the way I’ve learned to surrender to small pleasures when they’re offered. As the farmhand works steadily, dust and hay are released from my skin. The morning sun is warm but not scorching, and I close my eyes, tipping my chin up slightly as the brush circles between my shoulder blades.

Then I hear Ulrek’s voice from across the yard.

It’s warm and full of excitement. Animated, almost.

“Nilia! Glad you came.”

I open my eyes and see the young Grivvet girl seated on a pony-girl just inside the gate. It’s the girl from the market square. I recognized her immediately. She’s dressed nicely, and I can tell Ulrek has noticed how pretty her dress is.

Her eyes moved across the farm, lighting up with what she saw. The rows of stabling, all the pony-girls in their paddocks. She takes her time with it all, and I understand what she’s doing—she’s seeing Ulrek’s inheritance, the weight of what he’ll someday own.

She finds what she’s looking for, and her ears settle forward with quiet satisfaction. Grivvet’s are all about status. It’s important.

The farmhand finishes the last pass across my back and quickly tacks me up. A moment later, he leads me over to Ulrek and hands my reins to him.

I sink to my knees without being asked. It’s habit by now, as natural as breathing. But this time I’m also aware that the gesture serves a purpose—a well-trained mare kneeling at her owner’s side while a guest looks on. I am, at this moment, part of the impression Ulrek is trying to make. This time I’m fine with that. I want him to make a good one.

“I told you we run the biggest pony-girl farm around,” Ulrek says with pride.

“Drakk,” Nilia commanded her horse. The older mare lowers obligingly, and a farmhand appears to hold her steady while Nilia steps down.

Then she looks at me. “This is the horse from the market.” Her voice has a warm quality. She takes a step toward me, her head tilting with recognition. “I forgot how lovely she was.”

I hold still. My eyes track her approach without lifting my chin too far.

“Thank you for letting me ride her,” she adds, directing it to Ulrek, but her gaze stays on me.

Ulrek’s hand drops to my thigh. It’s a light touch—barely a pressure—but I know what it means. Stay still. Be good. Help me with this. His thumb makes one soft stroke against my skin before going still.

I huff through my nose, but I don’t move.

Nilia leans forward, studying my braided mane. She’s close enough now that her scent reaches me—wildflowers and worn leather. It’s a pleasant combination.

“She’s kept in excellent condition,” Nilia says, her fingers hovering just short of my shoulder in a silent question.

Ulrek nods once. “Go ahead.”

Her hand makes contact—a light stroke, and I remain perfectly still and let her look.

“How long have you had her?” she asked.

“Since the spring,” Ulrek says.

She steps back; her gaze moving from my braided mane to my gold nipple rings to the tail hanging at my back, and the lack of an ownership brand on my shoulder. It’s like she knows I’m different from the other pony-girls, but doesn’t know how different yet.

“No brand,” Nilia murmurs, almost to herself. Her fingers trace the air just above my shoulder where the ownership mark should be. “Unusual.”

“No,” Ulrek says, and I can hear him choosing his words with care. “She’s registered to the farm, though.”

Nilia makes a small sound of interest, then she moves behind me. I track her with my peripheral vision as long as I can, and then she’s gone from my sight entirely, and I feel her presence behind me.

I feel her fingers brush the base of my tail, lifting it gently. The cool air hits me there, and I tense, understanding what’s about to happen.

Her clawed hand slides between my legs, and my whole body stiffens. It’s rude—that’s my first thought, but that is something a human would think, but I’m a pony-girl and this is normal. This is what Grivvets do. They check the training marks. Every handler does it—Ulrek does it—and I’ve learned to accept it as another part of pony-girl life.

Her thumb presses against my outer lip, spreading me open, and I stare straight ahead at the fence post. Ulrek’s hand rests on my head, fingers light against my braided mane. It calms me.

“May I ride her again?”

“If Chara allows it,” he says, and she blinks as if he spoke another language.

“You let your horse have a choice?”

“She’s not like the others.” I watch his face as he decided how to answer. Then his shoulders pull back, and a look of determination crosses his face. “She was my friend.” A slight pause, then corrects himself. “She is my friend. My best friend. Chara wasn’t captured or farm-raised—she chose to become a horse. So she could stay with me.”

Nilia is quiet for a moment. She turns this over visibly, her head tilting, something working behind her amber eyes that isn’t skepticism. It’s more careful than that, but I don’t see any disgust.

“You let her talk?” she asks Ulrek, though her gaze stays on my face.

“Here, yes. Off the farm, I treat her like a normal pony-girl. Other Grivvets won’t understand.” He glances around the yard—at the farmhands moving at their tasks, at the other mares going about their day. “Here, she has some choices. Not a lot, but I’m still her owner and have the final say.” He pauses, then adds quietly: “She was my friend before she was my horse, so her opinion matters, and as long as it doesn’t affect the farm, then I’m fine with it.”

Nilia looks at him now, something shifting in her expression. It’s not surprise; more like intrigue.

Ulrek reaches up without further preamble and removes the bit.

I dip my head. “Hello. It’s nice to meet you.”

Nilia’s eyebrow rises in surprise, and then she laughs—a genuine, delighted sound that makes her ears perk forward. “Hello,” she says, her voice warm with amusement. “Aren’t you a marvelous creature.”

I blinked, taken aback by her reaction. Most Grivvets would recoil at the sound of a pony-girl speaking. Some might even be angry, as if I’ve broken some unspoken rule of nature.

“The old Grivvets seem to forget that pony-girls were intelligent humans before they were forced under the saddle,” Nilia continued, her amber eyes sparkling with something that looked like mischief. “Not everyone thinks so outdated. I’m glad Ulrek shows such care for his mare.”

I feel Ulrek’s hand tighten slightly on my mane, a subtle sign of his surprise. “You don’t think it’s strange?” he asks, his voice cautious.

Nilia shrugs, her tail swishing behind her. “Yes, but I’d never judge a bond between owner and horse. I often chat with my mare and sometimes wish she would talk back, but she is older and farm-raised and has never spoken a human word in her life. It would be too hard to train her now.”

Ulrek lets out a long breath beside me. I heard what he was bracing for the recoil. The farmhands still occasionally forget and find it strange.

“More Grivvets should think the way you do,” she tells Ulrek, though her eyes stay warm on my face a moment longer before moving to him. “Pony-girls are important. They might accept their place more willingly if their owners treated them as more than dumb animals.”

“Most of ours are content,” Ulrek says, a note of honest pride in his voice. “Father runs a successful farm.”

“I can see that.” She glances around the paddocks again. “But that—” she gestures slightly toward Ulrek and me, “—that’s not caused by the farm or training. That bond is something different.”

Nilia turns back to me and looks directly at my face, not through me the way most do, as though the person behind the bridle is simply an object. She meets my eyes.

“Well then,” she says. “Chara.” My name, deliberate and unhurried. “Can I ride you?”

I really like this girl. Ulrek chose well. “You can,” I say.

Ulrek’s exhale is almost a laugh. He turns quickly to hide it, busying himself with reaching for the bit, but I catch the drop of his shoulders—relief flooding out of him in one long, quiet wave.

He slides the bit back between my lips, fingers checking the buckles with more care than strictly necessary, and I let him fuss. He needs the moment. When he steps back, he’s composed again—the young farm owner, confident and capable. But I saw how much her acceptance of our special bond affected him.

Nilia approaches my side, and Ulrek helps her into the saddle like a gentleman. She takes the reins in both hands, and I hold perfectly still beneath her.

Ulrek steps back, arms crossed, and I feel the weight of his attention without looking at him. He’s watching the way she interacts with me. He’s noticing every good thing about her.

I step forward into the nearest corral when she asks, keeping my gait even beneath her. She responds to the shift in my weight, adjusting without fuss when I take a corner. She doesn’t fight me. I don’t fight her. We work it out in the first few strides, as if we’ve ridden together many times.

I glimpse Ulrek standing at the fence line watching this, his tail doing those small satisfied twitches he can’t suppress, his amber eyes tracking every stride. I think of the market square and his fumbling, endearing attempt at conversation with this girl.

She will be good for him.

I don’t know her well enough to be certain, but I know Ulrek, and I know what he needs. He needs someone who looks at the strange, unconventional thing between us and sees something worth understanding rather than something to scorn.

I take another smooth corner, her hands easy and light on the reins, and head back toward where he waits.

Yes, I think. She will be very good for him.


Chapter Two

We’re heading back toward Ulrek, who stands at the paddock fence with his arms crossed, smiling brighter than the sun. I can see the pride in his posture even from here—a Grivvet trying very hard not to look too pleased with himself.

Nilia brings me to a halt beside him with a gentle pull, and I stop smoothly, holding still beneath her.

“She’s incredible,” Nilia calls down from the saddle, her voice bright with genuine admiration. She runs a hand along the curve of my neck. “You really are a master trainer.”

Master trainer? Ulrek? I’m the one who put in the months of grueling work, who endured the whips and the commands, the sore muscles and the reshaping of my body.

I snorted sharply through my nostrils loudly, tossing my head once, hard enough that my braided mane swung against my neck with a heavy thwack. The bit presses against my tongue, but I manage a clear, unmistakable whinny showing my displeasure.

Ulrek coughs into his fist, and his ears twitch. I can see the corners of his mouth fighting a smile, and the effort it takes for him to look straight-faced instead of bursting out laughing. He fails, and a small chuckle escapes him before he wrestles it back under control, his eyes meeting mine with that familiar mix of apology and shared humor. At least he knows it was all me.

“Thank you,” he says to Nilia, and I can hear the amusement threading through his voice. “She’s... she responds well to positive reinforcement.”

I snorted again, softer this time but no less pointed. Responds well. As if he had to do much of anything during the hours of practice. Just ride around on my back and flick the crop.

Nilia’s weight shifts, and I feel her lean forward, her chest pressing lightly against the back of my neck; her mouth is inches from my ear. Her voice drops to a murmur, warm and conspiratorial, meant for me alone.

“I know you’re an exceptionally good girl, and a smart horse,” she whispers, her breath tickling the sensitive skin behind my ear. “But men always need to be complimented. It helps them feel important.”

Her words caught me off guard. She acknowledges me as something more than a mount. She sees the dynamic between Ulrek and me, sees through the owner-horse pretense to the friendship underneath, and she’s choosing to accept it. Flattering Ulrek while quietly assuring me that she knows the truth.

I let out a low, agreeable nicker; the closest thing to laughter I can manage with metal between my teeth.

Nilia straightens, and I feel her pat my shoulder affectionately before she gathers the reins. “Drakk,” she says, and I sink smoothly to my knees.

She dismounts with a lightness that speaks of regular riding. When her feet touch the ground, she turns toward Ulrek, and I see it then—the faint flush across her cheeks, the brightness in her amber eyes that has nothing to do with the afternoon sun. She’s excited. Attracted. The energy rolls off her in waves, and when she looks at Ulrek, her face goes soft in a way that makes my chest tighten with a strange, aching fondness.

“I’d like to visit again,” she says. She is very direct; a Grivvet female who knows what she wants.

Ulrek blinks. I watch the struggle play across his face in real time—the battle between the farm heir who should maintain his composure and the young male who is, clearly, about to light up like a festival lantern. He manages to stay calm, but his tail betrays him completely, lashing behind him in quick, uncontrolled swishes.

“You would?” he asks, and his voice cracks on the second word. He clears his throat and tries again. “I mean—yes. Of course. Whenever you’d like.”

Nilia smiles. It’s a small thing, just a curving of her mouth and a crinkle at the corners of her eyes, but it transforms her entire face. Ulrek looks as if he might faint. His claws flex at his sides, then curl into loose fists, as if he doesn’t know what to do with his hands.

I watch the shift in the air—a current passing from her to him, visible in the way his posture changes, the tension leaving his shoulders, the hopeful uncertainty giving way to something steadier. They stand a hand's span apart, close enough that the afternoon light casts a single shadow beneath them, and neither of them seems to notice the distance has closed.

I’m able to witness another major moment in my best friend’s life. Ulrek is no longer a boy or the gangly adolescent when we began this journey. The grivvet standing before Nilia now carries himself with the beginnings of a man’s confidence—still young, still learning, but something solid has taken root in him.

Ulrek absentmindedly attached my chest lead to the fence post and gestured toward the farmhouse, already launching into some story about the eastern pasture, and Nilia listened with her head tilted, her tail swaying gently behind her. They fell into step together easily, moving toward the gate.

I am happy for him. Truly completely happy. He deserves someone who looks at him the way Nilia is looking at him now—with open interest, with warmth.

The boy I ran wild with is growing up.

The longer I watch them, the heavier the realization sits. I have traded away a future I never properly considered until this moment, watching it walk away from me in the form of a young Grivvet male and the female who makes his ears flush.

Ulrek and that girl are starting a courtship. It may lead to marriage one day, to a family, to the life his father built and his father before him. There will be village dances where they hold hands beneath lantern light, and shy first touches. There will be a home, and children with his eyes, and decades of shared mornings and whispered nights.

I didn’t want that, or at least I thought I didn’t.

The questions float, unanswered, as I kneel in the dirt. How long has it been since I had free use of my hands? I can’t remember the last time I reached for something or walked freely without the lead attached to my breast chain dictating the direction or the pasture fence containing me.

My gaze drifts toward the far edge of the farm. Beyond the training paddocks and the equipment sheds, to the breeding pen. The low roofline of the stallion barns is just visible over the fence line.

Heat curls low in my stomach and a blush stains my cheeks when I recall how the stallions covered the pony-girls. Those stallions with their powerful bodies, the sweat gleaming on them. The intensity in their eyes made me shiver as they mounted mare after mare with a hunger that was impossible to look away from.

I pull my eyes away and fix them firmly on the packed dirt between my knees. A beetle makes its journey across a small depression, carrying something twice its size. I watch its progress with more attention than it deserves, but my mind is on other things.

There might not be love in my future or whispered words under the moonlight. Love doesn’t belong in the stables. Love belongs to Ulrek and Nilia now, to the path they’re walking together. It’s for those with choices, and the freedom to choose them.

There is something else I’m headed towards. The stallions were handsome, but even that did not matter. There is no need for attraction or awkward conversation. The simplicity of what awaits me has its own kind of appeal. Just a purpose, a moment, and then it’s done.

My body responded to those breedings with an honesty my mind is still not ready for. There is no love, but there is pleasure to be found. Pleasure I am no longer ashamed to want.

Ulrek has the opportunity to experience love, and I’m lucky enough to be by his side. He deserves someone like Nilia—someone who sees the world with the same curious warmth he does, who looks at our strange bond and finds it worth understanding instead of something to mock. He deserves the future spreading open before him, rich with possibilities.

A farmhand appears at my side suddenly and removes the saddle. Ulrek’s voice carries across the yard along with Nilia's giggles. Ulrek’s ears flush a darker green at the tips.

I watch them over my shoulder as the farmhand tugs my breast chain, turning me toward the stables. “Come along, mare.”

Ulrek says something that makes Nilia cover her mouth with her hand, her laughter visible even from here in the shake of her shoulders. He grins, the expression transforming his face into the boy I remember before responsibility weighed him down.

Then the stable block cuts between us, its weathered timber wall filling my vision, and they are gone.

He stops me at the edge of the stable yard, where the packed earth meets the grass. My bladder has been full for hours, but I’ve been trained to hold it. Actually, I can’t even go if I wanted to without hearing the proper command.

“Vreen dresik,” he says, and the Grivvet words trigger an immediate response in my body.

The release is instant, my muscles relaxing as urine streams from between my thighs, splattering against the ground.

The farmhand watches, waiting until the flow slows to a trickle before stepping forward. His clawed hand pats the side of my breast, just below the gold chain connecting my nipple rings.

“Good horse,” he says, then leads me back to the stables. I go where I’m led, and as I step into the fresh straw of my stall and feel the familiar walls around me, I’m not too disappointed that there will be no loving husband in my future.

There are plenty of stallions on the farm. All I have to do is ask Ulrek when I’m ready.


