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Chapter One

I wake to sunlight filtering through the stable’s windows. For a moment, I forgot where I was. Then the straw rustles beneath me, pain throbs between my thighs, and reality crashes back.

The mark. I’m in the stable with the pony-girls. The choice I made yesterday that changed everything. I shift, wincing as the fresh brand sends sharp signals of protest through my body.

The stall door creaks open, and Ulrek stands there, his amber eyes brightening when he sees I’m awake.

“Morning,” he says, stepping inside with a bucket of water. “How do you feel?”

I work my jaw around the leather night bit. It’s softer than the metal one but has left my mouth dry and sore.

“Can you take this out?” I try to ask, but the words come out muffled.

He sets down the bucket and removed the bit gently. I stretch my jaw, grateful for the relief.

“The mark?” he asks, nodding toward my lower half.

“It hurts,” I admit. “Like a constant throb.”

“That’s normal. I brought some salve.” He holds up a small clay pot. “It’ll help.”

“I can put it on.” I say, but he shakes his head.

“Not with your arms bound behind your back, and you know I can’t untie them. Farm rules.” He says. “I can do it.” Then he issues a command I’ve never heard before.

“Nardak.”

I looked at him in confusion.

“Kneel and then lower your upper body to the straw, keeping your rump in the air.”

I scowl, and he smirks. “Come on. Don’t be shy. It’s not like I haven’t seen you down there before. You are naked every day, which is normal, and it was I who put the mark on you.”

“Fine,” I grumble and struggle to get into position without his help. As soon as my cheek is resting in straw, I feel Ulrek kneel between my legs, applying the cool salve to the burning flesh. His touch is clinical, careful, but I still blush, unable to get used to being handled so casually.

“Better?” he asks when he finishes.

I nod. The salve works immediately and numbs the worst of the pain. “Thank you.”

He helps me stand, which is much harder with the hobble chain. It clinks between my ankles as I move.

“Father wants you properly tacked today,” Ulrek says, reaching for the bridle hanging outside the stall. “The wardens might come, and you need to look the part.”

I don‘t resist as he fits the bridle over my head when I bend down. The bit slides between my teeth next, cold and unyielding. He skips the collar and attaches the reins, leading me outside and ties me to a hitching post next to the tack area.

“Drakk.” I kneel, and the weight of the saddle drops onto my back. He’s getting faster every day with all the practice.

When he pulls the straps tight, especially the ones that pass between my legs, I flinch as they press against the tender marked area.

“Sorry,” he murmurs, adjusting them slightly. “I’ll be gentle.”

Once I’m fully tacked, he leads me into the open stable yard where he checks my tack one final time, adjusting straps and ensuring everything sits properly.

A sudden commotion at the farm gate draws our attention. A man strides toward us, his face flushed red with anger. My heart almost stopped when I realized its Uncle Jed.

“Where is she?” he shouts, ignoring the farmhand trying to intercept him. “What have you done with my niece?”

His eyes land on me—naked, bridled, tacked like the pony-girls around me—and his face contorts with rage.

“You!” he points at Ulrek. “You’ve stolen her! That’s illegal in these parts! Our women are supposed to be safe!”

Ulrek steps in front of me protectively, his tail bristling. “I didn’t steal anyone!”

Other farmhands stop their work, watching the confrontation unfold. I try to speak, but the bit transforms my words into meaningless sounds. Panic rises in my chest as I realize how this must look to my uncle.

The farmhouse door opens, and Skarn emerges, his movements unhurried. He crosses the yard with the confidence of someone on his own territory.

“Why are you shouting on my property?” he asked my uncle calmly.

“You’ve taken my niece!” My uncle gestures wildly at me. “Made her into... into one of these!”

Skarn’s expression doesn’t change. “Your niece volunteered for this arrangement. She’s been coming here willingly for weeks.”

“Lies!” uncle spits. “Chara would never agree to become a—“ He can’t even say the word, his disgust so complete.

“Ask her yourself.” Skarn nods to Ulrek. “Let her speak.”

Ulrek quickly unfastens the bit, sliding it from my mouth. I work my jaw, finding my voice.

“Uncle,” I start, my voice cracking. “I can explain.”

“Explain?” He stares at me, incomprehension written across his face. “Explain why you’re standing here naked with a bridle on your head?”

I stand straighter, ignoring my nudity, focusing on making him understand. “It didn‘t start like this. Ulrek and I were friends. We’ve been friends for years.”

“Friends don’t do this to each other,” he says, disgust creeping into his voice.

“Please, just listen.” I take a shaky breath. “We were playing at first. I was curious about the farm, about what he did here. He showed me the tack and how it worked. I tried it on over my clothes.”

He shakes his head in disbelief, but I continue.

“Then I started coming more often. It became a routine. I’d help him with his chores.” I swallow hard. “And I liked it; being useful, being needed.”

“You’re telling me you chose this? To be treated like an animal?”

“It’s not like that,” I insist, though even to my ears the distinction sounds hollow now. “A few days ago, we were riding outside the farm, and some wardens saw us. They asked for my registration marks.”

“Registration...” Understanding dawns on his face.

“I didn’t have any, of course, but I was tacked like a real pony-girl. They thought I was a house. If they had realized I wasn’t registered properly, Ulrek would have gone to prison, and I would have been seized and sold at auction.”

“So they marked you.” It’s not a question.

“Yes. Yesterday. To protect me. To protect us both.”

Uncle Jed steps closer, his eyes moving down my body until they fix on the spot between my thighs where my skin is bright red and swollen around the edges, and he recoils as if struck.

“Sweet heavens,” he whispers. “They branded you. Like cattle.”

“It was necessary,” I say, but my voice trembles. Seeing his reaction makes me feel the shame I’ve been suppressing. “It’s just a small mark. No one will know. I can keep it hidden under my clothes when I’m home.”

His eyes meet mine, and what I saw there hurts more than the brand ever could. Disappointment. Disgust. Heartbreak.

“This is why you didn’t come home last night,” he says quietly. “Your aunt was worried sick, so I came looking for you this morning.”

“I couldn’t walk,” I explained. “The pain was too much. I stayed here just for the night.”

“In a stable.” He looks around at the pony-girls, the handlers, the entire scene. “Like an animal.”

“Uncle Jed, please.” Tears blur my vision. “I’m still me.”

But I can see in his eyes that I’m not. Not to him. The niece he knew would never stand naked before him, marked as property, explaining why she chose this.

The silence stretches between us like a physical thing. My uncle stares at me with those unfamiliar eyes—eyes that used to crinkle at the corners when he laughed at my jokes or smiled at my stories. Now they’re cold with shock and disappointment. I open my mouth to say something, anything to bridge the gap, but Ulrek’s voice cuts through the tension first.

“Drakk,” he says softly.

My body responds before my mind can protest. I sink to my knees in the dirt, the motion smooth and practiced. It’s only when I’m down that I realize what I’ve done—obeyed without question, in front of my uncle. The horror of it washes over me as I see his expression shift.

Ulrek steps beside me, tapping my inner thighs with his crop. “Wider,” he instructs, oblivious to the damage he’s causing.

I hesitate, but only for a second before complying. My legs spread, displaying the mark more prominently. It’s still raw and red, the farm symbol unmistakable against my flesh.

Uncle leans closer and then sneers, taking a step back. The farmhands who’ve stopped to watch the confrontation exchange glances. One shakes his head slightly before returning to his work. Others linger, curious about the human drama unfolding before them.

“It’s just a small mark, see.” I say desperately, tears forming in my eyes. “No one will know. I’ll keep it hidden under my clothes. I can still be normal at home.”

The words sound hollow even to my own ears. Normal? What part of this is normal?

Uncle James shakes his head, taking another step back. “I don’t know if I can have a pony-girl living under my roof, Chara. It’s illegal.”

“I’m not—“ I start, but even I can’t finish the denial. Not when I’m kneeling naked in the dirt with a bridle on my head and a saddle on my back. Not when I’ve just instantly obeyed a command to kneel and display my mark.

“I can’t unsee this,” he continues, his voice strained, his cheeks red from anger and from seeing his niece naked. “Your aunt will be devastated. She thought you were spending time with the Hansen boy. She was hoping...” He trails off, and I know what goes unsaid. My aunt was hoping for a marriage proposal, children, and a normal life for me.

“I can still come home,” I pleaded. “Nothing has to change. I’ll wear clothes. I’ll be Chara there.”

“And here?” He gestures around the farm. “You’ll be what? Property? An animal?”

I don’t have an answer that will satisfy him.

“She’s not just any pony-girl,” Ulrek interjects proudly, trying to help but making everything worse. “She’s my best friend and the finest pony-girl on the farm! You should be proud.”

My uncle stares at Ulrek as if he’s speaking an incomprehensible language.

“She runs faster than any other mount,” Ulrek continues enthusiastically, oblivious to my silent pleading for him to stop. “And she’s better behaved than most ponies we train. Yesterday she carried me all the way to the eastern stream and back without tiring.”

Each word drives my uncle further away from me. I can see it in the way his shoulders stiffen, the way he refuses to look directly at me now. Ulrek might as well be describing a prize horse rather than his niece.

Uncle James raises a hand, cutting off Ulrek’s praise. “I’ve heard enough.”

He looks at me finally, and his expression holds pity now more than anger. “I came here to bring you home, Chara. I yelled at these creatures for taking advantage of you.” He shook his head slowly. “But they didn’t take advantage, did they? You chose this.”

I can’t deny it. Every step that led me here was a choice I made freely.

“Uncle, please,” I beg, not even sure what I’m asking for anymore. Understanding? Forgiveness? Acceptance?

He turns away, unable to look at me any longer. “It’s best you stay here for now.”

The words hit me like physical blows. Stay here. Not come home. Not be part of the family anymore.

“What about Aunt Mae?” I ask, my voice small.

“I’ll tell her...” he pauses, considering. “I’ll tell her you’ve taken work on a farm.” His voice hardened slightly. “It’s not entirely a lie.”

“Will you tell her about...” I gesture at myself, at what I’ve become.

“No, not right away,” he says firmly. “But I can’t keep it from her forever. This will break her heart.” He looks at me one last time. “Maybe when your aunt comes to terms with this... you can come home. But I can’t promise anything.”

“I’m still me,” I whisper. “Still your niece.”

He doesn’t answer. Instead, he turns to Skarn, who has been watching the entire exchange with silent interest.

“You’ll treat her well?” He asks, his voice gruff.

“She is valuable,” Skarn replies simply.

My uncle flinches at the words but nods once, sharply. Without another glance in my direction, he turns and walks toward the farm gate.

I watch him go, still kneeling in the dirt. The last connection to my human life, to the family that raised me, disappeared down the road. I want to call out, to run after him, but Ulrek has a tight hold on my reins.

Besides, what would I say? How could I explain any of this in a way that would make sense to him or Aunt Mae? The truth is too strange, too complicated, too tied up in my feelings for Ulrek and the strange peace I’ve found in submission.

So I stay silent, kneeling, as the distance between us grows with each step he takes as tears streaming down my face.

The finality of his departure hits me all at once. I’m not going home. Not today, maybe never. My shoulders shake with silent sobs, and for the first time since this all began, I feel the full weight of what I’ve done. What I’ve lost.

Aunt Mae will be sitting at the kitchen table right now, waiting. She’ll look up every time the door opens, expecting to see me. My uncle will have to tell her some version of the truth, but eventually she’ll want to see me, and I’m not sure if it will be the old me or the new one.

The thought brings a fresh wave of tears. I’ve lost my family all because I was curious. Because I enjoyed the attention Ulrek gave me, and because I found something in submission that I couldn’t find anywhere else.

Was it worth it? The question burns in my mind as tears blur my vision.

I feel a small hand on my shoulder and look up to find Ulrek standing beside me, his amber eyes filled with concern. He reaches up, gently wiping the tears from my cheek.

“It’s okay, Chara,” he says softly. “You’ll always have a home here. A stall of your own.”

The words should upset me more, but there’s such genuine care in his voice that I can’t find anger. He doesn’t understand what he‘s saying, how it sounds to human ears. To him, he’s offering comfort the only way he knows how.

“He’ll come around,” Ulrek continued, stroking my hair, but I shook my head. “You don’t understand. My uncle raised me after my parents died. He and Aunt Mae are all I have left.”

“You have me,” Ulrek says simply. “You’ll always have me.”

I looked at him through tear-blurred eyes. For all his misunderstandings, for all the trouble his decisions have caused me, I know he means it. He would never abandon me the way my uncle just did.