Chapter Three

The farmhand left me tied to the paddock fence, fully tacked up. I’ve been waiting here for Ulrek for what feels like ages, and I’ve grown bored watching the other pony-girls work the far fields, plowing them for the next season.

It looks like exhausting work, and I’m not in any hurry to try it. I’ve never pulled a plow and don’t want to. It will be another mark between my legs showing I’m suitable for heavy farm work, and I’d like to avoid that.

The sound of wheels on packed earth catches my attention, and I turn my head just enough to see down the long drive and see a carriage. Its lacquered wood catches the morning light and throws it back in rich, deep tones. Four ponies pull it—dark-haired mares with matching braided manes, their movements synchronized beneath a driver who sits tall and poised on the bench with a leather whip in his hand.

The carriage stops at the main gate, and the driver hops down and quickly opens the door, extending a clawed hand.

The Grivvet who steps out is clearly very wealthy. His coat is a deep forest green, tailored close to his frame with silver piping along the seams. The boots on his feet shone so brightly that they reflected the sky above. His eyes are calculated and cool as he surveys the farm.

My shoulders tense. This Grivvet makes me feel uneasy.

Skarn appears from the direction of the barns, his stride unhurried but purposeful. He must have known the Grivvet was coming because he’s dressed for a visitor—his vest brushed clean, his pants freshly pressed. I watch him cross the yard, his tail swinging in a measured arc behind him.

They shake hands, and the respect on both of them is clear as they give each other a slight nod. Their voices carry on the morning breeze, too low for me to make out words, but know immediately he must be a buyer.

The buyer’s gaze sweeps the near paddock first, where the working mares plow in steady rows. His attention slides to the training yard beyond, where a handler puts a new chestnut mare through her paces, guiding her through turns with light flicks of the crop.

Then his eyes found me.

I stand still, lowering my eyes and hoping his gaze passes over me as quickly as it did the others. But I don’t even look up to know he’s staring. I feel his gaze like a physical touch—sweeping across my skin. My pulse hammers against my ribs, a frantic counterpoint to the calm I’m forcing into my body.

Move on, ignore me, I think desperately.

His boots shift in the dirt, and Skarn’s voice rises slightly, something about bloodlines and training methods. The buyer makes a low, interested sound as their footsteps come closer.

I don’t look up until they’re standing right beside me, close enough that I can smell the visitor’s scent—something expensive and foreign, nothing like the leather and hay of the farm. When I finally raise my eyes, Skarn meets my gaze for a fraction of a second before looking away.

“Unfortunately, this mare is not for sale,” he says immediately. “That one belongs to my son.”

The buyer’s brows lift. His amber eyes flick back to me, and something in them sharpens. “Pity.” He says, but still doesn’t turn away. Instead, he steps closer and begins a slow half-circle around me, his gaze traveling over every inch of my body. I hold position, knees pressed into the dirt, back straight, chin lowered—the picture of a well-trained mount. My skin prickles beneath his scrutiny, but I keep my face blank, my breathing controlled.

His clawed hand reaches out and strokes the upper curve of my right breast, just above the gold ring that has me tethered to the fence post. I don’t like his hands on me, but I don’t flinch. I’ve learned not to.

“She is well-trained,” the buyer observed. His voice is smooth and educated. The kind of voice that’s used to being obeyed.

“Of course.” Skarn’s tone warms with professional pride. “All our horses are trained hard until broken. I only sell the finest stock.”

The buyer continues his circuit, and I feel his gaze like a blade sliding along my skin. He stops behind me, and my stomach drops. I’m no stranger to the casual way Grivvets handle pony-girls. We are given no privacy and I’ve become somewhat desensitized to being touched between my legs, by many hands, but this is different. He’s checking my worth, not cleaning me or examining my health.

He flicks my tail to the side, and instead of quickly looking, he strokes the bundle of flesh that is always protruding when the saddle straps are pulled tight, spreading my lower lips.

The sound that escapes me is high and startled, more animal than I intend. My hips jerk forward involuntarily, and I feel heat flood my face in a wave that travels down my neck and across my chest.

Skarn’s hand shoots out and catches my bridle, his fingers hooking beneath the leather strap under my chin. “Easy, girl,” he says, his voice low and steady. His thumb presses against the side of my jaw, not roughly but firmly enough to hold my head still. “Easy.”

Heat floods my face, spreading down my neck and across my chest. I can feel my body responding—the slickness gathering between my thighs, my core clenching around nothing. The buyer’s finger continues its slow, methodical circle, and another whinny escapes me, higher this time, more desperate.

Skarn reaches into his vest pocket with his free hand and pulls out a sugarroot. He holds it up to my lips, and I part my lips without thinking. The sugarroot slides onto my tongue, and the sweetness floods my mouth, warm and familiar. I close my eyes and chew, feeling the tension in my jaw ease as the root’s warmth spreads through my body, dulling the edges of my embarrassment and the unwanted arousal that’s making my skin prickle.

“Good girl,” Skarn murmurs, his thumb still pressed against my jaw, holding me steady. “That’s it. Settle.”

The sugarroot does what it always does—it smooths everything. My breathing slows. My hips stopped their involuntary twitching. The heat in my face recedes, though the slickness between my thighs.

Behind me, the buyer laughs. It’s a light, nasal sound, full of amusement. “Very responsive to stimulation,” he says, and I hear the satisfaction in his voice.

“Look at how wet she’s getting,” the buyer says, his voice carrying a clinical interest that makes my skin crawl. “Quite a reaction for a simple examination.”

I feel his clawed fingers slide through the slickness gathering between my thighs, and a sound catches in my throat—half whimper, half whinny. The sugarroot keeps my panic at bay, but my body betrays me with every involuntary twitch.

“Excellent breeding potential,” the buyer continued, his voice taking on that calculating tone again. “When the time comes, she’ll take well to a stallion. Look at this responsiveness.”

Skarn only hums in agreement, his hand still steady on my bridle. The sound vibrates through his thumb against my jaw, and I hate that it feels almost comforting, but he doesn’t object, doesn’t tell the stranger to stop. This is normal.

The buyer is finally done playing, and his clawed hands catch the edges of my outer lips and tugs them open to check my marks. “Good. I’m impressed. This farm has an excellent reputation, and if all your stock is like this one, then I’m glad I’ve come.”

The buyer completes his circle and stops before me again, his gaze lingering on my face. “At least let me ride her,” he says. “So I can test your training.”

The silence that follows is brief but loaded. I watch Skarn from the corner of my eye. His expression doesn’t change, but I see the calculation happening behind his amber eyes—weighing the risk of refusal against the value of a satisfied buyer. The visitor is important; that much is clear from Skarn’s posture, from the careful respect in his voice.

After a pause, Skarn gestures to a nearby farmhand. “Fine. One ride won’t hurt.”

What? No! I don’t want this Grivvet on my back, but the farmhand is beside me in a flash. He unclips my breast chain from the fence post and takes the reins, tugging gently. “Up,” he says, tapping my flank with a crop. Knowing it’s fruitless to resist, I rise to my feet.

The buyer follows, and Skarn walks beside him, their voices dropping back to that low, professional exchange. I can’t hear what they’re saying anymore, and I don’t want to.

The farmhand leads me through the gate into the riding ring—a wide oval of packed earth bordered by a low wooden fence. I stand perfectly still, waiting, while the farmhand checks my tack one final time.

Behind us, the buyer watches. His amber eyes haven’t left me since we entered the ring.

“Drakk!” the farmhand commands, and lower myself to the ground hoping to get this over with quickly. The buyer steps up, his clawed hand grips the saddle horn, and then his weight comes down—heavy, settling into the leather with a creak that makes my back muscles tighten instantly. He’s bigger than he looked standing, his stomach wider around the middle. I’m grateful for my muscular legs, and push to my feet. I adjust beneath him, finding my balance against his bulk, but he doesn’t wait for me to settle.

“Groth,” he commands, the word sharp and expecting immediate compliance. The bit tugs against the corners of my mouth as he takes up the reins, his grip confident but abrupt, no gentle testing.

I step forward into a walk, matching my pace to the pressure of the reins. His hands communicate through the leather with firm, decisive tugs that leave no room for interpretation. Left turn. Right. Straight. Each command arrives a half-beat before I’m ready for it, and I compensate quickly, adjusting my stride to avoid the sharp pull of the bit against my tender gums.

We complete one circuit of the ring at a walk, and I can feel him evaluating everything—the rhythm of my gait, the responsiveness of my turns, and the way I carry his weight. His thighs press tighter against my flanks, and then the crop appears in my peripheral vision, a quick flash of leather before it connects with my rump.

“Strev.” The first strike lands with a crisp snap that sends a line of heat across my skin, sharp enough to command attention. Before the sting has fully registered, the second strike follows, then a third in quick succession, driving me forward with insistent authority.

I break into a trot, and around the ring we go faster with each circuit. Another lash has me jumping into a gallop without the verbal command. The wind rushed past my ears, whipping strands of my braided mane against my neck. The buyer’s weight shifts with each turn, his balance sure, his crop maintaining its steady cadence against my skin to remind me to keep my pace. I hate how well I’m performing for him, but the sting of the crop instinctively drives me forward, and every smooth transition, every responsive turn is a testament to Ulrek’s training—to the hours he spent drilling commands into my muscle memory until they became instinct. I’m showing this stranger exactly how valuable I am.

My mind sinks away as it always does during hard runs, retreating to that quiet place where only the body exists. Rein pressure left—I turn. Crop against flank—I adjust. I am, at this moment, exactly what I’ve been shaped to be: a trained mount.

The buyer pulls back on the reins harder than needed, making the bit sting the corners of my mouth, and I slow from a gallop to a trot, then to a walk, each transition smooth and immediate. He guides me to where Skarn stands at the fence.

“Drakk,” the buyer commands, and I sink gratefully to my knees in the dirt, my chest heaving, sweat cooling on my skin in the morning air.

He dismounts with a grunt, his weight lifting from my back. I remain kneeling, head lowered, breath coming in controlled pulls through my nostrils. The crop marks across my rump throb in time with my heartbeat.

“Remarkable training,” he says to Skarn, his voice carrying genuine appreciation. Then, without pause or transition: “I must buy her.”

My head jerks up before I can stop myself, and I cast a sharp look at Skarn, but he’s not looking at me. His gaze stays fixed on the buyer, his expression unreadable.

“As I said earlier,” Skarn replies, his voice level, “she is not for sale.”

The buyer’s pleasant manner doesn’t waver. “Nonsense. I am prepared to make it worth your while.” He names a figure, and the number is so ridiculously high that the farmhand beside me goes completely still, and I feel ready to faint.

It’s more money than I’ve ever heard mentioned on this farm. Enough to purchase six prime mares at the next auction. Enough to make even Skarn pause.

I watch his eyes flicker. Just once, a quick calculation behind that amber gaze, and my chest seizes with fear. My breathing, which had begun to steady, turned shallow and rapid around the bit.

Skarn is still silent. The buyer waits, his expression pleasant but expectant, already certain of the outcome.

Ulrek’s voice cuts across the yard, and a rush of relief hits me so hard my head spins. “What is going on here?” He’s striding toward us from the direction of the barns. “And why is my horse panting hard as if she’s been ridden?”

He takes in the scene in one sweep: the buyer standing beside me with that satisfied expression, Skarn’s silence, and finally the red welts visible across my rump where the crop struck. His gaze locks onto my face, and I watch his expression change—concern crystallizing into understanding, then anger that settles behind his amber eyes like stone.

He turns on his father. “Chara is not for sale.”

Skarn crosses his arms. “I said the same,” he replies, his voice level. “But he’s offering enough coin for her to buy six prime mares from the next auction.”

Ulrek goes pale. The color drains from his leathery skin so visibly that even the buyer notices, his ears perking forward with interest. “You can’t,” Ulrek says. The words come out thinner than he intended; I hear the crack in them.

“I can,” Skarn answers. “I still run this farm.”

The buyer watches the exchange with quiet amusement. He expects to win. His tail swished lazily behind him, claws tucked into the pockets of his fine coat.

Ulrek steps forward. The distance between him and Skarn narrows, and though Skarn stands a full head taller, something in Ulrek’s posture has shifted—the gangly adolescence burned away, replaced by a steadiness that belongs to a man. “She’s not one of the pony-girls we sell,” he says.

Skarn’s gaze sharpens. The professional courtesy he’s shown the buyer drops away, replaced by something older and more direct—the look of a father addressing a son who’s testing boundaries. “I know you are fond of her,” he says, and the word fond carries a weight of dismissal that makes Ulrek’s jaw tighten. “But she is still stock, and every horse has a price. You need to remember that when you run this place.” A pause, deliberate. “Horses can be replaced.”

Ulrek’s hands clenched at his sides. I watch his claws dig into his palms, leaving half-moon indents in the green-gray skin. “She’s mine,” he says, and his voice has found its strength again, low and unwavering. “I trained her and promised her that I would never sell her.”

The buyer snorts—a short, derisive sound that cuts through the tension. “Since when do we make promises to animals?”

Ulrek doesn’t look at him. Doesn’t acknowledge the comment at all. His eyes stay fixed on Skarn’s face. “Don’t do this,” he says. “You sell her and you don’t just lose a horse—” He stops, swallows hard. When he continues, his voice has dropped to something quieter but no less firm. “You lose me.”

The silence that follows stretches long enough that I wonder if the world has paused, but then Skarn looks at me. Then his eyes return to his son, and his expression shifts.

He exhales—a long, slow breath. “This horse,” he says, “is my son’s and is not for sale.”

The buyer’s pleasant manner tightens at the edges. His amber eyes flick between Skarn and Ulrek, reassessing. For a moment, he looks as if he might press the issue, but Skarn has already turned toward the far paddocks, his movement smooth and redirecting.

“But I have others,” Skarn continues without missing a beat. “Just as well-trained, with strong lines, available today.” He gestures expansively toward the training yard where a dozen mares work under handler supervision. “My son and I can show you the best mounts. Horses bred for endurance, with excellent conformation and breeding potential.”

The buyer hesitates, then nods once—reluctant but pragmatic. Business is business, and Skarn’s farm has a reputation worth maintaining. A farmhand steps forward to take my reins, leading me away from the conversation with a gentle tug. I go willingly, my legs shaky beneath me.

By afternoon, the buyer’s carriage rolled back down the long road, its polished wood gleaming in the sunlight. Behind it, trotting at the end of lead ropes, two newly purchased pony-girls follow, both with fresh ownership brands visible on their shoulders. They move with the steady gait of well-trained mares, their eyes forward, already resigned to new ownership.

I watched them until the carriage disappeared around the bend. That could have been me if not for Ulrek intervening.

I’m tied to the feed trough near the stable block when Ulrek comes to find me. His hand finds my jaw, tilting my face toward his. “Hey,” he says softly. “Look at me.”

I lift my eyes. His face is close, his amber gaze holding mine with an intensity that makes my chest twist. Sweat dampens the hair atop his head, and there’s a smudge of dirt on his cheek he hasn’t bothered to wipe away. He looks exhausted as if today had been just as hard on him.

“That should never have happened,” he says. His thumb brushes along my cheekbone, just beside the bridle strap. “I meant what I said when this all started. You’re not going anywhere.” His fingers tightened slightly on my jaw. “Trust me.”

The knot of fear I’ve been carrying since the carriage first appeared unwinds slowly beneath the warmth of his hand, but not all the way. The trust he asks for lives alongside a colder truth: I am property. His property, which is better than being someone else’s, but still property. And property, as Skarn so clearly showed, has a price.

I dip my head once in answer. It’s the best I can give him, but it seems to make him happy.

When he walks away, I watch him go, knowing today could have gone far worse and wondering if I escaped fate’s hand only to be dealt the same one later in the future.

I don’t carry his ownership brand on my arm, just the farm marks between my legs. Once again I feel as if I’m in limbo, but not ready to change it.


Chapter Four

I’m almost asleep when the stall door jerks open so suddenly that straw lifts in a small gust. Ulrek only left not long ago, so I wonder why he’s come back, but quickly realize it’s not him when I see the farmhand standing there, lead rope already coiled in his clawed fist.