“What happens now?” I ask, my voice small.

“Now we continue with our day.” Ulrek reaches into the pouch at his belt and pulls out a sugarroot. “But first, something to help you feel better.”

He holds it out in his palm. I hesitate only briefly before leaning forward and taking it from his hand with my mouth.

The sweet taste fills my senses immediately. I roll it with my tongue, feeling the familiar texture. Within moments, the first waves of warmth began to spread through my body and soothe the hurt in my chest my uncle’s departure caused.

“That’s it,” Ulrek murmurs approvingly. “Good girl.”

I should protest the phrase. Should remind him I’m a person, not a pony-girl. But as the sugarroot dissolves, I find I don’t have the energy for resistance. The sweet haze creeps through my mind, softening the sharp edges of my pain until my tears slow, then stop.

The ache in my chest doesn’t disappear, but it becomes distant and manageable. “Better?” Ulrek asks, his tail swishing gently.

I nod, unable to form words as the sugarroot’s effect deepens. The farmyard around us takes on a dreamy quality. Sunlight catches on dust motes floating in the air. The distant sounds of handlers calling commands seem musical rather than harsh.

Ulrek picks up the metal bit that he removed earlier. “Time to put this back,” he says gently. I open my mouth without protest, accepting the cold metal between my teeth.

“Ready to continue with our day?” he asks, but it’s not really a question.

I make an affirmative sound around the bit, and Ulrek moves behind me, climbing onto the saddle. The familiar pressure is almost comforting in its routine.

“Up,” he commands, pulling gently on the reins.

I rise to my feet, my body responding to his command without conscious thought. The sugarroot makes everything easier—the weight on my back, the bite of the bit, the sting of the mark between my thighs. All present but unimportant. I can understand why the sweet treat can become addicting.

Around us, the farmhands returned to their work. The incident already fading from their minds. Ulrek guides me toward the training ring; our morning tasks are still waiting.

As we move across the yard, I realize my uncle was right. I should stay here for now. Not because I belong here, exactly, but because I no longer fully belong in the human world either.

I’m caught between worlds—too human to be a true pony-girl, but marked so not fully human. This farm, with its clear rules and expectations, offers something my old life can‘t: a place where my divided nature makes sense.

Ulrek pats my shoulder gently. “We’ll be okay,” he says, and I find myself believing him.

I feel something unexpected beneath the sugarroot’s haze—a strange sense of peace. For right now, at least, I know exactly what’s expected of me.

One foot in front of the other. Follow the pull of the reins and carry my rider. It’s a mindless task I need right now.


Chapter Two

I’m tied to a post one morning, waiting. Ulrek said he’d be right back, and he’s true to his word, but when he returns, he’s not alone. He’s with a farmhand. Something in his posture and the way his ears slightly flattened, tail swishing nervously—tells me he’s not pleased, and my stomach tightens as they stop in front of me. The farmhand is older, with gray streaking his greenish skin. He looks me up and down, then nods his head in approval.

“Char,” Ulrek says, using the nickname that usually warms me. Today it just makes me nervous. “Father and I need to visit the neighboring farms. Business matters.”

I make a questioning sound around the bit in my mouth. We’ve never been separated during farm hours before.

“I’ll be gone all day,” he continues, reaching up to stroke my cheek. “Gronth here will be handling you today.”

The farmhand—Gronth—grunts. “Why are you explaining to a horse?”

Ulrek ignores him, keeping his focus on me. “Father says it’ll be good for you, for both of us,” Ulrek explains, his voice dropping lower. “To let you work with other handlers. To get used to...” He trails off, but I know what he means. So I can get used to being treated like all the other pony-girls. Like property that can be handed from one Grivvet to another.

I shake my head slightly, making another sound that even I can tell is pleading.

“It’s just for today,” Ulrek assures me, but his ears are still flat against his head, betraying his discomfort. “I’ll come get you as soon as we return.”

The farmhand extends his hand, and Ulrek hesitates before placing my reins in his weathered palm. The exchange feels like a betrayal.

“She responds to commands well,” Ulrek tells him. “Go gently with the crop. She doesn’t need much correction.”

Gronth snorts. “I've been breaking ponies for twenty years. I know what I’m doing.”

Ulrek’s tail twitches in annoyance. “She’s different. She’s not just any—“

“A pony is a pony,” Gronth interrupts Ulrek, showing little respect for the farm heir. “Your father said I’m to exercise her properly. That‘s what I’ll do.”

I felt myself stiffen at his words. A pony is a pony. That’s all I am to him—no different from the blank-eyed women who’ve been under the saddle for years.

Ulrek looks like he wants to argue, but a call from the front gate draws his attention. Skarn stands beside a cart pulled by two pony-girls, impatience clear in his rigid posture.

“I have to go,” Ulrek says, giving my shoulder a final pat. “Be good, Char.”

And then he’s walking away, leaving me with a stranger who holds my reins in a grip so tight the leather creaks. I watched Ulrek climb into the cart beside his father, my chest tightening with each step he took away from me. The pony-girls pulling the cart stepped forward at Skarn’s command, and soon they disappeared through the gate.

Gronth tugs my reins sharply, forcing my attention back to him. “Come,” he grunts. “You’re not here to sightsee. That boy is too soft on you.”

His hands move over my tack, checking buckles and straps with none of the gentle touches Ulrek always uses. His fingers are impersonal and rough against my skin.

“Drakk,” he commands, and I sink to my knees. He climbed onto the saddle with none of Ulrek’s care, his weight settling heavily. His legs are shorter than Ulrek’s but thicker, pressing against my sides with unfamiliar pressure.

“Up,” he says, giving my sides a sharp kick with his heels.

I rise, adjusting to his weight and balance. He’s heavier than Ulrek and sits differently in the saddle. I don’t like this at all, but I’m not in command here, and Ulrek can’t come to my rescue.

“Groth,” he says, tapping me with the crop he carries.

I move forward, careful to maintain the even gait Ulrek has taught me. We head toward the south fields where fences need checking after the recent storm. The routine is familiar, but everything else feels wrong. Gronth’s hands on the reins are rougher, his commands shorter and more abrupt.

When I slow to navigate around a muddy patch, the crop comes down on my flank with a stinging crack that makes me jump forward.

“Keep your pace,” he says gruffly.

By midday, my flanks bore several red marks from the crop. Not cruel strikes, but certainly firmer than anything Ulrek has ever done. Gronth uses the crop the way the other handlers do with their pony-girls—as a primary communication tool rather than a last resort.

We stopped at a water trough near the training ring. “Drakk,” Gronth commands, and I drop to my knees gratefully, legs trembling slightly from the morning’s work.

He dismounts and ties my lead rope to the post but doesn’t remove the bit so I can drink. Instead, he walks away without a word, leaving me kneeling in the sun.

I watch him disappear into the feed barn, frustration building in my chest. Ulrek always removes the bit during breaks so I can drink easier and speak.

When Gronth finally returns, he checks my tack again with those same impersonal hands, adjusting straps that have loosened during the morning’s work. He still doesn’t remove the bit or ask me if I’m doing okay like Ulrek. Instead, he unties the lead rope, mounts again, and we’re off to the next task.

The afternoon passed in similar fashion. We inspect drainage ditches, check the gates on the breeding pen, and circle the entire property‘s perimeter. With each hour, my body grows more tired and my resentment builds. Gronth treats me exactly as he treats every other pony-girl on the farm—like I’m just a dumb animal.

As the sun begins to lower in the sky, we return to the main yard. My legs ache from the day’s work, my mouth sore from the bit he never once removed. I can feel the dried sweat on my skin, itching and uncomfortable.

I scan the yard hopefully, looking for any sign of Ulrek’s return, but the front gate remains closed. For the first time since receiving my mark, I understand what it truly means to be property. To have no say in who handles me or how. To be passed from one owner to another without consideration for my comfort or preferences.

Gronth guides me toward the washing station, and I follow his command. He might be smaller than me, but I’m a little afraid of him. Today has taught me something important: Ulrek’s gentle treatment isn’t the norm here. It’s a luxury he provides because he sees me differently. To everyone else on this farm, I’m just another pony-girl. Interchangeable. Anonymous. It’s humbling.

As Gronth ties me to the washing post, I realize with sinking clarity that if anything ever happens to Ulrek, I won’t be protected.

Gronth washes me down with cold water that makes me gasp around my bit. Unlike Ulrek, who uses warm water and a soft sponge, the farmhand is efficient and impersonal. His rough hands scrub at my skin, removing the day’s dirt and sweat, and I kneel there, arms still bound behind me, shivering as water runs down my bare skin in rivulets.

“Hold still,” he grunts when I flinch away from a particularly rough scrub between my legs. My mark is almost healed, but it is still tender.

When he’s finished, he doesn’t bother drying me, just grabs a handful of my wet hair and begins combing through the tangles with quick, efficient strokes, mumbling about my mane being a mess and that it should be fixed.

I know what he means. I have a full head of wild blond hair, while most ponies have the hair on the sides removed, and the center braided. It’s much easier to maintain, but it would also make me look like a pony-girl, and I don’t want that.

The sun is setting, but there‘s still no sign of Ulrek. My stomach growls audibly. Gronth hears it and nods toward the feed station.

“Food time,” he says, tugging my lead rope.

He guides me to the troughs where several other pony-girls are already eating. My bit is finally removed to allow them me to eat—the only time during the day I’ve been freed from the metal between my teeth.

After eating, I expect to be taken back to my stall for the night, as Ulrek usually does. Instead, Gronth leads me toward the large paddock where the other pony-girls spend their evening hours before being stabled for the night.

“In you go,” he says, unlatching the gate, and smacking my bum. “The young master will collect you when he returns.”

I stumble forward into the paddock, and the gate swings shut behind me with a decisive click.

I freeze, suddenly unsure. About a dozen pony-girls occupy the space, some standing in small groups, others kneeling in the soft grass. Ulrek has never put me with the rest of the ponies, and I’m not sure what to do.

I remain near the gate, shifting nervously from foot to foot. A soft nickering sound draws my attention. Three pony-girls have noticed me and are approaching. My muscles tense, preparing to retreat, though there’s nowhere to go with the gate closed behind me.

The first to reach me is a tall woman with a dark mane. She makes a gentle sound around her bit and bumps her shoulder against mine—not aggressively, but almost like a greeting.

I stand rigid, unsure how to respond. The woman tilts her head, nudging me again with her shoulder, her eyes holding a warmth I didn’t expect.

Two more join her. A younger girl with auburn hair and freckled shoulders circles around me, studying me with curious eyes. The third—an older woman with gray streaking her brown mane—approached directly. She makes a soft whinnying sound and gently bumps her forehead against mine.

The gesture is so unexpectedly intimate, so clearly meant as welcome, that I feel tears spring to my eyes. The gray-maned woman notices, making another soft sound as she nudges my shoulder, guiding me away from the gate.

I follow hesitantly as she leads me toward the water trough. She bends first, showing me how to drink around the bit—a skill clearly mastered over the years. I imitate her movements, finding that if I tilt my head at the right angle, I can get water past the bit without making a mess as usual.

When I’ve drunk my fill, she guides me further into the paddock. The other pony-girls watch with interest but keep their distance, as if giving me time to adjust. Some offer soft whinnies of greeting as we pass.

The gray-maned woman led me to a soft patch of grass beneath a large oak tree. She kneels, motioning with her head for me to join her. I sink to my knees beside her, grateful to rest my legs after the long day.

Around us, the other pony-girls have their own routines. Some groom each other as best they can with their limited mobility, using gentle nudges and nuzzles to remove stray hairs or bits of hay. Others communicate through a complex language of soft sounds, head movements, and body positioning.

I watch, fascinated, as two younger pony-girls play what looks like a game, chasing each other in tight circles, their bound arms not hampering their movement as much as I would expect. They’ve adapted, finding ways to maintain some joy despite their circumstances.

The gray-maned woman beside me makes a soft nickering sound, drawing my attention back to her. She gestures with her head toward my flanks where red marks from Gronth’s crop still stand out against my skin. Her eyes hold unmistakable sympathy.

I shrug slightly, trying to convey that it’s nothing serious. She seems to understand, nodding before leaning her shoulder against mine in what feels like solidarity.

As the sun sets fully and twilight settles over the paddock, I relax for the first time all day. These women understand what I‘m experiencing in a way no one else can—not Ulrek, not my aunt and uncle, no one from my old life. They know the bite of the bit, the restriction of bound arms, and the vulnerability of constant exposure. They know what it means to be seen as a tool and not a person.