“C’mon, girl,” he says, and clips the lead to my breast chain with no explanation, and I didn’t expect one.

The farmhands don’t need to explain. They just expect us to obey, so I stand even if I’m confused. He tugs, and I have to step forward, or it will hurt. I get even more confused when we head in the opposite direction of the stable entrance, past the tack room and feed storage. We exit the back, and he turns toward the eastern paddock.

I slow, but he doesn’t put up with my stalling and tugs harder. The chain connecting my nipple rings pulls sharply, and I yelp around the bit, letting out a loud whinny. “Stop fussing, Groth!” he barks, and I quicken my steps to ease the tension, but my eyes are fixed on what lies ahead.

The heavy wooden doors of the Stallion Barn loom at the end of the paddock, dark against the evening sky. My stomach drops through the soles of my feet.

No. No, no, no.

I try to form words around the bit—a protest, but all that emerges is a wet, garbled noise and high-pitched squeal. The handler doesn’t pay any attention to me and keeps walking, pulling me along while my heart races in panic. My nipples burn with pain as he gets fed up with my pace, and my breathing grows ragged, tears forming in my eyes. My nostrils are flaring as my breath comes out in heavy blows.

The doors groaned open before us, pulled by another farmhand who nods briefly to my escort. And then it hits me—a wall of scent so thick I can taste it. Musky and overwhelmingly male, mixed with sweat and hay. My breath catches in my throat. My nostrils flare again, drawing the smell deeper, and heat blooms low in my belly despite my panic.

This isn’t what I want. Not like this. The farmhand yanks the lead again, harder this time, and I stumble forward through the doorway, screeching in pain. “Groth.”

The scent intensifies, filling my lungs with every panicked breath as I’m led down the center aisle of the barn, past rows of stalls where massive shapes shift in the shadows. The stallions watched me pass with dark, knowing eyes.

I’ve been in here before-peeking through cracks in the wood with Ulrek, and giggling nervously at what we saw. But that was different. I was outside then, safe, just a curious girl. Now I’m the one being led to the stall, the one who will be mounted.

This can’t be happening. Not yet. Where is Ulrek? He’ll stop this nonsense. He didn’t mention any of this happening when we talked a few hours ago in the stall.

He was so happy, rattling one about Nilia. She has visited twice more since that first afternoon, and each time I’ve watched them grow closer. Her hand lingering on his arm, his ears flushing when she laughed. He told me about their first kiss behind the equipment shed, and I snorted at the dopey smile on his face.

But he never mentioned this. He would have talked to me or asked for my opinion, wouldn’t he?

We stopped at a stall halfway down. He opens the door and guides me inside with a firm grip on the lead, and then the door slams shut behind me with a heavy wooden clap that echos through the entire barn.

I spin in circles, eyes wide with fear, and instantly see that the stall beside mine is occupied.

He’s massive-broad shoulders, every muscle defined. Dark hair falls across his forehead in a sweaty tangle. His matching eyes are heavy-lidded and lift slowly to meet mine from his position on the floor of his stall. He was lying down, but quickly he rose to his feet in one smooth motion, muscles shifting beneath tanned skin. His gaze travels down my body slowly, and his nostrils flare.

Between his legs, his shaft stiffened. Fast. The transformation from soft to hard happens in seconds, jutting proud and thick from a nest of curly hair.

My face floods with heat so intense I’m certain I’m glowing in the dark barn. My heart hammers against my ribs like something trapped, and I lean back against the far wall of my stall, as if the rough wooden planks might swallow me whole.

I scanned the aisle desperately. No Ulrek. No one.

Did Ulrek approve this? The frantic question turns over in my head. He wouldn’t. He promised and looked me in the eye, and said he would know when I was ready, but wouldn’t force it if I didn’t want it.

Was that a lie? Has he decided on this, and my opinion doesn’t matter? I know I’m his horse and he has the final say, but I figured he’d at least be here.

The stallion paces while I spiral, and the doubts creep in.

He presses his body against the wooden slats, chest first, then his hip. The wood creaked under his weight. His dark eyes never leave me. A low, rumbling grunt escapes him, followed by a sharp, demanding neigh that makes every horse in the barn shift restlessly.

Despite the fear and panic, my body betrays me with a fresh wave of warmth crawling up my skin, settling low in my belly, making my inner thighs tremble. I bite down on the bit, letting out a whimper.

He paces away. His shaft bobs with each step, hard and leaking at the tip, now. I get a stronger whiff of that musky, male scent. It fills my lungs with each panicked breath.

I slide down the wall until I’m kneeling in the straw. The position is supposed to be submissive, calming. It does neither. Every time he approaches the partition, my body responds to his nearness—nipples tightening, breath catching, that slick heat between my legs building despite everything my mind is screaming.

The night stretches on, but I don’t sleep. Can’t sleep. Every time my eyelids droop, he makes a sound—a grunt, a snort, the creak of wood as he presses against our shared wall—and I’m awake again, heart racing, body humming with unwanted response.

I kneel in the straw and wait for Ulrek. That’s all I can do. Wait and hope that when morning comes, Ulrek will come and have an explanation that doesn’t shatter what’s left of my trust and our friendship.

The stallion hasn’t stopped watching me. Not once. His dark eyes tracked every shift of my weight, every suppressed shudder. He knows why I’m here.

_______

Finally, the first gray light of pre-dawn creeps through the cracks. Not much longer before the farm wakes up.

Then finally I hear boots pound down the barn aisle like someone running from a fire. My stall door flies open, and Ulrek stands there, chest heaving, and eyes blazing with a fury I’ve never seen in him before.

His jaw is set so hard I can see the muscle jumping beneath his leathery skin. His ears are flattened completely against his skull, his tail rigid behind him. He crosses to me in three strides, clawed hand grabbing the lead still clipped to my breast chain, and pulls harder than usual, forgetting to be more careful in his anger.

“You’re coming out,” he says, and his voice is low and rough, scraped raw.

Behind him, Skarn’s voice cuts through the barn like a blade.

“It’s time, son.”

Ulrek rounds on his father immediately, spinning so fast his tail whips against my legs. “The hell it is!”

Whoa! I’ve never heard Ulrek curse at his father.

The confrontation plays out with me standing awkwardly behind Ulrek; the lead clutched in his white-knuckled fist. I haven’t slept, and I’m wrung out and exhausted.

The stallion in the next stall has gone silent, watching with dark, alert eyes once Skarn spoke. It’s crazy to see someone so much smaller than the stallion elicit such a response. I can see it in the stallion’s eyes. He fears and respects Skarn.

Skarn stands with his arms crossed, posture immovable. “She is a young mare,” he says. “And young mares need to produce foals to keep this farm going. That is how it works.”

Ulrek’s grip on the lead tightens until his knuckles go from white to bone-pale. I can feel the tension transmitting through the chain connecting my nipple rings—a sharp, steady pull that hurts, but I barely register it through the adrenaline flooding my system.

“We already discussed this, and I said I will decide when it happens,” Ulrek replies, and his voice is shaking with restrained anger. His tail lashes once, sharply, against the packed dirt. “I made her a promise.”

Skarn’s gaze flicked briefly to me, filled with frustration. I know he doesn’t like how his son treats me like I’m more than a pony-girl. He doesn’t understand.

“You are forgetting the rules of the farm,” Skarn says, and there’s a note of disappointment threading through the authority now. “It’s time you gave up this foolishness. Pony-girls are not pets. They are not friends. They are livestock with a purpose, and if you refuse to make a profit off selling her, then she is costing the farm money to feed and stable . If she is going to stay here, then she needs to be useful to this farm in all ways possible.”

Ulrek steps forward. One deliberate step that positions him slightly between me and his father, his body angled like a shield. The gesture is so clear, so deliberate, that I feel guilty doubting Ulrek.

“I know that,” Ulrek says, and his voice has found its steel. “But she’s my pony-girl and I should decide what is best for her, not you.”

I shift nervously behind him. My legs are trembling from fear, from the residual effects of a night spent too close to a stallion whose scent still clings to my skin. Skarn’s eyes track the movement, and something in his expression hardens.

“She is your mount, but this is still my farm,” Skarn says, each word dropping like a stone. “And she is in my stable and eats my food.”

Ulrek doesn’t flinch. He looks his father directly in the eye, and when he speaks, the two words land with a weight that silences the entire barn.

“For now.”

Skarn goes quiet. His ears twitched once, then settled. Skarn’s expression doesn’t change, but the air around us shifts, charged with a new understanding.

Ulrek turns back to me. His hand on the lead gentles immediately, the white-knuckled grip softening to something careful. “Come,” he mumbles, and tugs me toward the aisle exit.

I go without hesitation. My knees nearly buckled on the first step—relief making my muscles loose and unsteady—but I catch myself and follow him.

The stallion watches us go, dark eyes tracking my movement with a focus that makes my skin crawl. I keep my gaze fixed on Ulrek’s back, on the tense set of his shoulders, on the lead rope in his hand that represents the only safety I have in this world.

We cleared the barn doors, and I took a deep breath as we stepped into the cool morning air. The sky is pale gray, dew still clinging to the grass at the edges of the paddock.

Ulrek stops abruptly, exhales hard through his nose, and drags a clawed hand through the coarse hair on his head. His shoulders slump forward for just a moment—exhaustion catching up with the adrenaline—before he straightens again.

“She’s not ready,” he mutters, half to himself, voice rough. Then he turns to me properly, his eyes finding mine. What I see there unravels the last knot of fear in my stomach: regret, fierce protectiveness, and beneath it all, love.

Not the romantic kind, but the platonic love built by friendship that nothing can break.

His hand comes to rest against my side, palm flat against my ribcage. He rubs a slow, firm circle with his thumb. “I’ve got you,” he says quietly. “I always will.”

I lean—just slightly—into the touch. My body sways toward him like a plant toward the sun, seeking the comfort of his familiar presence.

Ulrek chose me over the farm and his father. It’s everything I didn’t realize I needed. They’ve argued over me before, but Ulrek often bent to his father’s demands. This time there was no hesitation.

I always trusted Ulrek in a sense. He is my friend, and I know he’d never intentionally hurt me, but there was always something there in the back of my mind that was wondering if this was always Ulrek’s end goal.

A realization settles over me like a warm blanket. I’ve been carrying this weight for months without even knowing it—a knot of doubt buried so deep I convinced myself it wasn’t there. But it was there, poisoning everything, making me question every promise, every moment of connection between us since I put on this bridle.

I look at Ulrek, his amber eyes still burning with residual anger, and all doubt washes away. It doesn’t matter what his intentions were. I’m here. I’m his pony-girl.

A pony-girl who has no rights, no freedom, no say in any aspect of her life, but he chose me. Not his father’s approval, or the farm’s traditions, and I need him to know how much it means to me.

I catch him off guard when I sink to my knees suddenly, but this time it’s different from all the other times I’ve knelt. This isn’t training or habit. It’s submission-complete and total, and it feels like the first real breath I’ve taken in months.

When I lower my head until my forehead nearly touches the ground in surrender, he gasps. His sharp intake of breath tells me he understands exactly what I’m trying to say without words-I’m done fighting this. I’m done doubting you. I’m yours, my life is in your hands, and I trust you. Whatever comes next, I know you’ll do what's best for me.

I feel his palm settle gently on top of my head. His fingers curl into my braided mane, not pulling, just holding. The warmth of his palm seeps through my hair and into my skull, and I close my eyes.

“Such a good girl,” he murmurs. The words are soft, almost reverent. His thumb traces a slow arc across my scalp. “My perfect pony-girl. Only mine.”

I make a small sound around the bit, hearing his praise.

His hand doesn’t leave my head. It stays there, solid and warm. “I will always protect you, Chara.” His voice has dropped to a register I’ve only heard a few times before—the one he uses when he means something with his entire being, when there is no room for doubt left in him.

“I should have done this from the beginning. Stood up to him properly. No more bending. No more compromise.” His voice hardens, not at me, but at the idea of what almost happened.

“From now on, I’m the one who makes the decisions about you and about the future of this farm. About everything. Father can watch and accept it, or he can watch and not accept it—but it’s happening either way.”

I’m so proud of the Grivvet he’s turning into, and so happy I’ll be around to see it all, but what I don’t see is Skarn standing behind us in the doorway of the Stallion barn watching everything. Watching my complete submission.

But Ulrek notices him and watches his father’s anger melt away. I don’t grasp how significant this moment is. For a pony-girl to submit completely, mind, body, and soul, is rare.

Skarn stands motionless in the doorway for a long moment, his eyes moving from his son’s hand resting on my head to the curve of my lowered back. Any farmer could break a pony-girl. It took something else entirely to make one want to kneel.

Skarn watches for a moment longer. Then, slowly, he nods once—a single dip of his chin in respect to his son. He disappears back into the stallion barn without a word. He doesn’t need to say it. The nod said everything: that his son has learned what cannot be taught, that the farm will be in the right hands when the time comes.


Chapter Five

I graze near the far paddock fence as the sun bleeds gold across the valley; the light catching on the tips of the long grass that brush my thighs. The evening air is cool against my bare skin.

My thoughts have been quiet all afternoon—the quiet that comes after you’ve made a decision.

The incident at the stallion barn was three days ago. Three days since I knelt in the dirt at Ulrek’s feet and gave him everything I had left to give. My complete surrender, and in the days since, I feel settled. More settled than I have been in a long time.

A whistle cuts through the quiet, alerting me that Ulrek is here.

I turn my head and trot across the paddock toward the rail where he stands. The breeze lifts the loose strands of my braided mane, and the rings in my breasts swing, creating all sorts of sensations through me. All pleasant.

I neigh in greeting when I reach him and drop to my knees in the grass, head lowering slightly.

Ulrek’s clawed hand finds the buckles of my bridle, and the bit slides free. I work my jaw once, rolling the stiffness out.

“Hey my pretty girl,” he says, and his fingers ruffle through my mane. His voice is warm and relaxed. “Are you enjoying your pasture time?”

I don’t answer his question, instead blurting out, “I want the ownership brand.”

Ulrek goes completely still. His hand freezes in my hair, and his eyes lock onto my face with shock, but I hold his gaze. “I’m already yours,” I say. “I have been for a long time and I want it burned into my arm, so everyone can see it.” My voice doesn’t shake. I’m surprised by how steady it is. “I chose this farm, chose you, and I want to finish what we started.”

“Are you sure?” he asks, finally coming out of his shock. His voice is low.

“Yes,” I swallowed. My throat suddenly feels dry. “I want you as my master completely, and be proud to show it.”

The word hangs between us. I’ve never called him that before. Not once in all these months of being his pony-girl, of learning commands and accepting punishments and kneeling at his feet. I’ve been his horse. His property, but I never looked at him as my master.

Ulrek’s expression cracks, and beneath his serious gaze shines a brightness that makes my chest tighten. Tears glisten in his eyes, and he moves so quickly I don’t have time to brace before his arms are around me, pulling me against him with a strength that surprises me. His face presses into my hair, and I feel the warm puff of his breath against my scalp. One hand grips the back of my neck, his fingers curled into the thick braid as if he’s afraid I might vanish.

I sink into the hug. My arms are bound behind me, so I can’t return it, but I lean into his chest and breathe the familiar scent of him—leather and hay and something uniquely Ulrek that I’ve known since we were children running through these same fields. His heart hammers against my cheek.

When he pulls back, his eyes are bright and wet. He doesn’t let go of my neck. His thumb strokes once, gently, along the curve where my hair meets skin.

“No matter what the brand means to the rest of the world,” he says, each word deliberate, “you’re still my best friend underneath it all. That doesn’t change despite our stations. It never will.”

I nod. I believe him now. Nothing will break what we have.

He’s smiling as reaches for the bit, and I open my mouth automatically, and it slides it back into place, cool against my tongue. Ulrek clips the lead to my breast chain and tugs gently. I rise to my feet, and we walk toward the stable together.

We’ve walked this path a hundred times, but Ulrek walks differently tonight—his stride lighter, his tail swishing behind him. There’s a smile on his face, rare and unguarded, that crinkles the corners of his eyes.

“Tomorrow,” he says. “We’ll do it tomorrow.”

I nicker softly around the bit. It’s the closest I can get to saying I’m ready.

——————

I barely sleep. My stomach stays tight all night with a mix of excitement and the dread of knowing exactly what pain is coming. It’s going to hurt, but that’s okay. I will endure it for Ulrek.

When dawn arrives, I’m already awake, kneeling in the straw, waiting. Olez, a younger farmhand I’ve gotten familiar with, appears at my door. “Good morning, girl. Big day today.” He’s always cheerful and handles us with more care than the older, more seasoned farmhands. I wish there were more like him, and Ulrek, who treats us like something more than dumb animals.

I’m glad it’s him that fetches me, and nicker in greeting as he clips the lead to my breast chain and waits for me to rise and follow him out of the stable instead of tugging on my sensitive nipples.

Skarn and Ulrek are already waiting. Skarn stands with his arms crossed, his posture the same as usual. Ulrek stands beside him, and the resemblance between them is more obvious now that Ulrek is losing the youthfulness of childhood. They have the same set of shoulders, the same alert stillness, but where Skarn’s face is weathered and closed, Ulrek’s is open and kind.

“So,” Skarn says as I’m led toward them. His voice carries easily in the quiet morning air. “I knew it was going to come to this. I’m glad you both came to your senses.”

I lift my chin and try to say something snarky around the bit. What comes out is a grumbled whinny. Ulrek’s mouth twitches, knowing exactly what I was trying to say.

Skarn’s eyes cut to his son. “I rarely say this,” he says. “But take the horse’s bit out.”

Ulrek steps forward without hesitation. His fingers worked the buckles of my bridle, and the bit slid free.

Skarn faces me squarely. His voice carries across the yard, where a cluster of farmhands has gathered near the forge. “Speak the truth. In front of all these farmhands and witnesses.” His amber eyes hold mine—the same color as his son’s, but harder, older, weighted with decades of running this place. “Once this is done, there is no more confusion on this farm about what you are.”

Ulrek’s jaw tightens. “Father.” One word. A warning.

Skarn tips his head down in a small, respectful nod, and murmurs of surprise ripple across the yard. The farmhands have never seen Skarn bow to anyone. “I know, son. She is your mare, and I will respect your decisions from now on.” His gaze returns to me. “But I’d like to hear it from her.”

I don’t look away from Skarn’s eyes. The morning air is cool against my bare skin, raising goosebumps along my arms. Behind him, the forge pops and hisses, heating the iron that will mark me.

“I want Ulrek’s brand,” I say.

Skarn’s head tilts, and I know he’s testing me. “Then what are you?”

I pull my shoulders back. The chain between my nipple rings pulls taut with the movement, and I feel it—a small, sharp reminder of what I already am. I look Ulrek’s father directly in the face.

“I’m a pony-girl. Ulrek’s pony-girl.”

Ulrek’s smile breaks across his face like sunrise, and for a second, he looks like the boy I used to race through these fields.

Skarn studies me for a long moment. His ears twitch once, considering. Then he gives one curt nod. “So be it.”

The farmhands moved quickly after that. Olez leads me over to the branding rack. I don’t fight as my ankles are fastened to the base posts, and my body is bent forward at the waist.

Ulrek moves close to my ear. His voice drops low enough that only I can hear it, his breath warm against my skin.

“Are you sure?” he asks. “The brand doesn’t matter to me. I know you’re mine and that’s all that matters.”

I huff through my nose. “You’re terrible at accepting when I’ve made up my mind.”

His mouth twitches—that crooked, almost-smile that used to make my chest ache when we were younger. He holds up the bit, and I open my mouth, and it settles perfectly back in place. “Good girl.”

Skarn lifts the iron from the coals. The tip glows cherry-red, bright enough to hurt my eyes. He inspects it, turns it once, then passes it handle-first to his son.

“Go ahead, son.”

Ulrek takes it. His grip is steady. He positions himself at my upper arm, and I feel the heat radiating before the iron even touches my skin—a wave of it that makes the fine hairs on my arm stand up.

“I’ll be quick,” he says.

Then the iron touches me.

A sharp, searing white heat punches through my arm and steals the breath from my lungs entirely. I cry out around the bit, my muscles pulling hard against the straps with a force that makes the branding frame creak. The pain is so bad that my vision blurs at the edges.

It lasts seconds. Three, maybe four. Then the pressure lifts, and the burning disappears, leaving only the pain.

Ulrek drops the brand immediately. It hits the packed dirt with a dull thud, still glowing. He’s at my shoulder with both hands, one braced firm and warm against my trembling muscle, the other cupping the side of my face.

“It’s done,” he says. His voice is rough. “You did so well. So, well, Char.”

Skarn crouches beside us. His clawed fingers turned my arm gently, inspecting the mark—clean, deep, the edges already red and angry. The farm’s symbol is burned into the muscle of my upper arm where everyone will see it now.

He straightens and turns to face the yard. “My son has officially branded his first horse for the farm.” He pauses, letting the words settle. “It is a milestone any pony-girl farm heir should be proud of.”

The farmhands erupt.

Cheers. Fists raised. Voices calling out in Grivvet and the common tongue. One older hand near the back, his leathery skin creased with years, shouts, “To Ulrek! The future owner of this farm!” and the sound rolls across the yard and out over the paddocks, picked up and echoed until the air seems to vibrate with it.

Farmhands clap Ulrek on the back while Skarn stands with his arms crossed, watching his son with pride.

Ulrek accepts it all, but his hand hasn’t left my shoulder. His thumb strokes small, steady circles against my skin, just below the brand. Not calming the pain—it’s too fresh for that—but reminding me he’s here.

The cheering settles gradually, and most of the farmhands return to their tasks—some heading toward the fields, others disappearing into the barns to get the pony-girls ready. But we remain at the rack, straps still holding me in place. We’re not done, but the worst part is over.

Ulrek and I talked about this last night before he left me to sleep. I know what happens now, and I’m sad to lose the last part of me that looks human, but also excited to look like all the other pony-girls finally. To not stand out.

Olez steps forward with shearing blades. Ulrek gently frees my hair from the braid, and it falls around my face. I can’t see until the first cut drags along my scalp, and a thick handful of blonde hair falls away, landing on the packed dirt below.

He works methodically, one side and then the other. The sensation is bizarre—the cold metal scraping against skin, the sudden lightness. Each pass of the blade takes more hair. It piles around the base of the rack in pale drifts. I watch it accumulate with a detachment that feels almost dreamlike.

When the shearing is done, a second farmhand steps forward with a small pot of cream. It smells sharp, like the herbal salves they use for wounds, but more potent. He applies it along the shaved strips. The cream begins to burn—not badly, nothing like the brand, but a persistent sting that makes my skin tighten and my nostrils flare. This will prevent the hair from regrowing.

The remaining central length of my hair is gathered up. They divided the thick blonde fall into sections, braiding it to sit high along my head. The finished braid creates a ridge of hair, hanging down my back in a proper pony-girl mane that swings when I move my head.

I’m still getting used to the new feeling of my haircut when Ulrek crouches beside the pile of cut hair. I watch as he gathers the pale strands gently. He bundles them, ties them securely at one end with a thin leather cord, then carries the whole thing to a small table where a pot of paste sits warming. He works quickly—dipping the tied end into the paste, then pressing it firmly onto what looks like a plug larger than the one I currently wear.

He holds it up when it’s set, turning it so I can see. My own hair, fashioned into a tail. The blonde strands catch the morning light, almost gleaming.

“All pony-girls need tails that match their manes,” Ulrek says, and he sounds entirely too pleased with himself.

I roll my eyes at him. He is having too much fun, but he meets my gaze with a grin that isn’t malicious—just bright and delighted.

He moves behind me. I feel his hands at the base of my spine, fingers finding the existing tail plug. There’s a brief pressure, a twist, and then it slides free. The emptiness feels strange. I wear a tail plug almost all the time now, so being empty feels weird and wrong, but the hollow feeling is brief before Ulrek positions the new plug.

My eyes widen and I let out a high-pitched whinny when I feel how big it actually is. It’s pressing against me, stretching, settling deeper than the old one ever did. The sensation draws more whinnies from me. I’m being embarrassingly vocal, and the farmhands nearby chuckle, one of them calling out something in Grivvet that makes Ulrek’s ears flush darker green.

“Sorry,” he murmurs when it pops into place, though he doesn’t sound sorry at all. I shiver with pleasure when I clench down on it and a bolt of heat zings up my spine. Ulrek’s hand pats my flank once, reassuring. “You’ll get used to the size, and this one has a special feature since I know how much you like to wear your tail.”

I can hear the smirk he’s sporting without even seeing his face, and I blush. I do like the feeling of being plugged. “The tail part pops out like a cork, leaving a hole so the plug ring doesn’t have to be removed unless necessary. I ordered especially for you, but was waiting to surprise you. Untie her now.”

The straps are loosened one by one, and I step back from the rack on shaky legs. The forge behind us cools with soft hisses as water is poured over the coals.

Olez hands the lead to my official owner. “Drakk.” Ulrek says, and I lower to my knees. Ulrek stands in front of me and looks. Just looks. His amber eyes travel from the brand on my upper arm to the shaved sides of my head, to the tail sticking out between my bum cheeks.

“Are you okay?” he asks quietly, but he doesn’t reach for my bit so I can’t answer him with words.

I give him a sideways look. Then I lean forward and bump my head lightly against his arm. Telling him without words that I am, in fact, okay. More than okay.

His mouth curves. He takes the lead and gives it a gentle tug. “Let’s get you back to your stall.”

We walk together across the yard. The farmhands we pass do something I’ve never seen before: they tip their heads toward Ulrek. Small, respectful nods. Ulrek keeps his face serious, nodding back with a gravity that doesn’t quite mask the pride radiating from him in nearly visible waves.

He guides me into my stall. The familiar space feels different somehow, or maybe I’m the one who’s different.

Ulrek removes my bit now that we are in private.

“Well,” I say.

“Well, what?” he asks.

A small, wry smile pulls at my mouth. “Guess you’re stuck with me now.”

Ulrek shakes his head and smiles wide, crinkling the corners of his eyes and transforming his entire face.

“Chara, I always was,” he says. “I was just waiting for you to realize it.”

He reaches out and strokes my mane. I don’t pull away, and his hand lingers, fingers curled into the thick plait. For a moment we stand like that in the quiet of the stall—owner and horse, master and mount, best friends underneath it all.

I am home. I have been for a long time, and he’s right, I just never realized it until now.


Chapter Six

It’s easy to forget life outside of the farm. I can almost forget most of these women were captured and forced into this lifestyle, but then there are days like today. When new stock arrives on the farm, it’s a reminder of the grim side of pony-girl farming, and it’s difficult to watch.

The poor women captured and then sold at auction are always terrified and angry. Some fight, others already look broken, but all of them are afraid. You can see it in their eyes.

A high, panicked wail cuts across the morning air, followed by shouting in Grivvet, and I lift my head to see farmhands leading a group of naked human women through it, each one collared and leashed with bridles and heavy bits in their mouths. There are six of them; most look close to my age, though dirt, grime, and sweat coating their bodies make it hard to be sure. Their bare feet drag trails in the dust, heels digging in, but the farmhands pull steadily, and the women stumble forward despite their resistance.

My chest tightens in sympathy.

Their eyes are wide, wild, and rolling white with terror. The bits in their mouths are new to them, jaws working frantically against metal they haven’t learned to accept. Saliva foamed at the corners of their lips as they fought until exhausted.

They don’t wear any other tack yet. Their bodies are naked, and some have bruises already blooming across their ribs or thighs from fighting or during capture. Too bad it only makes them more appealing to the Grivvets. That means they’ll be strong pony-girls and have unknowingly increased their value.

I shift my weight from one booted foot to the other, but don’t move toward the fence. I can see everything from where I stand in the center of the paddock, and the contrast between myself and them is sharp.

They fight. Every step. One girl plants her feet and throws her weight backward so hard that the handler stumbles. He recovers, barks something in Grivvet, and smacks her on the bottom with the crop. It makes her flinch and dance forward. He tugs the lead sharply, and she trips and goes down on her knees. Her cry around the bit is raw and desperate.

I pity them. They didn’t choose this. Not like I did. They were taken, hunted, and dragged here against their will with no understanding of what awaits them. They have no friendship with a young Grivvet to soften the edges.

There will be no gradual surrender, just breaking.

It’s good they have spirit. They’ll make strong mares, but right now, their fighting spirit will amount to nothing. All of them will adapt. They have to.

One of the girls spots me across the paddock. Our eyes lock, and she stops fighting her lead for just a moment. I see confusion flicker across her face, followed quickly by clarity. She’s looking at a human woman—hair shaved on the sides, braided mane, gold rings through nipples, leather boots on her feet, and tail shoved up her bum—standing calm in a paddock full of other transformed women. I am what she will become, and the realization dawns in her eyes. Her handler yanks her forward, and the moment shatters.

The line of women is led toward the far side of the farm. Their cries fade, replaced by the normal sounds of the morning.

Ulrek heads my way, and I sink smoothly to the ground, head lowering. His hand finds the top of my head, patting me. “You saw the new arrivals,” he says. Not a question.

I nicker softly around my bit. Yes.

“Father bought them at auction last night. They’ll make good additions to the stock, and a nice profit once trained.” His thumb strokes once along the curve of my skull. “They will settle once they are fed.”

I make no sound. What is there to say? He’s right. They will settle. They’ll learn to accept the bit, then the saddle. Their bare feet will be fitted with hoof boots before the day is done. Then their hair will be shaved and braided. Their bodies will be marked, pierced, and trained. Some will fight longer than others. Some will break quickly, but all of them eventually will kneel.

Just like I did.

Ulrek’s hand leaves my head. “Up,” he says, and I rise smoothly to my feet. He clips a lead to my breast chain. “We’re riding to the village today. I need to pick up supplies.”

I follow him toward the tack room, my gait even, despite my eagerness to get off the farm and stretch my legs. It’s just another day on the farm.


Chapter Seven

Spring, summer, and fall are filled with wonderful scenery and bustle with activity, but everything dulls and fades when winter comes. It’s my least favorite season.

Winter in the valley isn’t brutal, but it’s still cold enough to be uncomfortable when you are naked all the time. My breath comes in white puffs that hang in the air before dissolving. I won’t die of hypothermia, but the air nips at my bare skin everywhere the tack doesn’t cover, and my nipples are constantly hard like diamonds beneath their gold rings. Even the chain between them is cold against my sternum.

Days are boring because we have to spend most of the time in the stables unless the sun is out. Even then, I’m eager to get moving just to warm up.

At least it’s the shortest season, and it isn’t long before the frosty ground melts into mud, which means spring is around the corner. I’m thankful when days grow warmer once again and the first tentative shoots of new grass poke up.

Spring in the valley is the most beautiful, but tiring after the slow days of winter. Ulrek uses me constantly throughout these months; riding me out to check the perimeter fencing after storms. I carry him along miles of boundary line while he makes notes of repairs needed.

We ride to the Grivvet village weekly, sometimes more, conducting business with merchants and neighbors. And to the human settlement too, though those trips are less frequent—usually when he needs supplies the Grivvet traders don’t carry, or when Skarn sends him to deliver small shipments to human farms at the valley’s edge.

Sometimes he talks to me. Leaning forward in the saddle, his voice close to my ear, telling me about anything that crosses his mind. His words wash over me, and I listen the way a good mount listens: attentively but passively, without a voice to respond.

Other times he goes quiet, but I don’t mind the silence. There’s a comfort in it—in being useful without the need for conversation.

I’ve been a pony-girl for a while now, and the human village road no longer makes my stomach drop the way it once did. The first few times after my branding and full transformation, I’d tense as we approached, my gait faltering, shame hot in my throat at the thought of being seen like this by my own kind. But shame requires a sense of self that objectification steadily erodes, and with each trip, that sense thins a little more.