When a young pony-girl with a blonde mane similar to my hair color approaches and kneels beside us, offering a gentle head-bump in greeting, I return the gesture without hesitation this time. She settles next to me, her presence warm and comforting in the cooling evening air.

The gray-maned woman makes a soft sound of approval, nudging my shoulder again before settling into what appears to be her regular spot beneath the tree. More pony-girls join our small group as darkness falls, creating a loose circle of bodies that share warmth and silent companionship.

For the first time since receiving my mark, I don’t feel like I’m pretending. I’m not caught between worlds, trying to be both human and pony-girl. Here, in this moment, I simply am what I am—and I’m accepted for it without question or judgment.

I close my eyes, leaning slightly against the gray-maned woman’s shoulder. The bit in my mouth, the restraints on my arms, the nakedness that once humiliated me—none of it seems to matter as much here among these women who have made peace with their circumstances.

Perhaps there’s something to learn from them.


Chapter Three

The days on the farm are busy, and before I know it, weeks have passed. Morning light through the stable window becomes my alarm clock. I no longer startle awake confused about where I am or wonder what comes next. The straw beneath me has become my bed for a lot longer than I thought. After that first night in the barn, my blanket disappeared, but the straw is not so bad. If I pretend, it’s almost as soft as my old bed.

I’m up waiting for the familiar sound of the stall door opening and trying not to think of my aunt and uncle. Usually, it’s Ulrek who comes for me, his amber eyes bright with morning energy and smiles which chases my sadness away.

Other days, like this morning, it’s one of the farmhands; their approach more businesslike, less personal, and makes me unsure and nervous. The night bit is always removed first, my jaw flexing in the brief moment of freedom before the metal bit slides into place. If it’s Ulrek, we talk a bit before I’m silenced once more, but with the handlers, I don’t dare say a word, and they don’t converse with the horses.

Then comes the morning bathroom break—a ritual that once mortified me, but now it’s just what it is, and to my surprise, no matter how badly I have to go, my body won’t release without hearing the command now. I don’t know when that happened or how my body and mind was trained so easily.

“Vreen dresik.” The command comes, and I comply without the burning shame that used to color my cheeks.

Next comes washing, and being clean feels good, regardless of who provides it.

I was also cautious of the sugarroot treats offered to the horses so readily. They make my head fuzzy and my body warm and floaty, but it feels good, and I eagerly accept them now. That first sweet taste spreading across my tongue, the pleasant warmth that follows, softening the edges of the day ahead, has become addictive.

“Good girl,” they say when I take it, and the praise no longer prickles at my pride. Why fight the small pleasures available to me?

Breakfast follows—grain mixed with chopped fruits or vegetables. I eat alongside other pony-girls, greeting them with whinnies and neighs. We stand in a row at the long trough, bits removed temporarily, heads bent to our meal, but no one udders a word.

After eating comes tacking up for the day’s work.

Ulrek returns one afternoon from an errand to find me carrying a farmhand across the training yard. My heart leaps at the sight of him standing by the fence, but his expression isn’t what I expect. His ears flatten against his head, his tail goes rigid, and his amber eyes narrow to slits.

He stalks across the yard, intercepting us before we complete the circuit.

“Get off my horse,” he says to the farmhand, his voice tight with an emotion I’ve never heard from him before.

The farmhand—young, with mottled green skin lighter than most—looks confused. “Skarn said I could exercise her this morning while you were busy.”

“I’m not busy anymore,” Ulrek snaps, reaching for my reins. “Now, I’ll take her.” I’m not sure why he’s mad, but I realize he has never been around to see another Grivvet on my back.

“Drakk!” Ulrek snaps, and I drop to my knees. The farmhand dismounts reluctantly. Ulrek’s hand on my reins is too tight; his knuckles pale against the leather. He leads me away from the training yard, his stride quick and agitated. When we reach the quiet space behind the storage barn—our old meeting place—he removes my bit with jerky movements.

“Did he hurt you?” he demanded the moment my mouth is free.

“No,” I answered, working my jaw. “He was fine.”

“I don’t like others riding you,” Ulrek says, his tail swishing sharply. “Father said they were exercising you when I’ve been busy, but I didn’t realize how it would affect me until I saw it.”

I’m surprised by his vehemence, though part of me is pleased by his protectiveness. After experiencing the clinical handling of the other Grivvets, Ulrek’s care feels even more precious.

That afternoon, I overheard Ulrek arguing with his father near the farmhouse.

“She’s mine,” Ulrek insists. “My mount. I don’t want anyone else riding her.”

“She needs exercise when you’re not using her,” Skarn replies, his voice level but firm. “The other handlers can handle the mare just fine.”

“I don’t want them on her,” Ulrek says, a stubborn set to his shoulders. “I’ll make sure I take her out every day, no matter what other tasks I have.”

Skarn studies his son for a long moment before sighing. “Very well. But understand this—your possessiveness isn’t normal. You’re too attached.”

“I’m not too attached,” Ulrek protests. “She is my friend and I promised her I would take care of her. I’m responsible for her.”

Skarn doesn’t look convinced, but he nods once, conceding the point. “Fine, but don’t neglect your other duties.”

From that day on, only Ulrek rode me. His familiar weight on my back, his gentle hands on the reins—these sensations become constants in my changing world. After experiencing the rougher handling of the farmhands, I find myself grateful for his touch, his voice, even his commands. I respond more eagerly to him, moving faster at his urging, turning more precisely at the slightest pressure of the rein. My body learns to anticipate what he wants before he asks.

I think our friendship has created a deeper bond between us than most pony-girls and riders. A bond built on trust and history.


Chapter Four

I noticed the change in Ulrek the moment he approached my stall this morning. His shoulders are stiff, his amber eyes not meeting mine as he bridles me, which is unusual. There is no cheerful greeting, or gentle stroke of my hair; just clipped movements and a tight expression I’ve never seen on his face before. He seems distracted. Something is wrong with my best friend, but with the bit already between my teeth, I can’t ask what’s troubling him.

He’s silent, lost in thought as he tacks me. “Groth,” he commands, once he climbed atop the saddle, but his voice lacked its usual warmth. I’m growing increasingly confused and worried, but step forward, and the familiar weight of him in my saddle soothes some of my anxiety even as his legs press against my sides, harder than usual, almost impatiently.

We reach the yard, and Ulrek yanks the reins sharply. “Harrk!” he barks. I stopped abruptly; the bit cutting into the corners of my mouth. The pain makes my eyes water, and I let out a whinny in protest. This isn’t like him. He’s always been careful with the bit.

Another Grivet talks to him in their language for a few seconds and then heads off after Ulrek replies back.

“Strev,” he snaps suddenly, tapping his crop against my flank. Not the gentle nudge I’m used to, but a sharp, stinging tap. I jump forward into a trot, heart racing as much from confusion as exertion.

We approach the east field where workers are mending a section of fence. Normally, Ulrek would speak to me as we traveled, pointing out interesting things, commenting on the weather or plans for the day. Today, there’s nothing but the occasional command and the snap of his crop when I don’t respond quickly enough.

“Harrak!” The crop comes down harder across my right flank, and I break into a run, startled by the sudden sting.

I want to ask what’s wrong, why he’s treating me this way, but the bit fills my mouth, silencing me. I run faster, hooves of my pony-boots striking the earth in a steady rhythm. Sweat breaks out across my skin despite the cool morning air.

When we reach the workers, Ulrek pulls hard on the reins. The metal bit presses against my tongue and teeth, and it’s a wonder my teeth aren’t cracked.

“Drakk,” he says, and I sink to my knees, grateful for the reprieve from running. My sides heave with each breath, the fresh welts from his crop burning.

Ulrek dismounts. “Zarn,” he says, and I’m so confused I lower my head submissively when usually I’d just give him dirty looks when he’s said that before. He leaves me kneeling as he approaches the fence crew. I remain with my head bowed, the posture of a well-trained pony-girl, while listening to his conversation.

“Those posts need to be deeper,” he tells the workers. “The last storm washed out this whole section. Father wants it reinforced before the rainy season.”

“Yes, young master,” the farmhand replied. “We’re digging them twice as deep now.”

“Good. And what about the new shipment of tack? Has it arrived?” Ulrek asks, shifting his weight.

“Just this morning. Five new saddles and a dozen bridles. The deliveryman said the new bits you ordered are delayed.”

Ulrek makes an irritated sound. “I told father it would save time and money if we had our own smithy and leather shop. He could hire workers to make our equipment on demand.” I’m surprised Ulrek came up with that idea. It makes sense for a farm as large as this.

“We have new pony-girls coming next week that need to be fitted before the farmhands can work with them. Can’t do proper training without equipment.”

They continue discussing business—farm supplies, upcoming auctions, training schedules—as if I’m not even here. I’ve been around the farm long enough to know what they are talking about, and the cold, clinical way Ulrek discusses newly captured women sends a chill through me.

After twenty minutes, Ulrek returned to me. He climbs back into the saddle without a word, no pat on the shoulder or “good girl” for waiting patiently.

By midday, my mouth is sore from the bit, and my legs are trembling from exertion. The sun beats down from directly overhead when Ulrek finally guides me to the feed posts near the main yard.

“Drakk,” he commands, and I drop to my knees gratefully.

After dismounting, he unclips the reins from my bridle but doesn’t take out the bit. He secures my collar to the post with a short length of rope, tying it so tight that I can’t move more than a foot in any direction.

Then he walks away, joining a group of Grivvets gathering near the farmhouse for their midday meal. They sit in the shade, eating and talking, laughing occasionally at some shared joke. Ulrek’s posture relaxes visibly as he sits with them, his tail swishing in a way it hasn’t all morning.

I trusted him when I agreed to be marked, believed him when he said nothing would really change. That this was just paperwork, just protection.

But something has shifted, and anger burns hotter than the sun on my skin. I am not just another pony-girl. I am Chara, and he better remember quickly. Regardless of the mark branded between my thighs, I will not be treated this way.

The next day passes with no improvement. I keep waiting for him to snap out of whatever mood has gripped him, but he remains cold and detached.

Today, as I stand in my stall waiting for him, I wonder if my friend needs a good kick to knock some sense into him.

The morning passes without Ulrek’s appearance. Instead, I’m brought out by a farmhand to do my business and eat, then I’m left in my stall the rest of the morning.

Midday arrives, and I hear voices outside. Peering over the half-door of my stall, I spotted Ulrek leaning against the fence with a group of farmhands. His posture is relaxed, his tail swishing with animation as he gestures, telling some story that makes the others chitter with laughter.

Ulrek’s chest puffs slightly as they hang on his every word.

Ulrek turns toward a farmhand mucking out a stall and calls out, “Get my horse tacked up!”

My horse. Not Chara. Not my friend. My horse.

Something snaps inside me like a dry twig underfoot.

The farmhand approaches my stall minutes later, sliding the door open with practiced efficiency. “Come, mare,” he says, clipping a lead rope to my collar.

I follow him out to the tacking post, my body moving on autopilot while my mind burns with anger. The farmhand secures my collar to the post as I kneel. He works quickly, removing my bridle and reaching for a heavier one from the tack wall.

“That jerk,” I snapped, the words sharp and clear without the bit.

The farmhand stumbles backward, eyes wide with shock. “It’s talking!” he exclaimed, dropping the bridle as if it suddenly burned his hand.

I hear running footsteps, and then Ulrek is there, his face flushing a deeper green as his gaze darts between me and the farmhand.

“Chara!” he hisses, stepping closer, voice low and urgent. “What is wrong?”

I’m done being quiet. Days of frustration pour out of me like water through a broken dam.

“You,” I say, working my jaw around the bit. “That’s what’s wrong!”

The farmhand backs away, looking between us in confusion. A small crowd begins to gather—other handlers, drawn by the commotion, watching the strange sight of a pony-girl talking back to her owner.

I struggled to my feet despite the restraints, towering over Ulrek. “Have you forgotten I can still leave whenever I want?” I demand. “Have you forgotten your promises to me?”

Ulrek’s ears flatten against his head, his tail going rigid with embarrassment. “No, of course not, but…this isn’t the time—“ he starts, but I cut him off.

“When is the time? Because you’ve been a jerk, treating me like a pony-girl more than a friend. My voice cracks slightly. “You promised things wouldn’t change. You promised I’d still be your friend.”