I’ve learned to keep my eyes forward, my expression blank. The humans who see me don’t see a woman anymore—they see a pony-girl, well-trained and obviously owned, and slowly their reactions have shifted.

The surprise that one of their own is now a Grivvet pony has mostly faded. The women in the village, though still a little unsettled, have accepted my new role, and a few are brave enough to give me gentle pats or treats, giggling with I nicker in thanks. But the men are no less crude when they talk about me. Their words hold no cruelty, and they are often more interested than just innocently petting a pony-girl.

Ulrek ties me up at the village square while he runs his errands. He secures my breast chain to the iron ring, checks that I’m settled, and disappears into the crowd with a pat to my flank.

I stand. I wait as the humans look.

The first few times a human man touched me while I was tied there, I nearly reared and kicked, but not anymore. Today, the first man to approach me is older, with a grizzled beard and stained teeth. He looks like a trapper, rugged and unkempt. His hand—callused and smelling of tobacco—brushed along my outer thigh, then cupped my breast, thumb finding the gold ring through my nipple. “Ain’t you a pretty girl.” He mumbles, but after a few more touches, he heads off.

The insult I felt of being objectified wore off over time. Now unwanted hands on me have become something else. The attention is nice.

When the next man, a farmer by the looks of his clothing, stops next to me, I stand still and focus on the feel as his rough palm until it slides between my legs, fingers probing the folds of my sex. I shift my weight, opening slightly, and the small sound that escapes me around the bit isn’t protest. It’s encouragement.

“Good horse,” the man murmurs, and his hand stays there, working me with a rhythm that makes my thighs tremble. “I’d love to have a few pony-girls working my farm, but it’s too bad the law is fickle about humans owning pony-girls.”

I’m sure he would, but I’m not sure if there would be any work going on. When he finally withdraws, his fingers are slick, and he wipes them on his trousers without embarrassment. Why would he be embarrassed? He was petting a horse, not an aroused woman standing in the square.

Another man stops and plays with my nipple rings while his companion watches, twisting the gold gently, watching my breath catch. They discuss me in terms I would have found degrading months ago. It’s just noise. The white noise of men talking about an animal they find pleasing to look at.

There is no shame in the fondling. There can’t be. Shame belongs to people, and I am not a person here. I am Ulrek’s mare, tied in the square, and if the men who pass find pleasure in touching me, then it’s okay for me to find pleasure in their touch.

Ulrek returns, and we ride home along a road we’ve traveled countless times since I put on these boots more than a year ago. Time has passed quickly. Four seasons have passed, and another is already upon us.

A warden stops us, checking my marks quickly, and finding everything in order, just as it should be. This time we are no longer playing.


Chapter Eight

Ulrek’s hand rests on my neck as we ride the paddock path. His fingers are warm against my skin. He’s talking, but not to me. His voice lifts and falls in conversation with Nilia, who rides her own mount alongside us.

I keep my gait steady. My head forward. My eyes on the path ahead, where it curves toward the eastern ridge. The air carries the scent of wildflowers from the meadow beyond the fence, and Nilia laughs at something Ulrek says, the sound bright and easy in the morning quiet.

Something restless stirs low in my belly during these rides where Ulrek only needs me as his mount, and not his friend. He’s distracted with Nilia, and I can’t be mad because I’ve been distracted lately as well.

I catch myself turning my head toward the stallion paddocks when the handlers lead me past. My eyes follow the massive stallions moving behind the fence rails. Sweat gleaming on their broad shoulders.

The memories of what I witnessed in the breeding yard return when I least expect them, leaving me flushed and aching.

Ulrek pulls on the reins, snapping me out of my lusty thoughts, and we turn back towards the farm, thankful he’s too distracted to notice my flushed face.

That night, when the stable goes quiet, I kneel in my stall, facing the door, waiting. Ulrek slips in the way he always does. His fingers find the buckles of my bridle and the bit slides free.

“Long day,” he says, leaning against the door, and just like that, we are us again. Owner and horse dissolve back into Ulrek and Chara, friends in a dark stall. It’s become our special time. During the day the farm is too busy, and we’re both delegated to our roles.

“Yes, it was, but Nilia’s visit was nice,” I agree. My voice is rough from disuse. I clear my throat. “She seems happy when she’s here.”

His ears perked forward. Even in the dim lantern light, I can see the flush that darkens the tips. “She’s always happy when she visits. Says the farm feels like home to her already.”

I study his face. The way his mouth curves when he talks about her isn’t something he can control anymore.

“You really like her,” I say. Not a question.

He doesn’t hesitate. “Yeah.” The word comes out warm, unmistakable. “I think I love her, Char.”

I can see it in his eyes.

“I’m going to ask her,” he says. “To be my wife. Father handed most of the farm over to me this spring. He says I’m ready. And she’s perfect. You’ve seen her. The way she is with the horses, the way she—” He stops, laughs softly. “I’m babbling.”

“You’re allowed to babble,” I tell him. “It’s cute.”

He shoves my shoulder gently. “Shut up.”

I smile. “I’m happy for you,” I say.

He looks at me then, and whatever he sees in my face seems to satisfy him. His hand finds the top of my head, fingers threading through my braided mane. “Thank you.” He slides the bit back between my lips before he leaves.

The following evening, he washes me down after a long ride to the Grivvet village to pick up a few packages. His hands work the sponge along my back in broad, steady strokes, rinsing dust from my skin. The water is warm from the pump house, steam rising where it meets the cool evening air. I’m relaxed, enjoying the sensation of being clean.

His hand paused on my flank. “You’ve been distracted lately,” he says.

I stiffen. Not much—just enough that he notices, because Ulrek notices everything about me whether he’s paying attention or not.

“I have not,” I say.

He huffs. The sound is amused. “You keep staring at the stallion paddock. Every time we ride past, and you almost tripped the other day when that stallion was being exercised.”

Heat crawls up my neck. My face burns. “I did not.”

“Chara,” he chides. “You’re changing, and that’s okay.”

I turn my head away. The movement is sharp, defensive, and I immediately regret it because it is as good as a confession to Ulrek. He knows me too well.

“You’re imagining things,” I mutter.

He doesn’t answer right away. The sponge resumes its path down my spine, over my hips, and then—

His hand slides between my legs.

I jolt. Hard. A whinny escapes me, high and startled. His fingers find the slick heat of my sex easily, and the touch is so unexpected that for a second I can’t breathe.

“Ulrek!” The name comes out garbled, half-protest, half something else entirely.

He smirks. I can hear it in his voice without looking at him. “Is my filly feeling frisky?”

I am too flustered to form a response. Every coherent thought has evacuated my skull, replaced by the simple, overwhelming fact of his fingers against me—brief, exploratory, then gone as quickly as they came.

He returns to washing my flank as if nothing happened, but the smirk hasn’t left his face; I can feel it radiating from behind me like a small sun. He says nothing more. Doesn’t need to. The point has been made, and any attempt I might make to deny it now would be ridiculous. I’m dripping in the gathering dark, in more ways than one. My body is humming with a restless, inconvenient heat that has nowhere to go.


Chapter Nine

The air is thick with the scent of fresh straw and flowers. I can smell it from where I’m standing at the edge of the farmhouse steps, waiting. Ribbons flutter from every fence post in pale greens and golds that catch the morning light, and the yard has been covered with fresh straw. Lanterns hang from the stable eaves, unlit, waiting for evening when they’ll transform the farm into something from a storybook. Flowers overflow from every post and rail—wild lavender, yellow meadow blooms, and the deep purple mountain flowers that Nilia favors. The entire farm has been scrubbed and decorated until it barely resembles the dusty working yard I’m used to.

Every pony-girl on the property has been groomed this morning. I can see them lined along the paddock fence, their skin oiled to a soft sheen, each with small blooms braided into their manes. They stand quietly, but are excited by the festivities and the day off work.

The farmhand behind me adjusts the ceremonial saddle for the third time, his claws working the leather straps. “Hold still, girl,” he murmurs, though I haven’t moved. My fair skin has been oiled until it catches the light, and my long blonde mane has been braided tight, woven through with ribbons in deep green and gold. The traditional wedding tack I wear much fancier than my everyday gear: the leather is softer, darker, fitted with small silver charms along the straps and reins that clink softly when I breathe. Each charm represents something—loyalty, service, steadfastness. Symbols of what a mount should be.

Thin ribbons hang from both my gold nipple rings, fluttering against my chest with each breath. My tail has been brushed and braided to match my mane, the blonde strands gleaming. I think I look beautiful, but today isn’t about me.

“Master Ulrek shouldn’t find a single thing to complain about.”

I snort softly through my nostrils. Ulrek will find something. It’s how he copes with nerves—fussing over details. He wants today to be perfect.

The murmur of activity around me stills suddenly, and I don’t need to turn my head to know who stepped out of the farmhouse.

Ulrek stands on the steps, and I almost don’t recognize the Grivvet looking back at me. The formal riding leathers he wears are trimmed in deep green that matches the ribbons in my mane, the leather polished to a rich shine. His posture carries a gravity I haven’t seen before—shoulders squared, head high, tail held still behind him instead of its usual restless swishing. He looks older. Every inch the farm heir on the cusp of adulthood, no longer the gangly adolescent who used to race me to the creek or the uncertain young male who fumbled through his first conversation with Nilia.

Time has done something to him. Or maybe it was Nilia. Or the farm itself, the weight of responsibility settling onto shoulders that have grown broad enough to carry it.

He comes toward me, and the farmhands melt away, giving him space. His bright amber eyes move over me slowly—checking each strap, each charm, each ribbon. Pride radiates from him in waves I can almost feel against my skin.

His clawed fingers run along the breast strap, testing the leather. “Good,” he murmurs, more to himself than to me. His touch moves to the reins, tracing the silver charms. He checks the bit next, his fingers briefly touching the metal where it rests against my lips.

“Good, you look magnificent,” he says.

He steps back, surveying the whole of me. His mouth curves into a smile that crinkles the corners of his eyes. “Beautiful,” he adds, and I nicker in thanks.

“Drakk.”

I sink smoothly to my knees, and he mounts gracefully, swinging up into the ceremonial saddle and settling his weight.

I feel him take a deep breath above me. His hand finds the reins, gathering them with a steadiness that doesn’t quite match the tension I can feel in his thighs against my sides.

“We got this,” he murmurs, and the words are so quiet I almost miss them. Not meant for me, or for anyone listening. A reassurance to himself on the morning of his wedding.

Ulrek—my best friend, is getting married today. To a female who sees the world the way he does, and I couldn’t be prouder.

I rise smoothly to my feet at the pressure of his knees. His hand rests on my neck.

Beyond the gate, I can hear the murmur of arriving guests and the creak of carts.

Ulrek’s thighs tense against my sides. “Groth,” he says softly, and I step forward into the decorated yard, carrying my best friend toward his future.

The farm gate swings open before us, and there is Nilia dressed in a beautiful gown. The sound of voices, murmurs lifting into the morning air, Grivvet and common tongue overlapping as onlookers rushed to get the best view of the young couple. I keep my gait even, each step measured and sure. His hand on the reins is steady, but I can feel the slight tremor in his fingers against my neck.

“You look…” Ulrek trails off, lost for words when Nilia moves to our side on her own mare, and she giggles at Ulrek’s dazed expression.

We move down the center and crowd parts before us. Grivvet faces turned upward, amber eyes bright with approval.

Beside us, Nilia rides her mount, a pony-girl, farm-raised with a calm demeanor and powerful build, fitted with ceremonial tack that matches mine in every detail except the colors: where mine bears the farm’s green and gold, hers carries Nilia’s family colors of deep purple and silver. The mare was an engagement gift from Ulrek.

My shoulders nearly brush the other mares’ as we walk the path toward the altar. Close enough that I can smell Nilia’s scent—wildflowers and something warmer underneath, a fragrance she wears that Ulrek once described to me in embarrassing detail during one of our nighttime talks.

Above our heads, Ulrek and Nilia exchange a glance.

I feel it rather than see it—the shift in Ulrek’s weight, the almost imperceptible lean toward her that tells me his attention has swung away from the path and toward his bride. When she looks at Ulrek, the world narrows to just the two of them, and even the crowd seems to sense it, the murmurs softening to something almost reverent.

The altar has been erected in front of the stables—a simple wooden platform draped with green and gold fabric, with flowers arranged at each corner. The officiant stands at the center, a stout elder Grivvet whose leathery skin has gone gray with age. His formal robes hang heavily from narrow shoulders, embroidered with symbols I don’t recognize.

We halt before the platform. I stand perfectly still as the officiant’s voice carries across the gathered crowd, formal and measured. “Today we witness the joining of two households,” he begins. “A partnership built on strength and steadiness, as symbolized by the mounts who carry our bride and groom.”

To be married atop your mount is tradition: bride and groom remain in the saddle throughout the ceremony, their mounts standing as living representations of the foundation upon which their household will be built. Strength. Loyalty. Service.

The officiant’s speech builds toward its conclusion, his voice rising slightly with each phrase. The crowd has gone completely silent.

“And so,” the officiant says, his aged voice carrying to the farthest edges of the crowd, “I ask you both: do you take this female as your wife, to honor and provide for, to build a household upon the strength you have shown this day?”

Ulrek’s hand leaves the reins.

I feel the movement above me—the lean, the reach—and then his fingers are stretching across the small space between our mounts. Nilia’s hand meets his halfway, her smaller clawed fingers curling into his palm.

“I do,” Ulrek says, and his voice doesn’t shake.

“I do,” Nilia echoes, brighter.

The officiant raises both hands. “Then, by the traditions of our people, and with these mounts as witnesses, I declare you joined.”

The crowd erupts.

The sound hits like a physical wave—voices overlapping, hands clapping, a few farmhands at the back letting out sharp whistles that cut through the general roar. I flinch despite myself, my ears ringing with the suddenness of it, but I hold my position.

Above me, Ulrek releases Nilia’s hand reluctantly. I feel the shift as he straightens in the saddle, and then—

His weight leans forward. His forehead presses against my braided mane, and his breath is warm against my skin. “Couldn’t have done this without you,” he murmurs, his voice so low I almost miss what he said.

My throat closes. The bit pressed against my tongue, and I can’t respond—not with words, not with anything except the steady rise and fall of my breathing beneath him. But I hope he feels it anyway: the warmth that floods through me at his words, the pride and happiness. I am exactly where I’m supposed to be, doing exactly what I was meant to do: supporting my friend in one of the most important moments in his life.

He straightens. His hand finds the reins, gathering them up, and with a tug to the left, guides me away from the altar.

Behind us, the celebration is already beginning—Grivvets spilling across the decorated yard, voices lifted in laughter and traditional songs. The mounts will be kept in the pasture during the festivities—a practical decision, since a yard full of celebrating Grivvets and alcohol is no place for an animal. But the pasture borders the yard closely enough that I’ll be able to watch from the fence line. See Ulrek dance with his bride. See the life he’s building take shape before my eyes.


Chapter Ten

The farm has shed its wedding finery, and the signs of celebration are gone, but everything has shifted.

Olez leads me from my stall, already tacked up and ready to work. Ulrek appears at the stable door. His riding leathers are clean but plain today; the fancy wedding one’s put away.

“Morning, girl.” He takes the lead from the farmhand. “Busy day. Lots to do.” He says as I kneel and he swings up into the saddle with a little more pep than usual. Married life must be good to him.

“Groth.”

We start at the eastern boundary. Ulrek leans low over my neck as we follow the fence line, checking each post. He mutters to himself about what needs fixing, and I listen the way I always do, half my attention on the path under my feet, the other half on the familiar rumble of his voice.

Next, we head to the training ring where a few new mares circle the yard under handler direction, learning the basic commands. Their steps are clumsy and hesitant. They stumble on the turns. One mare fights the bit, tossing her head until a handler snaps a short leash to her bridle and forces her chin down to the ground. A few good lashes of the crop on her rump and then he pushes her back up and around the ring again.

“Father, let me pick the new stock this time,” Ulrek says, and pride threads through his voice. “He was impressed with the strong mares. They’ll fit in well. I’m going to sell all of them once they are trained, except for the dark-skinned pony. She’ll breed new lines into our herd in the future.”

I can’t respond or offer my opinion with the bit in my mouth, but I doubt he wants my opinion on this. This is farm business and has nothing to do with me personally.

Ulrek shifts in the saddle, ready to move on, when Nilia’s voice cuts across the yard. “Rik!”

I feel him jolt above me. His weight shifts, his head turns to see Nilia standing at the farmhouse door, one hand braced against the frame, her tail swishing behind her. She’s wearing something loose and comfortable, already at home here.

“She’s got my lunch ready,” Ulrek says, his voice has that warmth in it now, the one that creeps in whenever Nilia is around.

He steers me toward the house, and it’s my turn to feel the crop on my rump. I trot quickly across the yard, and Ulrek pulls on the reins, stopping just in front of the water trough. A farmhand appears as if by magic, and Ulrek dismounts smoothly, handing the reins over with a quick, “Hold her here.”

Then he’s gone, jogging up the farmhouse steps, and the door closes behind him.

The farmhand clips my breast chain to the iron ring by the water trough, and I stand, bit between my teeth, and watch the farmhouse door.

This is new. The old Ulrek would have sent someone to fetch his lunch. Or eaten at midday with the hands. Now his wife calls, and he goes running. Just like that.

I can’t get angry. Love like theirs is impossible to resent.

Finally, the door opens, and Ulrek emerges first, laughing at something Nilia says behind him. Nilia follows, stepping into the light, and Ulrek turns back to her. His hand finds her waist. Hers rises to his cheek, then they kiss, and it’s not a quick peck. Even I’m blushing when his tail curls around her calf.

The farmhand beside me coughs pointedly, but the two are so lost in each other that they don’t hear him.

Ulrek breaks the kiss with visible reluctance. His thumb brushes Nilia’s lower lip once before he turns back toward me. His ears are flushed dark green at the tips, and he’s trying very hard to look professional as he approaches.

“Sorry about that,” he says, though he doesn’t sound sorry. I snort through my nostrils.

He mounts, and we continue our day, or at least try to. The afternoon unfolds in a series of small interruptions. Ulrek’s attention often drifts toward the farmhouse where Nilia sits on the porch with a basket of mending. He slows my pace without meaning to, his eyes fixed on her until I toss my head and nicker pointedly.

“Right,” he says, shaking himself. “Sorry.”

Later, checking the feed stores, he pauses at the paddock fence where Nilia stands watching the new mares. They talk over the rail, heads close together. I stand patiently behind him, reins loose in his hands, while his wife’s fingers trace patterns on his forearm and his voice drops to something soft I can barely hear.

By the time we finish the rounds, the sun has dipped toward the western ridge. Ulrek guides me back toward the stable yard.

“She’s amazing,” he says, and I don’t need to ask who he means. The words spill out of him like he’s been holding them back all day. “The way she handles the mares. You should have seen her this morning with that one fighting the bit. Nilia just stood there, calm as anything, and the mare settled right down.”

I make a small sound around the bit. I was there, but apparently he forgot, and he misinterprets the sound I made. “Exactly,” he says, and his hand squeezes my shoulder. “You like her too. I can tell.”

I do, but that’s not what I meant. We reach the stable, and he dismounts and removes my bit. “She’s good for you,” I say. My voice comes out rough from disuse.

His smile is quick and bright. “Yeah.”

A farmhand takes my reins. Ulrek pats my flank twice and turns toward the farmhouse where lantern light already glows in the windows. His stride quickens as he goes, tail swishing behind him with that unmistakable eagerness.

I watch him until the farmhouse door closes. He’s in love, and I’m happy for him. I am.

The farmhand tugs my lead. “Come on, mare. Time for your stall.”

I go where I’m led. My boots crunching on the packed dirt. Behind me, the farmhouse windows glow warm and golden against the darkening sky.

_____________

Ulrek appears at my stall door early in the morning a few days later, and I wonder why he’s up so early. It’s usually a farmhand that comes to fetch me.

“Come on, girl.”

That’s all. No explanation? He hooks the lead to my breast chain and tugs.

We crossed the yard to the marking rack. My throat goes dry as I eye up the leather straps hanging loose from the crossbeams. I stop. Just for a second. My nostrils flare.

Ulrek feels the hesitation through the lead. “It’s okay,” he says. His voice is low and calm. “Trust me.”

I do. I trust him completely, and still my heart kicks against my ribs as we approach the rack.

He positions me beside it. His hands are gentle but firm as they guide me forward, bending me at the waist until my chest meets the padded section.

He works the straps methodically, strapping me down. He adjusts the height of the supports, raising my bottom until I’m presented properly.

My bit stays in. He doesn’t reach for the buckles. So I can’t ask why I’m getting another mark. All I can do is watch his movements from the corner of my eye and try to read his face.

He steps away long enough to pick up the heated stylus. The metal glows dull red at the tip, cherry-bright like the branding iron, but smaller and more precise.

He positions himself behind me. One hand spreads me open, and I tense; every muscle going rigid. I can’t help it. I know this is going to hurt.

The stylus touches me, and white-hot pain lances through my labia. I whinny sharply; my hips jerk hard against the restraints, but the straps hold me flat and still. The pain is intense on the sensitive flesh.

I’m panting so badly by the time he’s done. Sweat beads along my hairline, and my thighs tremble against the leather.

Ulrek’s palm is warm and steady. “Good girl,” he murmurs. “I know it hurts, but you took that well. Really well.” His thumb strokes a slow circle against my skin. The touch is soothing.

“You’re doing great,” he says. “Almost done.”

He applies the salve with careful fingers. The coolness spreads across the burn, dulling the sharp edge of pain, and I sigh in relief. Then he unbuckles the straps, and I stand on shaky legs; the new mark throbs between my legs.

I turn my head toward Ulrek and glare at him. What was that for?

Ulrek meets my gaze. His amber eyes hold mine steadily, and then his mouth curves. That crooked, familiar smirk. The one that used to mean trouble when we were kids racing through the fields.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” he says, not really answering my unspoken question. I want to push. To demand answers, but the look on his face stops me. That smirk isn’t cruel. It’s anticipatory. Excited, even. Whatever this mark means, he’s pleased about it.

I hold his gaze for a long beat, then I drop to my knees, lowering my eyes in submission. I trust him to have my best interests at heart.

His hand finds the top of my head. “Such a good girl. The best. Let’s get you back to your stall. You need rest.”

He clips the lead to my breast chain, and I follow, wondering what this mark could me.

____________

A week later, there is excited chatter among the farmhands. I don’t know what’s going on until I see Skarn standing at the edge of the main yard, a travel pack slung over one shoulder. He’s dressed for the road—sturdy boots, a coat thick enough for mountain cold. Behind him, a seasoned mount waits patiently, already tacked.

Ulrek stands opposite his father. The farmhands have stopped working. Everyone is watching. The farmhand leading me guides me toward Ulrek, but we stop a few feet behind Ulrek’s left shoulder.

“I built this place to leave you a legacy.” Skarn gestures at the farm and land around us. “And it’s time to hand over the reins completely.”

“In the last few months, you’ve married.” Skarn’s mouth curves, just slightly. “You’ve run the farm on your own. And it’s thriving.” His amber eyes scan the yard, taking in the organized bustle, the well-maintained equipment, the mares grazing calmly in their paddocks. “I can retire happy, knowing our family will continue our legacy through you.”

Ulrek’s shoulders square, his chin lifts a fraction. Earning his father’s approval means a lot to him.

Skarn looks at me, eyes traveling down my body, stopping on the new mark between my legs.

My labia are opened from the saddle straps and the healing mark Ulrek placed days ago is visible. Skarn studies it, nods once, returning his gaze to his son.

“You’ve shown me you are ready to be the farm owner I raised you to be.”

No one moves or speaks. Even the birds have stopped chirping, as if they too understand the importance of the moment. Only the windmill creaks softly in the background, turning its slow circles against the pale sky.

Ulrek extends his hand, and Skarn takes it. Their grip is firm, and from where I’m standing I can see Ulrek’s claws press into his father’s leathery palm and how Skarn’s fingers curl tight around his son’s.

Then Skarn turns and mounts his mare, gathering the reins. “I’ll be back in the spring.”

His mare carries him toward the gate at a steady walk, and the farmhands stepped aside to let them pass, nodding in respect.

Ulrek pivots, and the Grivvet who faces the farm now is no longer the boy I ran wild with or the young man reaching adulthood. He is the owner, and his eyes scan the yard, and all he owns.

A farmhand approaches hesitantly. “Sir? The north field fence—”

“Take two hands and have a set of ponies pull the cart of new posts,” Ulrek says. “Have it repaired by midday.”

The farmhand nods. “Yes, sir.” He turns and goes, hurrying to obey his new boss.

Another hand steps forward. “The foaling mare in the stable is showing signs, sir. Might be tonight.”

“Move her to a birthing stall. And send someone to fetch Nilia as soon as she’s ready to deliver. She’ll want to be there.”

“Yes, sir.”

The farmhands responded with a quickness I haven’t seen before. All the respect given to Skarn has now transferred to his son, who easily slots himself into place, becoming what he was raised to be.

____________

Time blurs, and the farm changes under Ulrek’s hand until it’s running smoothly and exactly how he wanted. Days stretch longer, and nights feel shorter as we work hard. I lose count of how many sunrises have broken over the eastern ridge since Skarn rode out.

Ulrek is thriving, and it feels like we’re everywhere at once. Dawn finds us in the fields, walking the harvest rows and marking yields. Mid - morning, I’m put to pasture while he’s in the birthing stalls with the foaling mares, assisted by his wife. By afternoon, we’re riding to the Grivvet village for supply negotiations, or to the human settlement with cartloads of excess grain.

When he needs me, he uses me fully, and my back carries him for hours without complaint. I even pull carts when the tasks don’t require a mount—hauling feed sacks from the storehouse to the paddocks; my shoulder muscles straining against the leather traces, but I’m happy to be useful.

When he doesn’t need me, I am turned out with the mares, which can be fun. We play, chasing each other across the field or splashing each other in the pond. When we’re tired, we doze in the sun or stand hip-to-hip at the watering trough and exchange glances that don’t need words.

I am not lonely, but the restless warmth that has been building in my body still does not ease. If anything, the long afternoons in the paddock make it worse because the stallion fields border the east fence of the pony pasture. From there I can see them moving behind their rail, and my body responds when they’re near. Heat blooms low in my belly. My nipples tighten, and between my legs, that slick, aching warmth returns stronger than before.

I try to ignore them, but like a magnet, my head turns, my eyes find them, and the warmth spreads, persistent, undeniable.

Evening finds me in my stall, and like most evenings, the stable door creaks open, and lantern light washes across the straw as Ulrek steps into my stall.

He doesn’t speak at first and sets the lantern on the hook, reaching for a brush. His movements are unhurried. Maybe he’s just tired. Running a farm this size takes something out of a person, even a Grivvet as young and strong as Ulrek.

The soft bristles move in long strokes across my shoulders, relaxing me and almost putting me into a trance until Ulrek speaks.

“You’ve been quiet lately.” His voice is low. “Even when the bit is out.”

I realize with a start that the bit has been removed. I didn’t even notice when he entered the stall, and I opened my mouth automatically.

I have been quieter, but sometimes there is no need for words. “I don’t have anything to say.”

His hand resumes brushing. Down my spine, over my hips, along the curve of my flank.

“That’s not like you.” This is humor in his voice. “The Chara I know always has something to say. Even when she shouldn’t.”

I smile. He’s right about that, too. “I’m fine,” I say, and it’s not entirely a lie. I am fine. My body is warm and restless and full of wants I can’t articulate, but I am fine.

Ulrek doesn’t press. When the brushing is done, he sets the tool aside. He grabs the bit where it hangs from a strap on the wall and presses it against my lips. I open for him, and then he checks the buckles and adjusts the fit so it sits where it’s supposed to.

“Get some rest,” he says. His hand pats my backside once. “Busy day tomorrow.”

He doesn’t specify what makes it busy. Probably another heavy workload. No one said being a pony-girl was easy.


Chapter Eleven

I can’t stand still. My body won’t let me.

The late afternoon sun hangs low over the western ridge, casting long shadows across the main paddock where I’ve been turned out with the other mares. They mingle in scattered clusters, giving me knowing looks, but keep their distance.

I pace along the fence line. My boots crunch against the dry grass with each turn, but the constant movement does nothing to ease the heat crawling under my skin.

It started this morning—a low, humming warmth behind my ribs that I tried to ignore during the day’s work. By midday, it had sunk lower, settling into my pelvis like a stone heated in a fire. I’m flushed, my nipples ache, I feel swollen and wet between my legs.

My skin feels too tight, too sensitive, especially when the breeze carries the distant scent of the stallion paddock—musky, sharp with male sweat—and my nostrils flare, drawing it deeper. My thighs press together, then shift apart, then press together again. I feel like I’m going crazy.

A farmhand approaches from the stable yard, brush in one hand, lead rope coiled over his shoulder. “Drakk.” Despite my restlessness, I obey immediately, dropping to my knees so he can clip the rope to my breast chain. He tugs. “Come on, girl. Brush down before evening feed.”

I follow, but my hips shift from side to side like a strange dance without music. My thighs slide against each other, the wetness between them making the inner skin stick and pull with each stride. The gold chain connecting my nipple rings swings, and each small tug sends a pulse of heat straight down to my core. I toss my braided mane, the blonde strands whipping against my neck, and the movement pulls the chain clipped to my rings—a sharp sting that makes me gasp around the bit.

The farmhand stops at the grooming post and clips the lead to the iron ring. “Drakk.” He reaches for the brush, then pauses, watching me quiver. The chain between my nipple rings pulls taut as I lean away from the post, then goes slack as I sway back. I’m making soft, restless sounds around the bit—not quite whinnies, more frustrated moans.

The farmhand grips the bridle strap beneath my chin and gives it one firm, short tug. “Zarn!”

I still, lowering my head. I grit my teeth and manage to stay motionless long enough for him to take two strokes with the brush along my shoulder.

Then my hips shift again. My thighs press together. My tail plug feels suddenly, intensely present, stretching me in a way that sends a shudder up my spine. I clench down on it without thinking, and the sensation is so pleasurable that a high, startled neigh slips from my lips.

A second farmhand passes, but pauses, his eyes moving over me with a slow, assessing sweep. He says something low to the one brushing me in Grivvet tongue. I can’t follow. The first farmhand nods, his gaze flicking toward the distant stallion barn.

Their conversation continues above my head while my bound hands flex behind my back. The evening breeze shifts, and the stallion scent hits me again, stronger this time. My nostrils flare wide. My breath comes faster, white puffs in the cooling air. Between my legs, the wetness thickens.

Then Ulrek is there. I don’t hear him approach—my awareness is too scattered, but suddenly he’s beside the grooming post, taking the brush from the farmhand with a curt nod. The farmhand says something in Grivvet, gesturing toward me with a tilt of his head. Ulrek nods once in acknowledgment and replies in the same language. The farmhands move off, their conversation fading as they head toward the stables.

Ulrek works in silence. Brushing me off and then washing me down with warm water. Each pass of the cloth should be soothing. Under normal circumstances, it is. Today, each touch against my overheated skin sends small, electric ripples through me that gather low in my belly and pulse outward.

His hand pauses along the inside of my thigh. I feel his claws—light, almost hesitant—brush against the slick skin there.

“You’re in season,” he says. His voice is matter-of-fact. He’s grown up on this farm and probably seen this happen before. “You’ve matured.”

I can’t look him in the face and drop my chin toward my chest, eyes fixed on the packed dirt. In season? I’ve heard it used around the farm. Heard it in the breeding yard, applied to mares brought to the rack or farmhands deciding which mares are ready for the stallions.