His amber eyes widened, darting around at the growing audience. I can see the conflict in his expression—embarrassment at being challenged publicly by a pony-girl, but also dawning recognition of my words.

“You’ve been cruel,” I continue, not caring who hears. “Is that how you treat a friend?”

Ulrek’s mouth opens and closes without sound. The other Grivvets have gathered nearby, watching with expressions ranging from shock to outrage. A pony-girl talking back to her owner is unheard of.

“I agreed to the mark to protect us both,” I say, voice dropping lower. “I made sacrifices for you!”

His shoulders slump slightly, ears drooping. “Chara, I—“

“You better remember that,” I snarled, “or you can forget our friendship.” The words hang in the air between us, sharp-edged and final. “I’ll walk out of here today and never come back if this continues. I’m sure my aunt and uncle have calmed down by now.”

The yard has gone completely silent. Even the birds seem to hold their breath. Ulrek stares at me, the stunned realization slowly transforming his face. His tail hangs limp, all his earlier bravado gone.

“I didn’t realize,” he says quietly. “I didn’t mean to—“

“I don’t care what you meant,” I interrupted. “I care what you did.”

One of the older Grivvets steps forward, his weathered face contorted with indignation. “Young master,” he says to Ulrek, “you can’t allow a pony to speak to you this way. Not in front of others.”

Ulrek doesn’t look at him. His eyes remain fixed on mine, seeing me—really seeing me—for the first time in days.

“She’s right,” he says simply. His words sent a ripple of shock through the gathered workers. “I’ve been mistreating her.”

The older Grivvet looks scandalized. “Master Ulrek, with all due respect—“

“No,” Ulrek cuts him off. “This pony-girl is... different. She chose this freely, and I promised her better.” He steps closer to me, lowering his voice. “I’m sorry, Char. I truly am.”

I hold his gaze, not backing down. “Prove it,” I say.

The challenge hangs between us, witnessed by a yard full of stunned farmhands and Grivvets who have never heard an owner apologize to a pony-girl, nor seen one stand and demand better treatment.

Ulrek’s tail gives a single, determined twitch. “I will,” he promises.

Ulrek picks up the bridle and holds it up. “May I?” I let out a huff and knelt. The fight has gone out of me now that Ulrek’s expression resembles that of a kicked puppy. He gently placed the bridle over my head, and I automatically opened my mouth for the bit. He unties the lead rope and steers me away from the gawking crowd toward a quiet corner of the paddock where tall grass waves in the afternoon breeze. His ears remained flat against his head, his shoulders hunched in shame. Good. He should feel ashamed after how he’s treated me.

Once we’re out of earshot, he removes my bit again with trembling fingers.

“I‘m sorry,” he says immediately, his voice low and urgent. “Father’s been putting pressure on me to act more like a proper farm owner. He says I’m too soft and will lose the respect of the handlers who will eventually be under my command. Said other Grivvets are talking.” His amber eyes meet mine, pleading for understanding. “A few days ago, I overheard a farmhand talking, making fun of me, calling me weak and saying the reputation of the farm will be ruined when I take over. I was angry and distracted.I didn’t realize I was taking it out on you.”

I toss my head. “Well, he’s a jerk, but that’s no excuse. You’ve been awful.”

“I know,” he admitted, shoulders slumping further.

I take a breath, trying to steady my racing heart, and organize my thoughts. “You know, this farm won’t fail if you own it. I see it from both sides, as your friend and as a pony-girl. The pony-girls here are happier and more willing to follow when the farmhands treat them with kindness. You can tell which handlers the pony-girls prefer and which ones they shy away from in fear. I know they all resist; you need to be firm at first when you are training them, but it’s the gentle hand that earns loyalty faster than cruelty ever could.”

“You’re kind, Ulrek. I believe you can be a fair owner, and pay no mind to anyone who tells you differently.” My gaze holds his, and I see a flicker of understanding in his amber eyes.

Ulrek’s ears droop, his tail hanging limp behind him. “I didn’t think about it like that. I thought I had to be tougher to earn their respect.”

“Be tough when you need to be with a pony or handler. We all have roles to play, but don’t get so caught up playing farm owner that you forget the real you and the real me.”

He winces at my words. A farmhand passes nearby, pointedly looking away from us but clearly listening to our conversation.

“You’re right,” Ulrek says, loud enough for the handler to hear. “I promise I’ll do better. I need to do this my way. It might be different from my father, but I know how this farm should run.”

“That’s my old friend.” I chuckle. “Thought you disappeared on me.”

“No, I’ll never leave you,” Ulrek continues, maintaining eye contact with me now. “With you by my side, I really think I can run this farm and make it thrive.” He leans and to whisper. “Maybe better than my father.”

“I know you can,” I say. “But if you need a reminder on how to treat your friend, then I’d be happy to give you a kick in the butt next time.” I am not ready to forgive him so easily.

“No need. I promise to never treat you so cruelly again.” He reaches out hesitantly, placing his hand on my arm. “I forgot myself for a while. I tried to be what Father expected instead of who I am. It won’t happen again.”

Another farmhand passes, doing a double-take at the sight of Ulrek speaking to me as an equal. Word of our confrontation has clearly spread through the farm. I can feel eyes on us from every direction, workers pausing in their tasks to watch this unprecedented interaction. They’re just going to have to get used to it.

“They‘re all staring,” I say.

“Let them,” Ulrek replies, surprising me. “Maybe they need to see that there are different ways to treat a...” he hesitates, unsure what to call me.

“A pony-girl?” I raise my eyebrow in question.

‘A pony-girl and a friend.” He amends. “You’re my friend,” he says firmly. “My best friend. I got lost for a while, but I won’t forget again.”

“Good,” I say, smiling now.

“I need to finish some work with Father this afternoon,” he says. “But tonight, after the evening meal, I’ll come to your stall. We’ll talk properly. And tomorrow...” he pauses, a small smile touching his lips, “tomorrow we’ll go to the hills. Like we used to.”

“With me wearing clothes?” I ask pointedly.

His smile widens. “If you want to.”

I think about it for a moment, wanting to answer honestly. “No. I think I’m more comfortable like this.”

My answer makes him grin wildly. “Okay then. What my pony-girl wants she gets, but if you change your mind, you let me know.”

He returns the bit to my mouth—gently this time—and leads me back to the stable. This time he hugs and gives me a treat before saying goodbye. It’s nice to have my friend back.


Chapter Five

Morning comes early on the farm; the sun is barely peeking over the distant hills as I stand in the paddock with the other pony-girls.

The ride to the mountains with Ulrek a few days ago was just what we needed. The tension between us disappeared as soon as we reached to secluded lake, and Ulrek untacked me and even freed my arms. We spent the afternoon swimming and playing like old times, except I was naked, but I didn’t even notice.

Today, I really miss my friend and wish we were back at the lake, but Ulrek and Skarn left yesterday for an auction, promising to return by midday today. Without Ulrek here, I’m bored.

The gray-maned pony-girl who first welcomed me weeks ago nudges my shoulder gently. I’ve taken to calling her Sage in my mind, though I’ll never know her real name. I nudge her back in greeting, but I’m not in the mood to mingle.

I pace along the fence line, watching farmhands carry out their morning duties. Without Ulrek to ride me, I have nothing to do but wait.

I  turn around to pace back only to see Gronth approaching the paddock. My muscles tense instantly. Though all the handlers know only Ulrek is allowed to ride me, I remember how it felt to have him on my back, and the sting of his crop. He is not well-liked among the pony-girls.

He unlatches the gate, the lead rope dangling from one clawed hand. “You,” he says, pointing directly at me. “Come here, mare.”

I hesitate, taking a step back instead. He scowls, entering the paddock and stalking toward me.

“Don’t make this difficult,” he warns, voice low.

I stop, and he reaches up and clips the lead to my collar with a decisive snap. The other pony-girls watch silently, unable to help. I catch Sage’s eye briefly—her expression carries a warning to comply.

Gronth tugs the lead sharply, pulling me toward the gate. “Groth.”

I follow reluctantly, my heart beginning to race. Gronth drags me along, his grip on the lead tight enough to make the collar dig into my neck.

We round the corner of the stable, and I see it—a cart positioned in the yard. Another pony-girl is already harnessed to one side, her body adorned with straps and buckles. My stomach drops. Cart-pulling is something Ulrek has never asked of me—it’s work reserved for the farm’s strongest pony-girls, those trained specifically for the task.

I plant my feet, jerking back against the lead. A panicked sound escapes around my bit.

“None of that,” Gronth snaps, yanking the lead hard enough to make me stumble forward. He’s strong for a Grivvet.

I shake my head frantically, pulling back with my full weight. The other handlers have stopped to watch. One steps forward, saying something to Gronth that I can’t hear over the blood rushing in my ears.

Gronth’s face darkens. “We need two mares for the village run. She’s untrained, but she’ll learn.” He turns back to me, eyes narrowing. “Now stop that, pony!”

I continue to resist, digging my pony-boots into the dirt. The other pony-girl watches me with wide eyes, her body already bent forward in the harness. I can see the resignation in her face—she’s done this many times before.

Gronth’s hand moves to his belt, drawing out his crop. “Last warning.”

When I don’t move, he brings the crop down across my buttocks with a sharp crack. The sting spreads like fire across my skin, but I hold my ground, shaking my head again.

“Stubborn beast!” he shouts, striking me again, harder. “You think you're special because Master Ulrek favors you? You‘re still just a pony-girl like all the rest!”

The crop falls again and again, marking my skin with angry red welts. Tears spring to my eyes, but I continued resisting, making desperate sounds around the bit that are very horse-like. One of the other handlers calls out, reminding Gronth that I’m Ulrek’s mount, and that he should be gentler with me.

“We need two for the cart,” Gronth snarls back. “And this one’s strong enough. She’ll learn her place.”

Without warning, he changes tactics. The crop swings lower, striking directly between my legs across my exposed lower lips. Pain explodes through me, unlike anything I’ve felt before. My knees buckle as I cry out, the sound muffled by the bit but unmistakably one of agony.

“Knock it off and behave, mare,” Gronth growls, his face inches from mine as I struggle to stand back up. “Master Ulrek really needs to train you better. I told Skarn that already. You need a heavier hand.”

The crop rises again, and I flinch, cowering away from him. The fight drains from me in an instant as self-preservation takes over. When the crop lands again across my sensitive flesh, my body convulses in pain. I whimper through the bit, tears streaming freely now and step forward.

“That’s better,” Gronth says, watching my submission with cold satisfaction. “Good mare.”

He tugs the lead again, and this time I follow without fighting, trembling with each step. The pain throbs between my legs in time with my racing heart, but not as badly as when I received the mark.

Gronth positions me beside the other pony-girl, close enough that our shoulders almost touch. She gives me a brief, sympathetic glance before looking straight ahead again. I recognize the wisdom in her response—eyes forward, mind empty. It’s how they survive.

“Stand still now,” Gronth orders, handing my lead to another farmhand who holds me firm. “We’ve wasted enough time dealing with your nonsense.”

I stand frozen, the fight completely beaten out of me. The welts between my legs and bum pulse with each heartbeat, a constant reminder of what resistance brings. As they attach the harness to my body, I stare straight ahead, just like the other pony-girl.

At this moment, I understand something I’ve been avoiding since receiving my mark: the illusion of choice is just that—an illusion. Without Ulrek here to protect me, I am exactly what my mark says I am: property.

The harness they fit me with is nothing like a saddle. It’s heavy and complex, with thick leather straps that wrap around my torso and thighs. The farmhands worked quickly as they positioned and tightened each piece. I stand trembling. Did they say we were heading to the village? Which one? Human or Grivvet?

“Arms back further,” Gronth instructs, pushing my shoulders until my spine arches uncomfortably. The position forces my chest forward, making my breasts jut out prominently. He fastens a strap across my upper chest that pushes them up even more.

“Never pulled a cart before, has she?” the other farmhand asked.

Gronth snorts. “No. Master Ulrek keeps this one for riding only. Treats her special.” The way he says “special” makes it sound like an insult. “But with him gone, he won’t know.”

They continue working, attaching straps that connect to wooden bars extending from the cart. The harness forces me to bend forward at an angle while still standing. In this position, I can’t straighten up even if I want to—the harness locks me in place.

“Spread her legs a bit more,” Gronth ordered.

The other farmhand kicks at my inner ankles, forcing my stance wider. Straps slide between my legs and pull tight, spreading my lower lips apart. I feel cool air on my farm mark—the brand now clearly visible from behind and also a clear view of my opening.