I am in season. My body is doing what it’s meant to do. What I watched those pony-girls do on the breeding rack, their backs arching, their cries changing from distress to something else entirely.

“That’s why you can’t settle,” he says finally.

I stare at the ground. My breath comes in shallow pulls. The warmth in my body hasn’t dimmed—if anything, having a name for it makes it burn brighter, more insistently.

Ulrek’s hand stays on my hip. His thumb traces one slow circle against my skin, and the touch is calming. “It’s going to be okay.”

Night settles over the farm, and I stare at the stall wall, trying to fall asleep when the stall door creaks.

I lift my eyes to see Ulrek standing at the half-door, forearms resting on the top rail, looking in. The lantern from the aisle behind him cast his face in half-light. He doesn’t reach over to remove the bit the way he usually does for our nighttime talks. He just looks at me. His gaze moves over my body—noting the flush, the way my chest rises and falls too quickly, the slight tremble in my thighs.

Ulrek’s mouth curves, just slightly, into a soft smile. “You’ve come a long way,” he says finally. “From that girl who used to race me to the creek. To this.” His gesture is small—a tilt of his head that takes in the stall, the bridle, the brand on my arm visible even in the dim light. “Branded. Registered. Kneeling in my stall.”

I hold his gaze. I want to say something—to ask what he’s thinking, and why he’s standing at the door instead of coming in—but the metal between my teeth keeps the words where they belong: locked inside.

“You’ve grown into a fine mare, Chara.”

Coming from Ulrek, it is not an insult. The words carry the weight of everything we’ve been to each other. Friend. Best friend. Owner and owned. The line between those things has been blurring for so long that I’m not sure either of us remembers where it began.

He looks down at the stall door latch. His clawed fingers trace the worn wood of the rail, an absent movement while whatever he’s turning over in his mind settles into place.

“I think it may be time I start thinking about your future properly.”

The sentence hangs in the air between us, and my brain catches on one word before anything else: I. Not we. Not you and me together, the way we’ve navigated every decision since I put on this bridle.

He is making this decision alone.

The implication sinks into me. From the mouth of an owner standing at the stall door of a mare in her prime, those words have only one real meaning.

Breeding. The stallions. The rack I watched those women bend over, their legs spread, their bodies trembling as the massive studs mounted them from behind.

The heat in my body responds to the thought of being mounted by such a powerful beast. I shiver and my thighs clench hard.

Ulrek sees it all. His amber eyes track the movement, and something shifts in his expression—a quiet, settled certainty.

He straightens up from the half-door. His hands leave the rail. Then he reaches for the top half of the door and pulls it shut with a soft click.

I lie in the dark, listening to his footsteps fade down the aisle. My body is warm and slick and aching. My mind races through possibilities about breeding, about stallions.

My body feels ready, but am I?


Chapter Twelve

I’ve been awake since the sky first grayed, lying in the straw with my eyes open and my body humming. The heat hasn’t eased. If anything, the long night of thinking made it worse. I couldn’t sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, images surfaced. My face burns just thinking about it.

The stable door opens and my head lifts immediately to see Ulrek standing in the threshold, backlit by the pale dawn light from the aisle.

I know the moment I see his face that something is off. The corners of his mouth lift in that small, restrained smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

My stomach pulls tight. I know where we’re going before he speaks a word.

“Good morning, girl,” he says.

“Come on.” His hand drops to the breast chain clipped between my nipple rings. “I’ve got somewhere to take you.”

He clips the lead to my breast chain and tugs once, gently. The stable aisle is quiet; most of the farmhands still asleep or just beginning their morning rounds. The dawn air is cool against my flushed skin, raising goosebumps along my arms and across my chest.

We cross the yard, and with each step, the direction becomes unmistakable, but this time I don’t stare at the heavy timber outline of the stallion barn with horror.

My steps grow shorter. Quicker, and my pace increases.

Ulrek notices, but doesn’t correct me. He lets me move, feels the change in my gait through the leather, and his smile grows.

The stallion barn looms ahead of us. Ulrek pushes one door open with his shoulder, and the air hits me like a physical wall, and I don’t recoil at the thick, musky heat that fills my lungs and makes my head swim.

The scent is almost overwhelming—male sweat, hay, leather, and something sharper underneath that I can’t name, but my body recognizes immediately. My nostrils flare wide, drawing it deeper, and a shudder runs through me from my head to my tail.

The barn aisle stretches before us, dimly lit by high windows catching the early light. Shapes shift in the stalls on either side—massive, shadowed forms that go still as we pass, dark eyes tracking our movement. I feel their gazes on my skin like touches.

Ulrek guides me toward the far end, past rows of occupied stalls, to where a larger pen stands separate from the others. He unlatches the gate and guides me inside with a gentle pressure on the lead. A partition wall divides my new pen from the adjacent one—solid timber slats with a wide enough gap between them to see through easily.

“We’ll do this right in the barn,” Ulrek says. He unclips the lead from my breast chain. “Give you some privacy, even though I know you don’t worry about silly things like that now.” He chuckles, the sound warm. “You’re past all that, aren’t you, Char?”

I let out a soft nicker around the bit. He’s right. The girl who would have died of embarrassment at the thought of being watched is gone. Privacy is a human luxury I surrendered along with everything else.

The gate closes behind me with a solid iron clang, and Ulrek takes his position outside it, forearms resting on the top rail, watching me with a satisfied expression.

That’s when I see him.

The stallion in the adjacent stall moves the moment I enter his line of sight. One sharp, fluid shift of his weight that brings him to the partition wall in two strides. He’s tall—taller than any stallion I’ve seen on the farm, neck arched high, shoulders rolling beneath skin that gleams like polished bronze in the dim barn light. Not the lighter tan of the local stock, but something deeper, richer, with an almost metallic sheen that catches what little light filters through the windows.

He’s massive. Broad through the chest and shoulders, every muscle defined beneath that gleaming skin as if carved from stone. A thick, powerful neck, and the restlessness in him is visible—muscles twitching beneath the surface, his weight shifting from one foot to the other in short, impatient movements.

But it’s his eyes that hold me. Dark, closer to black, intelligent and focused with an intensity that makes my breath catch. They fixed on my body the moment I stepped into the pen, and they didn’t move. Don’t wander. They track me with a precision that feels predatory, cataloging every inch of me from my braided mane to the boots on my feet to the tail hanging between my thighs.

He’s not fully tamed. I can see it in the sharpness of his movements, the defiant look in his eyes mixed with hunger. There’s an edge to him that the farm-raised stallions lack. He hasn’t been worn smooth by years of routine handling.

“I just bought him,” Ulrek says. “He came from land across the sea. Very unique coloring, and expensive, but nothing is too good for my best mare.” He winks and drums his claws once on the rail. “He’s never mounted a mare as far as I know, but I’m sure instinct and a pony as beautiful as you will help him do his duty.”

The stallion snorts. The sound is sharp, dismissive, and his dark eyes cut to Ulrek with a glare so pointed I can feel the hostility radiating through the partition. Then his attention returns to me, and his shaft—God, his shaft—is already thickening, swinging heavy between his legs as blood rushes into it. The sight sends a jolt through me so acute that my knees nearly buckle. He’s larger than I expected. Thicker. The head already flushed dark and leaking a clear bead that shines under the light.

He paws the ground. Eager and impatient. His whole body radiates a tension that matches the heat building in my own.

That’s when I noticed the cord. A thin leather strap wrapped around the base of his shaft and balls, the free end threaded through the partition and wrapped several times around a post on Ulrek’s side of the rail. A control line. Simple, effective Grivvet handling.

The stallion tosses his head again, harder this time, and throws his weight against the partition. The wood groans under the impact. His dark eyes never leave me, but there’s frustration in the movement—a male animal testing his boundaries.

Ulrek doesn’t raise his voice. His hand simply reaches through the rail, finds the cord where it’s wrapped around the post, and gives it one firm yank.

“Settle.”

The stallion grunts as his manhood is pinched and stills. Not completely—his muscles continue to shift beneath that bronze skin, his breath coming in short, forceful bursts through flared nostrils—but the defiance drains from his posture.

Ulrek glances back at me. His expression has shifted into something lighter, almost amused. “You’re going to have a fun time with this one,” he says, and there’s a warmth in his voice. “He’s got spirit. Reminds me of someone.”

I stand still in the center of the breeding pen, and my heart hammers against my ribs so hard I’m certain Ulrek can hear it from where he stands. My cheeks burn hot, flushed with a heat that has nothing to do with the barn’s warmth and everything to do with the dark-eyed stallion currently watching my every breath with undisguised hunger.

A fine, electric sensation runs from my scalp down my spine to the base of my tail. I’m embarrassingly wet.

The stallion presses close to the partition again, and I take one step toward the wall. Then another. Drawn forward on instinct, on the pull of something deeper than thought until I stand close enough that his breath hits my face through the gaps in the wood.

I let out a low, soft nicker.

The stallion answers. A deep, rumbling sound from his chest that I feel more than hear, vibrating through the partition wood and into the soles of my boots. His whole body presses against the barrier, muscles bunching beneath that gleaming bronze skin, and the cord around his genitals pulls taut with the movement. His shaft is fully hard now, jutting proud and thick, the head dark and wet.

From outside the gate, Ulrek watches. He has the look of an owner who is watching his mare move from resistance to acceptance to eager anticipation.

He nods, then pushes off the gate rail, walking away down the barn aisle without another word.

The barn settles into a silence broken only by the stallion’s breathing and the small, restless sounds I can’t seem to stop making around the bit. The partition between us, solid for now but not forever.

I press my forehead against the wood. Close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from him through the gaps. Close enough that when he exhales, the warm fog of his breath washes over my face and carries his scent into me like a drug.

My body hums. Aches.


Chapter Thirteen

I don’t know how long I’ve been standing here with my face pressed against the partition, breathing the stallion’s heat through the gaps in the wood. My body hums, my skin flushed from collarbone to hip, nipples aching beneath their gold rings. I can feel my wetness cooling on my inner thighs each time the barn air shifts.

The stallion hasn’t moved either. His dark eyes watched me through the slats. His shaft hangs thick between his legs, flushed dark and leaking. The scent of him makes my head swim with desire.

The barn has brightened as the morning wears on, but we still don’t move apart. Then the gate creaks open behind me, and Ulrek comes in.

“Nardak,” he says, and the command rolls through my body. The stallion momentarily forgotten. My knees fold, and I drop into the straw without hesitation, face lowering until my cheek presses against the straw. My legs spread at the familiar tap of his hand against my inner thighs.

I hear him crouching behind me. His clawed hand rests on the curve of my flank, steadying, then slides inward. “Hold still. I need to check you.”

Two fingers press against my folds. The touch is clinical as his fingers part me, sliding through the slick gathered there, and I bite down hard on the bit to stifle the sound that wants to escape. My body clenches around nothing. His thumb presses lower, finding the swollen ring of muscle, testing dilation with a gentle, circular pressure that makes my hips jerk forward against the straw. The stallion grunts and snorts in agitation, reminding me he’s watching.

“Good,” he murmurs, half to himself. His fingers withdrew, and I hear the soft sound of cloth—wiping his hand clean. “You’re ready.”

Ulrek stands, but I remain as I am as he moves toward the stall door. He calls out to some farmhands, and they rush to do his bidding.

They bring the rack in through the wide gate, the wooden frame scraping against the stall floor. It’s covered in padded leather, thick cushions along the top rail where my chest will rest.

Ulrek’s hand finds my bridle. A gentle tug upward. “Up.”

I rise to my feet on unsteady legs. My thighs are trembling as he guides me to the rack.

“Bend over it,” he says, and I bend at the waist without resistance. My chest meets the padded rail and sigh at the feel of the warm, soft leather.

“Good girl.” He leans in close until he’s looking right into my eyes. “If you don’t want this, I would never force you. Just shake your head and I’ll take you back to your stall.”

There he is. My best friend. Always concerned about me, but this time he shouldn’t be worried that he’s forcing me. I’m nervous, but I’m also shaking with desire.

I want this.

No, I need this.

I smile as much as I can around the bit and nudge his cheek softly. His face softens, and he strokes my cheeks tenderly. “Good girl.” He says again.

Then the tender moment is over and Ulrek gets back to business, attaching the sides of my bridle to the rack first before securing a strap across my lower back, pulling it snugly. The farmhands step forward to help, but he shakes his head. “I got this.”

Another strap crosses over my shoulder blades, holding me flat against the padding. My thighs are next, each leg strapped to the upright posts, spread wide and immovable.

Each strap holding me down should feel restrictive, but they steady my nerves. I cannot move more than a tremble in any direction.

Ulrek leans close. His mouth near my ear, his breath warm against the sensitive skin behind it. “This is just for the first time,” he says. “So you don’t get injured since he’s new and quite wound up.” A pause as he brushes his hand along my mane. “But after this, I’m going to leave you two alone together for a few days in this stall.” His mouth curves; I can hear the smile in his voice without turning to see it. “My father would be livid. But it’s my farm now.” His thumb traces one slow stroke along the curve of my jaw, just below the bit. “I think natural breeding will yield better results than this old method. It will be less barbaric.”

I nicker softly in agreement. I trust him completely and have since the day I knelt in the dirt at his feet and gave him everything, even if I didn’t realize it at the time.

None of this would have happened without trust and… love. He is my family and my best friend.

His hand stays on my jaw a moment longer, then he steps back.

The nerves coil in my stomach, tight and electric—but the restraint steadies them. Holds them in place the way the straps hold my body. Ulrek is right. This way is better for the first time. So I can relax and let it happen.

The farmhands open the gate and lead the new stallion in. His body fills the doorway and looks much bigger without the partition separating us.

His dark eyes find me the instant he crosses the threshold—locked on my spread thighs, and the wet heat visible between them. His nostrils flare wide, drawing my scent deep. A low, rumbling sound rolls from his chest, and the cord around the base of his shaft pulls taut as he lunges forward.

Ulrek’s hand snaps out. One firm yank on the cord, and the big stallion grunts, his forward momentum arrested mid-stride. His dark eyes cut to Ulrek with a glare so sharp I can feel the hostility radiating across the stall. But the cord does its work. He settles, muscles twitching beneath that bronze skin, his breath coming in short, forceful bursts.

“Move him,” Ulrek says.

The farmhands guide him into position behind me. One on either side, steering his massive bulk with ease since he doesn’t fight them. His attention is fixed entirely on what waits between my strapped thighs.

The first touch is a shock. Broad, blunt pressure against my entrance—the head of him, hot and solid, pressing forward eagerly. A high whinny leaves my mouth as my body resists. The stretch burns, sharp and white-hot, and I suck air through my nostrils in one sharp, ragged pull. He’s too big is my first thought, and I panic, but then he grunts loudly and presses harder.

One steady thrust that doesn’t stop when my body tightens—that drives through the resistance until the burning gives way to a fullness so overwhelming my vision blurs at the edges. He seats himself to the root, and the sensation of being stretched wide around his cock hollows me out completely. My screech is loud even to my ears, as every nerve ending fires at once. The ache of it radiates up through my pelvis, into my lower belly, a deep, throbbing pressure that feels like I’ve been split in two.

I let out another whinny as tears filled my eyes, but Ulrek is there immediately, fingers curling into my braided mane. “Shh, Chara,” he says, his voice low and steady against the chaos of sensation. “You’re doing okay. The worst part is over. Just breathe through it.”

I try. My lungs hitch, drag in air, release it in shaky exhales that fog the padded rail beneath my cheek. The stallion doesn’t wait for me to adjust. His hips draw back—the drag of him pulling out almost as overwhelming as the push in—and then he drives forward again. Harder this time now that there is no resistance. The rack creaks beneath the impact. My strapped thighs jerk against their restraints.

This might be his first time, but he found his rhythm quickly. Each thrust rocks the rack, the wooden frame groaning beneath us. The pain crests on the third stroke, but then, on the fourth, it begins to dissolve. Something else rises beneath it. A pleasure that builds from the center of the stretch, spreading outward in slow, insistent waves.