“There. Anyone approaching from behind the cart can see she’s registered properly,” the farmhand comments with satisfaction. “No trouble with the wardens that way.”

My face burns with shame at the thought of being displayed this way. The other pony-girl beside me stares straight ahead, already positioned identically. Has she grown numb to this humiliation, or is she just hiding it better than I can?

Gronth removes my regular bridle, the bit sliding from my mouth. I open my mouth to tell him he can’t do this, but one sharp look from him makes me snap my mouth closed. He holds up a different bridle, larger and more restrictive, with stiff leather panels extending from each side that slide over my head.

The stiff leather creaked as he adjusted the straps, and the blinders narrowed my vision dramatically—I can only see what’s directly ahead now. The bit that follows is thicker than my usual one, pushing my jaw wider as it slides into place. When he buckles it tight, it presses down on my tongue more.

“Check the back strap,” Gronth says.

The other farmhand moves behind me, and I feel him adjusting something at my lower back. “All set for the tail?”

My body tenses. Tail? I’ve seen the other pony-girls with tails—long horsehair extensions attached somehow—but Ulrek has never fitted me with one.

“Yep. Got the new one right here. Ulrek had it ordered for her in the same color as her mane, but she’s never worn it yet.”

I hear the pop of a container opening, followed by wet, slick sounds. My heart pounds as I realize what’s coming.

“Hold her steady now,” Gronth says. “First-timers always jump.”

Before I can prepare myself, I feel something cold and slippery pressing against my rear entrance. My entire body goes rigid with shock. This can’t be happening. The pressure increases as Gronth pushes the object against me, forcing my body to yield.

I neigh loudly in panic; the sound distorted by the heavy bit. My body tries to pull away, but the harness holds me firmly in place. The intrusion continues, the object breaching me slowly but relentlessly.

“Relax!” A farmhand barks, landing a sharp crop strike across my exposed breasts that hang down in my bent position.

Pain blossoms across my chest, hardening my nipples, but it barely registers against the overwhelming sensation of the tail being inserted. I feel it slide deeper, stretching me in ways I’ve never experienced. My legs tremble uncontrollably as more tears spring to my eyes.

“There,” Gronth says with satisfaction once the object is fully seated. “Looks proper now.”

I feel something soft brushing against my thighs—the horsehair tail now hanging from the plug inside me. Every tiny movement makes me acutely aware of its presence. I hop nervously on my feet, unable to contain my distress.

The crop strikes again across my breasts. “I said stay!” Gronth commanded.

I let out a whinny and froze immediately; the pain mixing with the strange sensation in my bum. It no longer hurts now that it’s in, but feels funny and sends weird sensations through me.

“The horses are ready,” Gronth calls to someone behind me.

My blinders prevent me from seeing who approaches, but I hear the cart creak as weight settles onto it. Two Grivvets I think, climb aboard, chatting casually about the goods they need to purchase in the village.

“Remember,” one says to Gronth, “we need feed supplies, new leather for repairs, and that special oil Skarn ordered.”

“And don’t forget to check if the smith has those bits ready,” the other adds.

They speak over us, as if we’re simple animals. Perhaps that’s how they see all pony-girls—present but unhearing, like actual horses.

One of the Grivvets takes up position behind us, holding long reins that connect to both our bridles. I feel the leather tighten, pulling my head up slightly.

“Let’s get moving,” he says. “The market gets crowded by midday.”

A whip cracks sharply in the air behind us, making me flinch. “Groth!” comes the command, followed by another crack of the whip that lands across my buttocks.

The sting forces me forward, my legs moving in tandem with the other pony-girl. The cart lurches behind us, suddenly heavy as its wheels caught in the dirt. I strain against the harness, my muscles burning as we pull together.

Each step makes the tail shift inside me, a constant reminder of my complete objectification. The pain between my legs from Gronth’s earlier punishment mingles with the strange fullness of the tail, creating a cocktail of sensations that keeps me disoriented and flushed.

We pass through the farm gate, turning onto the main road that leads toward the human village, and I feel sick. My heart pounds with growing dread. There will be no hiding what I’ve become.

The Grivvet behind us cracks the whip again, urging us to maintain our pace. “Strev!” he commands, and we break into a trot, the cart getting easier to pull once it’s moving.

The village comes into view quicker than I’d hoped. The square opened before us, the familiar buildings and stalls now framing a scene from my worst nightmare. People go about their morning routines—the baker arranging fresh loaves in his window. While the children chase each other between market stalls, the women gather at the well with empty buckets. At first, they barely glanced at the approaching cart. Grivvets and their pony-girls are common enough not to warrant special attention.

I keep my eyes fixed forward, grateful for once for the blinders that narrow my vision. Perhaps if I can’t see them clearly, they won’t see me either. It’s a childish hope that shatters within seconds.

“Wait—is that—?” A woman’s voice cuts through the market chatter.

I recognized her immediately—Mrs. Flemming, who buys eggs from Aunt Mae every week. She steps closer, her basket clutched to her chest, eyes widening as she takes in my naked form.

“It is! It’s Chara!” she exclaims, loud enough for nearby shoppers to hear.

The name rippled through the crowd like a stone dropped in still water. Heads turn. Conversations halt mid-sentence. I feel their stares landing on my exposed body, on the harness forcing my breasts forward, on the tail swishing against my thighs.

“Chara? Mae’s niece?” someone else asks.

“Oh my,” Mrs. Flemming gasped, stepping even closer to the cart. “Good heavens, child, what happened to you?”

I can’t answer her, of course. The bit forces my mouth open, saliva foaming from the corners from the swift pace we kept. Exactly like a well-exercised horse. Tears form in my eyes as more villagers gather around, their faces showing shock, disgust, and—worst of all—a terrible fascination.

The Grivvet with the reins snaps his whip impatiently. “Gronth!” slowing us down as we neared the center of the village.

The villagers move aside, but they don’t stop staring. We continue forward, the cart’s wheels creaking on the cobblestones. With each step, more people recognize me. Whispers follow us like shadows:

“Her uncle said she was away working on a farm...”

“Well, he wasn‘t lying, was he?” Someone laughs sharply.

“But as a pony-girl? How could they allow it?”

I spotted Mr. Hansen, who once suggested his son might court me. His face contorts with revulsion as our eyes meet briefly. He turns away quickly, ushering his younger children behind him as if my condition might be contagious.

The other pony-girl beside me keeps her head down, clearly experienced enough to know that looking at the crowd only makes things worse. I try to follow her example, but my eyes keep darting to familiar faces—people I’ve known, now watching me pull a cart like an animal.

“Do you think her uncle sold her to them?” A woman’s voice, pitched low but carrying clearly in the morning air.

“Maybe,” her companion replies. “She’s an orphan, you know. Been living off their charity all these years. It’s not like she was one of us, really.”

“Good way to get your money back after feeding an extra mouth all those years.”

The casual cruelty of the speculation makes me flinch. Uncle Jed would never sell me. He had been horrified to find me at the farm. But as the cart moves deeper into the village, I realize the truth doesn’t matter. People will believe what makes sense to them—and a young woman willingly becoming a pony-girl makes no sense at all.

“But is it legal?” someone asks as we pass. “A girl from our village?”

“Who cares?” comes the callous reply. “It’s too late for her now. She is already marked. Look at her cunny lips.”

Heat floods my face as I realize they are looking at the most private part of me. Well, it was once private, but no longer. The straps between my legs spread me open, displaying the branded symbol to anyone who cares to look—and many do, pointing and murmuring.

“What a waste,” a man’s voice calls out, deliberately loud enough for me to hear. “If I had known she was going to end up as an animal, I would have offered her uncle a few coins for a go at her.”

“Me too,” another agrees with a bark of laughter. “Probably would’ve made more coin than what the Grivvets paid for her.”

More laughter follows, crude and dehumanizing. These are men who greeted me politely in the street just weeks ago, who tipped their hats to Aunt Mae when we passed them after church. Now they discuss me as merchandise, their respect evaporating the moment they saw me in harness.

Tears stream freely down my face now, blurring my vision of the village streets, but I don’t need to see where I’m going. The bit will guide me. The cart turns toward the feed store, and they pull us to a stop.

The cart jostled as they climbed down. We’ll stand here, on display in the center of town, for as long as their errands take.

A small group of children approaches, pointing and giggling. “Look at their tails!” one boy exclaimed. “Do they really grow them?”

“Don’t be stupid,” an older child scoffed. “They’re fake. Stuck in their bums.”

More giggling follows; the innocence of their curiosity somehow more devastating than the adults’ judgment. To these children, I am no longer the girl who helped at the harvest festival or sang in the village choir. I am simply a curiosity, a strange creature to gawk at.

I caught sight of the dressmaker’s shop where Aunt Mae and I used to buy fabric. The owner stands in the doorway, arms crossed, her face a mask of disapproval. Next to her, her apprentice whispered something that made them both shake their heads sadly.

The reality crashes down on me like a physical weight. This changes everything. Even if I were to return to the village tomorrow, fully clothed and speaking like a person, it wouldn’t matter. Everyone has seen me now. They’ve seen the harness, the bit, the tail. They’ve seen my farm mark. There would be no going back to my old life.

I am branded twice now—once on my flesh and once in their memories. In their eyes, I am no longer human. I am livestock, a cautionary tale for young girls, a topic for gossip over dinner tables.

“Poor Mae,” I hear someone murmur nearby. “To think her niece would end up like this.”

Another voice responds, “Some girls just don’t know what’s good for them.”

The casual dismissal of my personhood hurts more than any physical pain Gronth inflicted. These people have already created a story to explain my transformation—one where I’m either a victim to be pitied or a fool who deserved her fate. Neither version includes my agency nor my humanity.

The Grivvets return to the cart, loading sacks of grain into the back. “Next stop is the tanner,” he tells his companion. “Then the blacksmith.”

As we’re urged forward again, I realize with sinking finality that my human life ended the moment we entered the village. There is no home to return to anymore. Aunt Mae will hear about this—if she hasn’t already—and whatever hopes Uncle Jed had about eventually bringing me home are dust now.

The bridge between my two lives has collapsed completely. I cannot be Chara the human in the village and a pony-girl on the farm any longer. That precarious balance I tried to maintain has failed spectacularly, in the most public way possible.

The whip cracks again, and I pull forward, my muscles straining against the weight of the cart. As we stop next to the tannery, I make a choice—the only one left to me now. I stop looking at the familiar faces. I stop listening to their whispers. They don’t matter now.


Chapter Six

The cart jolts to a stop in front of the blacksmith’s shop next. My heart sinks as I recognize where we are–right next to the village tavern. Even at this hour, I can hear men’s voices spilling out from its open door, loud and careless with drink. The Grivvet driver secures our lead ropes to the hitching post, leaving us alone while they enter the shop.

I stare straight ahead, focusing on a crack in the stone wall, trying to make myself invisible. The leather straps are stiff and cut into my thighs, forcing my legs apart to ease the discomfort, but it makes my stance more shameful. The tail–Ulrek’s specially ordered tail–he failed to mention, swishes against my calves with each tremor that runs through my body.

A strange sensation draws my attention downward. Something wet trickles between my thighs. Sweat, I think at first, but it feels different–slicker, warmer. I don’t understand what’s happening to my body. Is it fear? Pain? The plug shifts again as I move, sending an unexpected jolt through my lower belly.

“Well, look what we have here,” a man’s voice drawls from the direction of the tavern. “Fresh ponies at the post.”

Heavy footsteps approach. I recognize the voice before I see the face. It’s Thatcher, the miller’s son. He used to tip his hat to me at church. Now his eyes crawl over my naked body like insects.

“Wait a minute,” he says, stepping closer. “I know this one.”

Two more men join him, their ale-soaked breath reaching me before their hands do. One is the carpenter’s apprentice, barely older than me. The other is old enough to be my father.

“It’s Mae’s niece,” Thatcher confirms, circling me. “We’ll aint this something.”

“Didn’t your uncle say you’d gone to work on a farm?” The carpenter’s apprentice laughs, the sound sharp and cruel. “Oh yeah. Horses don’t talk. I forgot.”

Thatcher reaches out and runs his palm down my flank, the way he might inspect a horse at market. “Good muscle tone. Strong back.” His hand slides lower, cupping my buttock. “Firm rump. I can see why they’d want her as a pony.”

I try to step away, but the lead rope holds me firmly in place. The other pony-girl beside me stands perfectly still, eyes downcast, knowing resistance is futile. I should follow her example, but my body refuses to submit.

“Oh, she’s a spirited one,” the older man chuckles, reaching for my breast. His calloused fingers close around my nipple and pinched hard. Pain shoots through me, and I let out a nicker which makes them laugh. “No rings yet. They’ll fix that soon enough.”

“It would be a shame to mark up such pretty teats,” the apprentice says, reaching for my other breast. “But they’ll look nice once they’re properly decorated. All the best ponies have ringed tits.”

My cheeks burn with shame as they discuss my body parts as if I’m not present–as if I’m not the same girl they saw in church. Thatcher moves behind me, and I feel him move my tail to the side, his fingers probing between my spread legs.

“She’s wet,” he announces, his voice carrying down the street. Several heads turn our way. “Her cunny’s dripping. The little beast is enjoying this.”

“No,” I try to say, but the bit transforms it into a muffled whinny. I’m not enjoying this, but I can’t deny the strange heat spreading through me, the wetness that seems to increase with each touch of their probing fingers.

“Should have sent her to work at the tavern,” the other man says, twisting my nipple again. “Could have earned her family coin on her back instead of pulling carts.”

“She obviously has no morals,” the apprentice agrees, his hands moving to my waist, appraising. “Or she wouldn’t be a lowly beast now. It’s a waste of a good cunny, and nice arse.”

More men drift over from the tavern, drawn by the commotion. Hands reach out to stroke my flanks, pinch my nipples, and pat my rump. Fingers probe between my legs, commenting on my wetness, on the farm mark that brands me as property. The tail shifts with each movement, sending confusing signals of pleasure through my body even as my mind recoils in horror.

“Look at her drip,” someone says. “Filthy mare is in heat. I bet they’ll breed her soon.”

“Her cunny’s prettier than her face,” another laughs.

“Wonder how much the Grivvets paid for her? I’d have given good coin for a night with that mouth.”

The words cut deeper than any whip. These men once greeted me politely on these same streets. They smiled at my aunt, asked after my uncle’s health, and treated me like a person. Now their eyes hold nothing but lust and contempt.

I try to twist away as a hand cups roughly between my legs, but the motion only causes the tail to shift again, drawing an involuntary gasp from my lips. The sound is too much like pleasure and earns more laughter.

“Watch this,” he says, and the men hush in anticipation. His hand snakes between my thighs, fingers searching until they find my clit. He rolls it between his calloused thumb and forefinger while, with his other hand, he twists the tail back and forth, each rotation sending a jolt through my body. I try to jerk away, but there’s nowhere to go, and the plug inside me only presses deeper, amplifying the sensation until my legs tremble.

The crowd hoots and eggs him on. “Go on, Thatcher, make the mare come!” The men are ruthless—fingertips digging into my hips to keep me still, rough hands holding my cheeks apart for all to see. Thatcher works my clit relentlessly, rolling and rubbing in harsh little circles that should hurt, but sends pulses of sweet, humiliating pleasure to my core. The tail tugs with each twist, the plug grinding.

“She likes it,” Thatcher declared. “Just a dumb animal after all.”

His fingers rubbed roughly. My body betrays me, responding to the stimulation even as tears stream down my face. I close my eyes, unable to bear their leering faces any longer.

Then it happens all at once: my body clamps down, thighs shaking, and a hot, helpless whinny bursts out of me. The pleasure is sudden and huge, pulsing through my core and radiating up my spine, a white-hot jolt that shatters every shred of dignity I have left. The world narrows to the rough circle of men, the smell of their sweat, the relentless rhythm of Thatcher’s hand and the sick friction of the tail twisting inside me.

The men howl with laughter and cheers as I convulse in the harness, drooling messily past the bit, legs quivering as my slick trickles down to the stone beneath my boots. I can hear myself, the high, wet brays and wordless cries, no different from an animal rutting in heat. I sob through the aftershocks, my vision blurring, but I can’t escape the afterglow or the mocking hands that pat my hips and stroke my tail.

“I’d pay good coin to mount this one,” someone says. “Even if she is just a pony now.”

“You’d be fucking an animal,” another replies with a laugh. “But she seems eager enough.”

The hands continue their exploration of my body, as if they really are touching an animal and not a human. They discuss my value, my potential uses, the quality of my “teats” and “wet cunny” as if these were the only parts of me that mattered.

This complete dehumanization is why Skarn warned me about the mark. It’s not just a brand of ownership; it’s a transformation. In their eyes, I’m no longer Chara who helped with the harvest festival or sang hymns on Sundays. I’m something else entirely. Not just below them, but a different category of being.

I stand trembling under their hands, their words, their judgment. My body continues to respond, wetness gathering between my thighs, and nipples hardening despite my disgust. The confusion of it all and the physical pleasure mixed with mental anguish makes me dizzy with shame.

“Enough!” a sharp voice cuts through the crowd. The Grivvets have returned with packages under their arms. “Go on,” he says to the men. “Leave the horses alone.”

The men back away reluctantly, laughing among themselves, making final crude comments about my body. I’ve never been so relieved to see a Grivvet in my life. I actually neigh in gratitude, which earns me a chuckle and a pat on my flank from the driver.

“Good mare,” he says, checking the harness straps. When he sees the mess between my legs, he shakes his head. “Humans.” He grunts. “And they say we’re the savages. It’s okay, girl. Time to go home where you're safe.”

There is safety on the farm. Safety from prying eyes and unwanted touches. The whip cracks behind us, and for once, I’m eager to feel its sting on my rump. Anything to pull the cart away from this place.

The journey back to the farm passed in a blur. My legs work hard. Every muscle aches, but the physical pain is nothing compared to the hollow feeling in my chest and the lingering tingles their fingers left behind.

I’m glad we left the village, but as it disappears, so does the last remnant of my human life, and my mind is dulled by the shock of what just happened.

The countryside rolls by–fields and streams that once felt like home now just scenery passing without meaning. The sun beats down on my naked skin, leaving me soaked in sweat from pulling the heavy cart. When the farm gate comes into view, I pull harder. The confines of the farm suddenly feel safer than out here.

As we pull through the gate, I spot Ulrek and Skarn standing in the yard, and the tension in my muscles ease. Ulrek’s posture changes the instant he sees me–his shoulders stiffen, his tail goes rigid. Even from a distance, I can see his expression darken. Skarn remains impassive, watching our approach with calculating eyes.

The cart rolls to a stop, and the driver hops down, stretching his back after the long ride. Ulrek is already striding toward us, his clawed hands balled into fists at his sides.

“What is this?” he demands, voice sharp as a knife. “What have you done to her?”

The driver looks genuinely confused. “Done to who?”

“My pony-girl!” Ulrek gestures wildly at me. “Why is she harnessed to a cart? And what—“ his voice cracks as he moves closer, seeing the marks on my flanks, the redness around my nipples, the evidence of hands that have been all over my body. “What happened to her?”

“You know how those human males get handy with the mares. They’re more animals than the ponies sometimes, but she’s fine.”

“She is not a cart-pony.” Ulrek yells.

“She could be. She did well, and we needed another horse for the supply run,” the driver explained, his tone casual. “Gronth said she was available.”

The farmhand who was riding with him nodded. “There was nothing else for her to do with you gone. Makes no sense to let a sturdy pony like her stand idle.”

Ulrek’s tail lashes violently. “You took her to the human village! Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

The farmhands exchanged bewildered glances. “It’s just a supply run,” the driver says. “We do it every week.”

“Not with her!” Ulrek shouted. He reaches for my bridle, fingers trembling with rage as he unbuckles the blinders. His eyes search mine, and what he sees there makes his ears flatten against his head. “She’s from that village, you idiots!”

Understanding finally dawns on the farmhands’ faces, but it’s replaced quickly with defensive irritation. “How were we supposed to know that? And what does that matter now? She’s a pony-girl like any other. Marked and registered to this farm.”

“Who allowed this?” Ulrek demanded, turning to look for Gronth.

Skarn steps forward, then places a restraining hand on his son’s shoulder. His voice is calm but carries an undeniable authority. “They didn’t know, Ulrek. To them, she’s just another pony-girl.”

“But they took her to the human village! You know what that means!” Ulrek pleaded, gesturing at me. “Look at her! Look what they did to her!”

I stand there, head hanging low, breathing heavily, and unable to meet anyone’s eyes. My body feels both present and distant—aching, violated, exhausted, but also numb, as if the day’s events have happened to someone else.

“Enough!” Skarn says firmly. “We can talk in private, but right now the horses’ care comes first.” He turns to the handlers. “Take them both for washing. Make sure they’re properly tended to and fed.”

“Father—“ Ulrek begins, but Skarn silences him with a look.

“The pony-girls first,” he repeats. “Then we'll talk.”

I manage a weak nicker as a handler releases me from the cart and takes my lead rope, tugging me away from Ulrek. I want to stay with him, to have him treat me like Chara again and not just another piece of livestock, but my leaden legs follow the handler’s direction, too tired to resist.

The other pony-girl and I are led to the washing station. They chat idly as they work, in their language, and I wonder if they are talking about what just happened.

Cool water hits my skin suddenly, making me gasp around the bit, but feels good after being hot and sweaty. The handler’s hands move over my body without hesitation, scrubbing between my legs thoroughly and washing away the evidence of my shameful pleasure.

That’s not how I imagined my first time would feel. If it ever happened at all, I always pictured something gentle—fingers laced together, blushing looks, or a flustered confession. Then, a trembling first touch.

But that will never happen now. I’m a pony-girl who just experienced her first orgasm by a man’s hands, and a chorus of laughter and jeers. No kissing, just rough palms and the burn of humiliation.

“Hold still,” he commands when I shift from his touch between my legs when he reaches my sensitive nub. He has a smirk on his face. “All worked up from the village, I see. Naughty pony. You’ll need a stallion soon enough.”

I blush crimson and feel flushed all over again, realizing beneath all the shame it was arousal I felt.

When they’ve finished, he comments on my hair. “Mane’s a mess. Needs proper styling.”

“Master Ulrek likes it loose,” the other replied. “His pony, his choice.”

I expect them to remove the tail next—surely that’s only for working hours? But they make no move to take it out. Instead, they check it’s secure, even applying more of the slick substance around where it enters me, making me squirm.

“First time with a tail?” one asks the other, noticing my discomfort. “It always takes them a while to get used to it.”

“Should have been tailed weeks ago,” the second replies. “But the young master has his own ideas about training.”

They hobbled my ankles and led me back to my stall, my legs so tired I can barely walk. The familiar straw bedding has never looked so inviting. One handler removes the heavier bridle, replacing it with my usual one.

“There, good girl,” the handler says, patting my flank like he would a horse. “Rest up. You’ve had a long day.”

He holds out a Sugaroot, and I take it from his palm, my lips grazing his rough palm. The stall door closes behind them, leaving me alone with the pleasant haze of the treat. I sink to my knees in the straw, too exhausted to remain standing, but it’s my spirit that feels truly broken. The village men’s hands seem to have left invisible marks all over my skin, marks no washing can remove.

I lay there, lost in my head as evening shadows stretched across my stall floor. I haven’t moved from where I collapsed. The effects of the Sugaroot have long since faded, and my mind is as exhausted as my body. The events in the village play on an endless repeat behind my closed eyes—the hands, the comments, the pleasure, and then sadness at the realization that I can never go back there as a human.

The sound of approaching footsteps pulls me from my thoughts. I struggle to my knees, a position expected when someone comes to my stall. The door opens to reveal Skarn’s imposing figure, and Ulrek a half-step behind him. The contrast between them is stark; Skarn stands tall, his expression businesslike, while Ulrek can‘t even meet my eyes, his shoulders slumped with defeat.

“Good evening,” Skarn says simply, as if addressing an equal rather than a naked woman kneeling in straw, and a flicker of hope ignites in my chest. Maybe it’s not as bad as I thought.

But then why does Ulrek look so defeated? He remains silent, his tail hanging limp between his legs, his ears flattened against his head.

Skarn steps into the stall, reaching for my bridle and removing the night bit from my mouth.

“What happened today was an unfortunate accident,” Skarn says without preamble. “The handlers didn’t know your history with the village. They saw an available pony-girl and used her for farm business.” His amber eyes held mine steadily. “But the damage is done.”

I work my jaw, finding my voice. “Everyone saw me.” The words come out rough, my throat dry from lack of water. “They recognized me.”

“Yes, and I’m sure the human lawman will be visiting the farm to make sure we didn’t steal you.” Skarn says.