Ulrek notices the change and steps back. I hardly noticed his retreat, focusing solely on this new feeling growing. The restlessness that has plagued me is finally gone.

A moan escapes around the bit—nothing like the pained whinnies from before. My nipples ache beneath their gold rings, the chain between them pulling taut with each rock of the rack. Between my legs, the wetness has eased the way, each thrust producing a slick, audible sound the farmhands can certainly hear, but I don’t care.

My world has narrowed to the point where his cock stretches me open, and the building pressure coiling tighter with each drive of his hips.

It crests without warning. One moment I’m trembling on the edge, and the next my entire body locks—back arching hard against the restraints, muscles seizing from my calves to my shoulders. The orgasm tears through me like something breaking loose, a full-body release that empties my lungs in one long, shuddering whinny. My vision goes white at the edges. I clench around him in rhythmic pulses I can’t control, my inner muscles gripping his shaft, trying to keep him inside me forever.

The stallion reacts to the sensation my body is giving him and bellows above me. It’s too much for him, and his hips drive forward one final time. His release floods me in a rush of heat so intense I gasp as my pussy ripples in another mini climax, milking his shaft and pulling his seed deeper into my womb. I can feel it—the pulsing throb of him, the wet warmth spreading inside, filling me. His weight presses forward, his chest heaving against my back.

Then he steps back. His cock slides free with a wet sound, followed by a gush of our combined fluids. He’s breathing heavily and retreats to the corner of the stall, his massive chest rising and falling in ragged pulls. His shaft hangs thick and wet with our combined fluids. It has softened, but not fully.

Ulrek moves to me immediately, working the straps loose. My legs tremble violently the moment they’re free, muscles quivering with spent exertion.

“Easy,” he murmurs, as my knees threaten to buckle.

“You did well,” he says. His hand strokes down my spine, warm and steady. “Really well, Char.”

I stand on trembling legs, sweat-damp and warm, but feel at peace. The heat that has been crawling under my skin for days is gone, replaced by a heavy, satisfied warmth that settles into my bones. My thighs are slick, both with my arousal and the stallion’s release, a tangible reminder of what just happened.

I don’t know how my mind can still function after such an experience, but suddenly the new mark between my legs becomes apparent. The cheeky bugger! It was a breeding mark. and he didn’t tell me.

I’m not mad. I’m glad the mark is done, and I’ll never have to feel the hot tip of the stylus again. This was always going to happen. I’d have to give the farm foals eventually, and I wonder if I’m already carrying a foal.

Ulrek lets me go when I’m steady on my feet and helps the farmhands remove the rack while the stallion watches from the corner, his dark eyes hooded, his breathing already slowing.

Ulrek dismisses the farmhands after that, but the older one pauses at the gate, amber eyes flicking between me and the stallion with something that might be concern.

“She’ll be fine,” Ulrek says. “I’ll handle it from here.”

The farmhand nods once, then follows his partner out. The stall door pulls shut behind Ulrek, leaving me alone in the stall with the stallion.

Ulrek stands at the gate, one hand resting on the top rail, with that familiar smirk playing at the corner of his mouth.

“I leave you with the stallion for a few days,” he says. “Three days should do it, I think, and by the time the moon rises on the third day, your belly should already be growing a foal.”

He smirks. “You’ll have fun, Chara. Stallions are known for their stamina and potency, and it won’t be long before his seed takes root deep where it belongs.”

Then he steps back from the gate, but not far. Just enough to lean against the opposite stall door, and crosses his arms, watching through the gap in the wooden slats.

The stallion lifts his head the moment the Ulrek is out of sight, and crosses the stall in three strides. His up in my space, chest pressing against my back. His breath washes over the nape of my neck, and he grunts in my ear. We can’t speak, but there are other forms of communication.

I feel his shaft harden against my lower back. Ulrek was right about his stamina. He’s ready to go again, and my body flushes with desire instantly at the thought of being covered by him once more. This time without the straps holding me down.

I suddenly wish I had use of my arms so I can touch him or he could touch me, but that can not happen so we have to make do with our bodies rubbing against one another.

I nicker and turn towards him. He is so much taller than I am, and my head only comes to his chest. It’s just as glorious up close, and when my nipples slide along his abdomen, he shudders; his cock now fully engorged.

He grunts and shifts behind me, only having one thing on his mind, which is fine by me if I get to feel him inside me again. He nudges me forward—not roughly, but he’s insistent.

Instinct takes over, and I know what to do. I lower myself to the straw, pressing my face down and spreading my legs, opening to him willingly.

The stallion grumbles in approval, kneels, and moves into place behind me. I feel the broad pressure of him finding my entrance again—slick and open from the first coupling. This time my body accepts him without the pain. There is only the delicious stretch as he pushes inside in one smooth, deep thrust that seats him to the root. The fullness draws a whinny from me that is pure pleasure. His weight settling against my back, his chest heaving against my shoulder blades, feels right.

The second coupling is nothing like the first. No restraints. No farmhands watching. Just his weight pressing me into the straw, his hips driving forward. This moment belongs entirely to the two of us, and my owner who is still watching silently from outside the stall.

Each thrust rocks me forward against the straw, and it scratches pleasantly against my flushed skin, adding another sensation to our coupling. The barn air fills with the sound of us—wet slapping, his grunts, and my whinnies rising and falling with each drive of his hips.

The pleasure builds fast, and my body now knows what’s coming. The orgasm crests and I cry out around the bit, the sound carrying through the barn walls, echoing off the timber beams overhead. Every farmhand and pony nearby are going to know what is happening.

My inner muscles clamp around him in pulsing waves, my back arching, my thighs shaking against the straw. The stallion bellows above me, his release flooding me a second time, hot and thick, and the sensation of being filled draws a long, shuddering moan from deep in my chest.

We collapse together into the straw. His broad chest against my back, his face pressing into the curve of my neck. His weight is immense, but comforting. I am pinned beneath him, utterly surrounded and completely spent.

He keeps his shaft inside me—half-soft, heavy and warm, nestled in the slick mess we’ve made of each other. I can feel the slow, steady pulse of his heartbeat through it, a gentle throb that matches the lazy rhythm of my own. My thighs tremble once, a final aftershock, and then go still.

Sleep pulls at me like a current. My muscles go loose, boneless, and I sink deeper into the straw. The stallion’s weight shifts behind me, settling but not withdrawing.

Occasionally he flexes his hips, but I can’t move. I’m too tired and just let him stimulate himself with my body until he is once again hard. His thickness rubs against my walls, and I flutter around him despite being half asleep.

I’m floating in that warm, heavy space between waking and sleep—when his hips begin to move. Not the urgent, driving thrusts from before, but slower. Almost lazy. A deep, rolling rhythm that pushes him in until I feel the blunt pressure of his root, then drags him back until just the swollen head catches at my entrance. Then forward again. Slow. Steady. The straw shifted beneath me with each gentle rock.

My eyes don’t open, but my body responds, clenching around him. It draws a low grunt from his chest. His breath is warm and even against the back of my neck. He’s tired too. I can feel it in the way his weight shifts, but the drive to mate is stronger than his need for rest.

The pleasure builds slowly this time, a low, warm thrum rather than the sharp, climbing peak of before. My body is too spent for another climax, but the sensation is still good—a deep, rolling warmth that spreads through my pelvis with each slow thrust. I make a small sound, half-whinny, half-sigh, and my hips press back against him without conscious thought.

His rhythm changes. The slow rolls become shorter, sharper until I feel his shaft swell inside me—thickening, pulsing—and then he drives deep one final time and holds still. A low, rumbling groan vibrates through his chest and into my back as his release floods me in a hot, steady rush, filling me until I can feel the wet warmth seeping around the seal of his shaft, trickling down my inner thighs.

Then, with a soft grunt, he pulled free. The drag of him leaving sends a shiver through my spent muscles, and I feel the rush of fluid that follows—thick and warm, spilling from me onto the straw beneath us.

He lay behind me, his massive body settling into the straw with a heavy exhale. I finally feel the darkness of sleep take me, but I go with a smile on my face.

Outside the stall door, Ulrek watches. He stays for one long moment—eyes taking in the scene: his mare and the bronze stallion, tangled together in the straw, both of them spent and still. His mouth curves. He chose the right stallion for her. At this rate, his mare will be with foal by the end of the day, but it’s only fair to let his best friend have some fun for a few days.

He leaves, moving away down the barn aisle. Certain that by the end of the week his mare will be carrying a foal. The urge to see his wife and spend some private time with her has him hurrying towards the farmhouse.

The farm will be fine without him for a few hours.


Chapter Fourteen

Nine months later…

The straw is deep beneath me and smells of hay and my own sweat; the scent rising warm around my body as I lie on my back with my arms bound beneath me where they always are. My sides heave. Each breath comes uneven, dragging through my nostrils, flaring them wide, and my skin is slick everywhere the straw doesn’t cling to it. The foaling stall is quiet except for the sounds I make—those low, ragged whinnies around the bit that I can’t seem to stop, that rise from somewhere deep below my ribs and push past the metal between my teeth.

The vet kneels between my spread legs; clawed fingers gentle but thorough as he checks my cervix. She murmurs in Grivvet to Ulrek. He’s seen dozens of mares foal, but this is different. It’s me.

He called the vet as soon as my labor started. Most mares foal with only the farmhands attending. The vet costs the farm money, and it’s unnecessary, unless there is a complication. But Ulrek insisted.

He kneels at my side, one hand pressed steady against the curve of my neck where the pulse hammers visibly beneath his palm. His other hand works a cool, damp cloth across my brow, my cheeks, the bridge of my nose where sweat beads and drips. The cloth is heaven against my overheated skin. I want to enjoy it, but my body is too busy being torn open from the inside.

“You’re doing so good, Chara,” Ulrek murmurs. The calming tone doesn’t quite mask the concern underneath. “Not much longer. The vet says you’re fully dilated, so it’s time to push.”

I snort sharply through my nose. It’s easy for him to bark orders. He’s not trying to push something large out of a small hole.

Another contraction hits. It rolls through me like a wave that starts low in my pelvis and radiates outward until every muscle in my body is rigid with it. My back arches off the straw. My thighs tremble violently, spreading wider against their will, and the sound that tears from my throat is animalistic.

Ulrek winces. His hand tightens on my neck, anchoring me to him when the pain is too much. Nilia watches from beside him, her amber eyes soft with sympathy. Her own infant son sleeps against her chest, one small fist curled near his chin, utterly undisturbed by the sounds filling the barn. Nilia delivered that child three weeks ago. She knows exactly what my body is doing right now.

At the stall door, Skarn stands with his arms folded across his chest. He returned from his travels last week to celebrate the birth of his first grandchild. He’s tanner and leaner than when he left, but seems more relaxed. There is no concern on his face, unlike Ulrek’s. This is normal for him. The foal I’m carrying represents value to him, and value is what matters to a farmer. Even a retired one.

Another contraction builds. I feel it gathering low in my belly, a pressure that swells until it breaks over me and I am nothing but sensation. My hips buck against the straw, and the vet’s hands brace my thighs, holding them open.

“You need to push,” the vet commands. “With the next one, mare. Push hard.”

The next one comes before I’m ready. It crests, and I bear down because there is no choice; my body is doing what it mus. The pressure between my legs intensifies to a white-hot stretch that makes me scream around the bit.

“That’s it,” the vet encouraged. “Good horse. Again.”

I push, and the world narrows to a single point of agony between my thighs, and then—

A rush. Warm fluid gushes from me, soaking the straw beneath my hips, and the relief is so immediate and total that for one disoriented second I think it’s over. But the vet’s hands are moving quickly now, his voice sharp. “Push!” And I feel it—the foal moving, sliding, passing through the narrowest part of me.

One more push. The hardest one of all, and my vision goes gray at the edges. Ulrek’s hand is on my neck and his voice is in my ear, though I can’t make out the words through the roar in my skull, and then there is a rush of release.

The foal slides free into the vet’s waiting hands in a final gush of fluid and blood that steams in the barn air. The small body is slick and still for one terrible heartbeat, and then—

A cry. Thin, reedy. A sound so small it seems impossible that it fills the entire stall, but it does. The foal trembles, limbs jerking with newborn instinct, and the vet works quickly, clearing mucus from its nostrils, rubbing its small chest with a rough cloth.

Ulrek rises from my side and crouches beside the vet, reaching for the foal with shaky hands. The vet passes the small body to him without hesitation, and Ulrek gathers it against his chest gently.

He looks down.

Blonde hair. Fine and damp, plastered against a small skull in delicate whorls. Skin that carries a warm bronze tone—the exotic coloring of its stallion sire.

“A beautiful mare,” Ulrek says with pride. He cradles the foal against him, one clawed hand supporting the tiny head, and I watch his thumb stroke, gently, across the damp blonde hair.

Skarn steps forward from the door, eyes moving over the foal. “A fine addition to the herd,” he says. His tone is approving. “The foal is healthy."

That’s what matters.

“Yes, she is,” Ulrek agrees. He doesn’t look up from the small face pressed against his chest. “I will name her Sundra, and this little one will stay with her mother as she grows.”

The barn goes still. What Ulrek decreed is unheard of. Foals only stay with mares for six months until they can be weaned off the breast, and then they are raised in the foaling stable, and the mare is bred again, sold or put back to work on the farm.

Skarn’s head turns toward his son in surprise. “Ulrek—” he begins, and the single word carries the weight of decades of tradition.

Ulrek is already shaking his head, and he lowers the foal carefully toward my breast.

“No,” he says. “Not this one. Not any of her foals will be taken from her.”

Skarn stares at him.

He positions Sundra against my breast, and. The foal’s mouth finds my nipple instinctively and begins to suckle. I’m immediately in love with her.

“Every foal my favorite horse—my best friend—brings into this world stays under this roof.” Ulrek’s voice hasn’t changed, but there’s steel in it now, running beneath the warmth like a cold current. “None of them are to be sold. Ever.”

I appreciate what he’s saying, but after the pain I just went through, I’m not in any hurry to be bred again.

Skarn exhales through his nose. A slow breath that seems to come from deep in his chest. His amber eyes move from Ulrek’s face to the foal nursing at my breast, then to my face, and back to his son.

“You keep rewriting the rules, boy.”

Ulrek’s mouth curves. Just slightly. “It’s my farm now. I will run it the way I want.”

Skarn gives one rough shake of his head, but doesn’t argue. He knows by now that his son does what he wants.

Through all of it, my attention hasn’t left Sundra. The small blonde head presses against my breast, her tiny mouth working greedily at my nipple, drawing the first milk from my body with a vigor that makes my chest ache in entirely new ways. I watch her, and something settles in me that has nothing to do with the exhaustion dragging at my limbs or the hollow, sore emptiness between my thighs.

She will only ever know this life. She was born into the bridle, and it will be the only world she’ll ever understand. There is a mercy in that, I think. There will be no confusion or struggle.

Ulrek steps back. He moves to stand beside Nilia, his shoulder brushing hers, and looks down at his sleeping son with a soft expression. Then his gaze returns to Sundra, still nursing fiercely at my breast, and something shifts in his face.

“Looks like he won’t have to search far for my son’s first mount when he’s grown.” Ulrek’s voice is warm with happiness. “It’s meant to be.”

Nilia smiles. Her free hand finds Ulrek’s, and their fingers intertwine.

I smile too. My agreement comes out as a soft, breathy nicker. Ulrek understands. What passes between us requires no words.

Maybe these two will be best friends, too. My foal and his son. As much as an owner and a horse can be friends. It settles into my bones like something that was always going to happen, inevitable as sunrise.

Sundra’s weight against my chest is slight but solid. Her suckling has slowed to a lazy, contented rhythm, and each pull sends a wave of drowsy warmth through my body that makes my eyelids heavy.

Ulrek’s hand finds the top of my head. His fingers threaded through my braided mane. “Rest,” he says.

The last thing I’m aware of before sleep takes me is Sundra’s warm weight, and Ulrek’s hand in my hair, and knowing our friendship will continue through our children.

The End.
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