“I can tell them you did nothing illegal.” I see quickly, and he pats my head gently.

“You’re a good girl. Always protecting my son,” he says. “But everyone saw you as a pony-girl, so technically human laws hold no weight now. We could face penalties, but at the end of the day you are registered as livestock.”

Ulrek makes a small, pained sound but doesn’t interrupt his father.

Skarn continues. “I know you wanted to remain free to choose, Chara, but that option no longer exists. You cannot go back to the village as a human after being seen there today as a horse.”

“I know,” I whisper, the truth of his words sinking into my bones.

“So now you face a different choice.” Skarn’s tone remains matter-of-fact, neither cruel nor kind. “You must either fully commit to life as a registered pony-girl on this farm, or you must leave this area entirely to start a new life elsewhere where no one knows you.”

The starkness of these options hits me in the chest, snuffing out the tiny kernel of hope. Leave everything I’ve ever known, or surrender completely to this new existence.

“If you choose to leave,” Skarn continues, surprising me, “I will pay your passage to wherever you wish to go. A coastal town, perhaps, or one of the larger cities where no one knows your face or name. You could start fresh as a human woman.”

Ulrek finally looks up, his eyes wide with surprise at his father’s offer. “Father, that’s—“

“The right thing to do,” Skarn finishes firmly. “She deserves a choice, even if it’s a difficult one.”

Ulrek steps forward, then his voice soft but steady. “I’ll support whatever you choose, Char.” His amber eyes finally meet mine, filled with pain. “If you want to leave, to be free of...” he gestures at my bound arms, the surrounding stall, “...all of this, I understand.”

I stare at them both, my mind racing. Leave? Go where? Do what? I have no skills beyond helping on my aunt and uncle’s small farm. No connections outside this valley. No money of my own. The world beyond is vast and dangerous for a young woman alone.

“I wouldn’t know where to go,” I say finally, my voice small. “I wouldn’t know anyone.”

“You would be starting over completely,” Skarn acknowledged. “It would not be easy, but you would be free to live as a human.”

Free. The word echoes in my mind. But what kind of freedom would it be, alone and afraid in a strange place? At least here, there’s Ulrek. Here, there’s a routine, a structure, a place where I belong—even if that place is a stall.

And what awaits me in the human world? For women without family or position, the options are few and often grim. Farm work, domestic service, or worse. At least here, I’m valued, protected, and cared for.

“The village is closed to me now,” I say slowly, thinking aloud. “Everyone saw me today. They know what I am.”

Skarn nods, not unkindly. “They will never see you as anything else now.”

I looked at Ulrek, his familiar face anxious in the fading light. My best friend. The one constant in this shifting reality. “And if I stay?”

“If you stay,” Skarn says, his voice taking on a note of warning, “there will be no more half-measures, Chara. You will become a real pony-girl.” His gaze is steady. “You will live as the other pony-girls do, fully and completely, forever.”

I swallow hard, understanding the finality of what he’s saying. “But I would be Ulrek’s?”

“You will belong to the farm, yes,” Skarn confirmed. “You will be his personal mount. He’ll have the final say when it comes to you.”

Ulrek steps closer, kneeling in the straw beside me. “I would make sure you’re happy, Char. As happy as you can be.” His eyes pleaded with me to understand. “I would never mistreat you or let anyone else do so.”

I weigh my options in silence, feeling the weight of the decision pressing down on me. Leave and face a hostile world alone, or stay and surrender my humanity completely.

But haven’t I already lost that humanity in the eyes of the world? The village men made that clear today—to them, I’m already just a beast with a pretty body. And at least here, with Ulrek, I’m a beast who is cherished.

“I think...” I begin, my voice steadier than I expected, “the best option is to stay here.”

Ulrek’s ears perk up, his tail giving a single, hopeful twitch.

“Are you sure?” Skarn asks, his expression grave. “I offered you choices as a kindness that I would not give to another pony because you are important to my son.”

Tears slide silently down my cheeks as I nod. “I’m sure.”

Skarn studies me for a long moment, then nods once, accepting my decision. He picks up the night bit, holding it before my face. Understanding the gesture, I open my mouth, allowing him to replace it.

“The vet will arrive in the morning to finalize everything,” he says, buckling the bridle securely. “Get some rest. Tomorrow begins your new life.”

He turns and leaves the stall, but Ulrek lingers, his hand reaching out to touch my cheek gently.

“Thank you,” he whispers. “For staying.”

I make a soft sound around the bit, a quiet whinny.

As the stall door closes behind them, I sink back into the straw. I’ve chosen this life, with all its constraints and humiliations, over my freedom and the unknown, which could be worse than being here in a place where I know I’ll be cared for at least.

Despite the tears still falling, there’s a sense of peace in having finally made the choice. No more living between worlds. From tomorrow onward, I am just what my mark says I am—a pony-girl.

I’m almost asleep when the soft creak of the stable door breaks the silence. Footsteps approach—light and quick. Ulrek.

The stall door opened carefully, and Ulrek slipped inside. He carries a small lantern that fills the small space with a warm glow.

“How are you?” he whispers, though we’re alone in the stillness.

I expect him to remove my bit as he usually does during our talks, but his hands reach for my hair, stroking gently through the tangled strands. The gesture is tender, comforting, and I lean into his touch despite myself.

“I’m sorry,” he says, his voice barely audible. “I say it a lot lately, I know, but it’s true.” His fingers continue their gentle movement through my hair. “I wanted you to have choices, and now you have none.”

I make a soft sound around the bit, trying to tell him it’s not his fault, but he can’t understand me. Perhaps that’s why he left the bit in—he needs to speak without interruption.

“I never meant for any of this to happen,” he continues, his hand moving to my shoulder, gently tracing the mark left by the cart harness. “I just wanted to share my world with you, but I thought we could keep yours too.”

His touch is careful, respectful, nothing like the grabbing hands of the village men. There’s a warmth to it that has nothing to do with desire and everything to do with care.

“Even though you’ll be a real pony-girl after tomorrow, you won’t be like the others,” he promises. “I’ll let you make choices when I can. I know what treats you like, what trails you prefer, and I’ll make sure you get to do those things as often as possible.”

His mind seems to wander then, his fingers trailing down my side, slipping his fingers through the tail hair. “It’s close to your hair color, but not quite.I ordered you this, but I wasn’t sure if you’d wear it. Here let me take it out.” He offers reaching up to the plug, but I shift away and whinny, shaking my head.

Ulrek grins, a sly, almost conspiratorial twist to his lips. “Most pony-girls like their tails after the first day. Fine, you can keep it in tonight, but it should come out during the night from now on.”

“It’s getting late and the vet will be here early,” he says, his voice dropping even lower. “He’s nice to the ponies, so don’t worry.”

I nod slightly, though I’m still worried. I’ve seen what the others look like once they are fully transformed.

“I can see it in your eyes, and I’m sad because you’re sad,” he admits, his hand returning to stroke my hair. His voice catches slightly. “But I’m also happy you’ll be with me forever. Is that terrible of me? To find joy in your sacrifice?”

I wish I could speak to tell him that I understand. That his happiness matters to me too. Instead, I lean my head against his shoulder in silent comfort.

“You’re still my best friend,” he whispers fiercely, “even if things have changed. And you’ll always be my favorite horse. There will never be another you.”

The words bring both comfort and pain. I am still his friend, but I am also his horse now. “Tomorrow will be a lot,” he continues, his arms wrapping around me in a gentle embrace. “But I’ll be there. I promise.”

He holds me for a long moment, his breathing steady against my skin. Then he pulls back, his hand cupping my cheek briefly before he turns to leave.

“Goodnight, Char,” he says from the doorway. “I’ll see you at dawn.”

The stall door closes behind him, his footsteps fading as he leaves the stable. Tomorrow I will become Ulrek’s pony-girl in every way.

If this must be my life now, then I will make it a good one. I will find joy where I can, take comfort in Ulrek’s care, and perhaps discover parts of myself I never knew existed.


Chapter Seven

Morning comes faster than I’d like. It felt like I only slept a few hours when the stall door creaked open, and there Ulrek stood, his amber eyes full of complicated emotions. He reaches for my bridle without a word, and I know it’s time.

“Good morning,” he says softly, removing the night bit. “The vet will be here soon.”

I work my jaw, grateful for the momentary freedom. “Will it hurt?” I ask the question that’s kept me awake most of the night.

“Some parts,” he admits, not sugarcoating the truth. “But I’ll be there the whole time.”

“Are you ready?” He asks.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

He nods and then replaces my bit with the usual one, helps me to my feet, clips a lead to my collar, and guides me from the stall. I’ve grown used to walking with the hobble chain between my ankles, taking small, careful steps. Mine has a longer chain than most I’ve seen on the other girls, so my pace is quicker. The cool morning air raises goosebumps on my bare skin as we cross the yard.

A pony holding rack is built between the stable and the corral fence. It’s different from the one used for the farm marks near the main fire pit. That one a pony is on her knee, but this one is higher so I remain standing as Ulrek only bends me forward at the waist. My head is lower, though, and the position leaves my butt in the air and my breasts hanging through steel bars.

There is a lot of space under the rack for a Grivvet to have easy access to me from beneath.

Farmhands appear to help Ulrek secure me. The hobble chains are removed, but each holds a leg firm as if they are expecting me to kick. Thick leather cuffs are secured around my ankles, then attached to the frame so my legs remain spread. More straps circle my waist, pinning me to the rack. A final restraint locks onto my collar and the sides of my bridle, preventing me from raising my head more than a few inches or turning.

Despite having accepted this fate, fear flutters in my chest like a trapped bird. Ulrek moves to where I can see him, crouching to meet my eyes. “It won’t be as bad as you’re imagining,” he says, but the worry in his voice betrays him.

Heavy footsteps approach, and Skarn appears, carrying what looks like a metal box. He sets it on a small table within my view and opens it to reveal several metal implements—branding irons and other tools I don’t recognize.

“The vet will be here within the hour,” he announced. “We should discuss the personalized owner brand first.”

Ulrek’s posture stiffens. “I’ve made my decision about that.”

“Have you now?” Skarn’s tone carries a hint of mockery. “And what have you decided?”

“No ownership brand,” Ulrek says firmly.

I feel a rush of relief. The ownership brand is placed on the upper arm and done when an owner buys a new pony-girl. It’s the final brand of ownership.

Skarn’s tail twitches with irritation. “Every Grivvet who owns a personal mount brands them. It’s tradition. It shows she belongs to you specifically, not just to the farm.”

“I know what it means,” Ulrek snaps. “And I’m saying no. Not unless she asks for it herself someday.”

Skarn scoffs, the sound sharp in the morning quiet. “Ask for it? No horse will ask to be branded.”

“She’s different,” Ulrek insists, his voice dropping lower. “You know that.”

“Different or not, she’s still a pony-girl now. Your sentimentality does her no favors.” Skarn’s clawed fingers tap against the metal box impatiently. “What if you decide to sell her…“

“She won’t be sold,” Ulrek interrupts, his voice tight with anger. “Ever.”

“Don’t be foolish, boy. Everything has a price.” Skarn crosses his arms.

“Not my Chara,” Ulrek says. “I’d never do that to her. She is mine!”

I listen to them argue about me as if I’m not present, as if I’m already just livestock, and frustration burns alongside fear, but this is what Skarn meant when he said Ulrek will be in control of decisions involving me.

Skarn sighs heavily. “Fine. No arm brand for now. But she needs additional marks.”

Ulrek hesitates, his tail drooping slightly. “What ones?”

“The trained mount mark and cart mark,” Skarn replies. “She’s pulled a cart now and pulled it well. She should be marked as such.”

I make a distressed sound around my bit. More marks? The farm brand was painful enough, and now they want to burn more symbols into my most sensitive flesh? I shake my head as much as the restraint allows, trying to catch Ulrek’s eye.

He sees my panic and steps closer. “She doesn’t want more marks,” he says to his father.

“It doesn‘t matter what she wants,” Skarn says dismissively. “This is about proper documentation and shows everyone her worth.”

Ulrek’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Fine.”

“Then it‘s settled.” Skarn reaches into the box, pulling out the small branding stylus to heat in the fire pit.

I whimper around the bit, pulling against the restraints despite knowing it’s futile. I don’t want more marks.

Ulrek notices my distress and moves to stroke my hair gently. “Shh, Char,” he whispers. “These are necessary, and you’ll be fine.”

I still don’t like it, but his gentle touch calms me slightly, and I stop struggling, letting my muscles relax against the restraints.

“Your sentimentality will not help her,” Skarn comments, watching our interaction with narrowed eyes. “She needs to accept what she is now.”

“And what is that, Father?” Ulrek challenges, his hand still resting protectively on my head.

“Livestock,” Skarn says simply. “The sooner she understands that, the easier her life will be.”

I whinny softly, the sound plaintive even to my own ears, but then Ulrek’s fingers brush my cheek in a gesture so tender it makes my eyes sting with tears.

“She’s mine,” Ulrek says with quiet determination. “How I treat her is my decision.”

Father and son stare at each other, a silent battle of wills that Skarn eventually concedes with a curt nod. “So be it. But remember what I said—sentimentality helps neither of you.”

Ulrek leans close to my ear. “Trust me,” he whispers. “I promised to protect you. That hasn’t changed.”

I wish I could respond to tell him that I do trust him. Instead, I press my head against his hand, hoping he understands.

“The vet’s cart just pulled in.” Skarn says.

Skarn strides forward to greet him. “Grifth, thank you for coming on such short notice.”

“Always happy to visit your farm, Skarn.” The vet’s voice is surprisingly gentle despite his businesslike manner. He nods toward me. “Happy to see a thriving farm. This is the new acquisition?”

“My son’s first personal mount,” Skarn confirms.

Ulrek moves to stand beside me, one hand resting lightly on my shoulder. “She’s already farm-marked,” he explained as the vet approached, “but needs the rest.”

The vet sets his case on a nearby table and opens it, revealing rows of instruments I can’t identify. “Let’s have a look at her then.”

He circles me slowly, his gaze methodical. His clawed hands press against my flanks, squeezing muscle and testing firmness. He lifts my tail, examining the insertion point of the plug.

“Has she been wearing it long?” He asks.

“Just since yesterday,” Ulrek answers.

The vet nods approvingly. “She’s adjusting well. No inflammation.”

He moves in front of me, bending to examine my face around the bit. His breath smells of mint leaves and something herbal. He pries my eyes wider, peering into them, then checks my gums and tongue.

“Open,” he commands, and I realize he’s speaking to me directly.

I open my mouth as wide as the bit allows, and he peers inside with a small light.

“Healthy teeth. Good jaw structure,” he comments, as if discussing a horse. “You have a fine mare here, young master. Congratulations on your first horse.”

I see Ulrek’s chest swell slightly at the praise, his tail giving a pleased twitch. Despite everything, part of him enjoys this—the recognition of owning a quality mount. The realization stings, but I can’t blame him. He’s been raised in this culture.

“Thank you,” Ulrek says. “She’s special to me.”

“I can see that.” The vet continues his examination, moving back to check my spine, pressing fingers along vertebrae. “Excellent confirmation. Strong back. She’ll carry you for many years with proper care.”

Each clinical assessment strips away another piece of my humanity.

The vet moves to examine the farm mark between my legs, his touch impersonal but not unkind. “Clean healing on the farm mark. Well done.” He glances up at Ulrek. “Will we be adding the ownership brand today?”

“No,” Ulrek says firmly. “Just the trained mount and cart marks.”

“And what name shall we register her under?”

“Chara,” Ulrek says without hesitation. “Her name is Chara.”

The vet frowns, ears flattening slightly. “That’s a very human name,” he comments. “It’s not good for the animal to cling to the past.”

“It’s her name,” Ulrek insists.

Skarn steps forward, shaking his head. “My son is headstrong and likes to think he can change the way things have been done for years.”

“Most pony-girls receive new names upon arrival,” the vet explains patiently. “Something simple. Descriptive. Star, Copper, Blaze—names that reflect their appearance or temperament.”

“I’m aware of the tradition,” Ulrek says stiffly.

The vet glances between father and son, clearly sensing the tension. “Well, there’s no rule against human names, just convention.” He pulls out a leather-bound register from his case. “Chara it is, then.”

I feel a rush of gratitude toward Ulrek. Small as it is, keeping my name feels like holding onto a tiny piece of my former self.

“I understand you’re fond of this mare,” the vet continues, his tone gentler now. “First horses often hold special places in our hearts. But trust me when I say that treating her too much like a human will only confuse her. Pony-girls thrive with clear boundaries.”

Ulrek’s hand tightens slightly on my shoulder. “I understand her needs.”

“Of course,” the vet says, though his tone suggests skepticism.

He opens his case further, removing several instruments and laying them on the table. Metal gleams in the morning light—forceps, clamps, something that looks disturbingly like pliers. My heart rate doubles at the sight.

“Now,” he says, pulling on thick leather gloves, “let’s discuss the procedures we’ll be performing today.”

I make a nervous sound around my bit, drawing his attention.

“Ah, she’s anxious. That’s normal.” He reaches into his pocket and holds a Sugaroot in front of my mouth.

The scent makes me instantly salivate, and I take it from his palm. The edge of my anxiety calms as the treat melts on my tongue, and my head spins. Its effects seem stronger than usual.

“That’s a good girl. That will make you nice and calm. ” The vet coos as if he really is talking to a dumb animal.

“What was in that?” Ulrek asks, concern clear in his voice.

“Just a higher concentration of the natural herb in Sugarroot. It’ll keep her calmer for the minor procedures. For the dental work and markings, we‘ll need something stronger.” The vet turns back to his case, revealing more items—metal rings, a piercing tool, bottles of liquid.

Ulrek moves to cradle my head between his hands. “It’s okay, Char,” he whispers. “I’m right here.”

The vet pries open my mouth and spreads a thick, sweet-smelling paste on my tongue and gums.

“Swallow,” he instructs.

I do as told; the paste sliding down my throat. It tastes of honey and herbs, not unpleasant.

“Good girl,” the vet says.

“The paste will take effect shortly,” the vet tells Ulrek. “Then we can begin. I suggest we start with the piercings, then proceed to the branding, and finish with the dental work.”

Ulrek nods, but I see worry in his eyes. He leans close to my ear while the vet prepares his tools.

“Be brave,” he whispers. “It will be over soon.”

I can already feel the paste working, a strange warmth spreading through my limbs, and my body goes slack.

The vet approaches with the first of his instruments. “Let’s begin.”

“All pony-girls receive the same regimen—protection against diseases, parasites, and common human ailments. She’ll need it every six months.”

Ulrek keeps his hands cupped around my face as the vet uncoils a thin rubber tube. There’s a chill on my lips, then a firm pressure as the end slides past my tongue and down my throat. I gag, but Ulrek’s thumbs stroke my jaw, and the vet murmurs, “Easy, girl. Almost through.” There’s a wet, slick sensation as the tube inches further. My body’s impulse is to panic, but the Sugaroot and the herbal paste are already softening everything, turning my anxiety into a lazy, distant worry.

“Good,” the vet notes, securing the tube just enough that it can’t slip. He uncaps a brown glass bottle and pours a viscous liquid into a funnel at the tube’s end. The stuff travels down with a wet gurgle. I can feel it make its way into my stomach—a cool, vaguely chalky weight that settles deep. “Nutrient concentrate,” he explains, turning to Ulrek. “Keeps her healthy and resistant to most sickness, especially important for animals kept in close stabling or exposed to the elements.”

“There we are,” the vet says as he removes the tube from my mouth. “That should keep her healthy. Now for the parasite prevention.”

He moves behind me, out of my line of sight. I hear him rummaging in his case, then the snap of a container opening. “I’ll need to remove the tail for this part.”

I feel his hands on the base of the tail, gently but firmly pulling. The plug slides out of me with a slick sound that makes me burn with shame.

Something cold and slippery touches my exposed opening. I twitch in surprise, but the restraints hold me firmly in place.

“This paste prevents intestinal parasites. Standard procedure for all pony-girls.”

I feel his finger push the thick, cold paste inside me, applying it thoroughly. The violation is made worse by its clinical nature—I’m just an animal receiving routine care. When he’s finished, he wipes his hands on a cloth.

“We’ll let that absorb for a moment before reinserting the tail,” he says. “Now, let‘s move on to the nipple rings.”

My eyes fly open in alarm. Ulrek steps closer, his hand finding mine where it’s clenched into a fist by my side. “It’s okay,” he whispers. “I’m right here.”

The vet gathers his equipment and crouches, disappearing from my view as he positions himself under the rack where my breasts hang down. I feel his clawed hands cup them, weighing them.

“Good size, but nice and firm,” he comments. “The gold rings will look striking against her skin tone.”

His fingers began to work my nipples, rolling and pinching them. The clinical touch feels invasive and humiliating, but my body betrays me as my nipples harden in response to the stimulation.

“There we go,” the vet says with professional satisfaction. “Nice and tight teats now.”

I hear the clinking of metal instruments below me. Ulrek crouches beside the rack so his face is level with mine. “Look at me,” he says softly. “Just focus on me.”

I try, fixing my gaze on his amber eyes, but when the vet clamps my right nipple, a sharp pain cuts through the calming paste’s effect. I cry out around the bit, the sound muffled but clearly distressed.

“Hold steady,” the vet says. “Quick pinch now.”

The pain intensifies as something pierces through my nipple. Tears spring to my eyes, spilling down my cheeks. Ulrek wipes them away gently.

“Good girl,” he murmurs. “You’re doing so well.”

Before the pain in my right nipple can fade, the vet moves to the left, repeating the process. This time I’m prepared for the sensation, but it still draws a whimper from my throat.

“There,” the vet says with satisfaction, emerging from beneath the rack. “The rings are in place. Once healed, they can be used with a lead line instead of a collar. Much more efficient for control.”

“Now for the most important procedure,” the vet continues, returning to his case. “The dental modification for proper bit-fitting.”

He pulls out what looks like dental tools—pliers, scrapers, small metal picks. My heart pounds harder despite the calming paste.

“The back molars can crack on the bit, causing sores and pain. Removing them creates a natural gap where the bit sits comfortably.” He demonstrates with his fingers. “Much better for long-term bit wear if you’re going to be riding her often.”

“We’ll administer a stronger sedative for this part,” the vet assured Ulrek, even though I’ll be the one experiencing the pain. “She’ll be conscious but won’t feel much.”

He returns to his case, pulling out a small glass bottle and a strange funnel-like device.

“Hold her head steady,” he instructs Ulrek, who moves to cradle my face between his hands.

The vet presses the funnel device against my nostril.

“Take a deep breath in,” he commands.

I inhale automatically, and a cool mist fills my nasal passages. The effect is almost immediate—a heavy, floating sensation spreads through my body. My eyelids grow heavy, the world turning soft around the edges.

Through my dulling senses, I‘m vaguely aware of movement behind me. Fingers spread my labia, but I hardly care.

“The sedative won’t last long,” the vet’s voice sounds distant now. “Let’s do the brands while she’s under. It’s kinder that way when the mare is getting a lot of work done at once.”

A distant burning sensation registers between my legs, but it’s muted, as if happening to someone else. I hear myself make a low moaning sound, but it feels disconnected from me.

“Good girl. Almost done,” Ulrek whispers close to my ear. His voice is the only thing that feels real in my hazy state.

The vet moves in front of me again. My mouth is manipulated, forced wider. Metal tools slide inside, cold against my tongue. Pressure builds as something grips my back teeth.

“This first one is always the hardest,” the vet says. There is a sharp tug, a cracking sound, and then a dull ache that spreads through my jaw.

“One down,” the vet says. “Seven more to go.”

Time loses meaning. More tugging, more pressure. The taste of blood in my mouth quickly swabbed away. I drift in and out of full awareness, anchored only by Ulrek’s constant touch and gentle words.

“You’re doing so well, Char,” he says often. “Such a good girl. Almost done.”

The fresh marks on my labia pulsed with heat, my nipples throb where the new rings hang heavy, and my mouth feels strange, but the sedative keeps me floating just above my body.

“There,” the vet finally says, his voice breaking through my haze. “That’s done. She’ll heal quickly.”

“Is she okay?” Ulrek’s worried voice. “She seems so out of it.”

“Normal reaction to the sedative,” the vet assures him. “She’ll start coming back in about twenty minutes. The confusion will last longer, but that’s a good thing. It will keep her calmer.”

I feel the bit being reinserted. It slides into the new gaps where my back teeth used to be, sitting more naturally than before.

“See how perfectly it fits now?” the vet says with professional pride. “No more risks of a cracked tooth or discomfort.”

My vision swims as I try to focus on Ulrek’s face. “Almost done,” he whispers, stroking my hair. “Just a little more, and then you can rest.”

The world slowly comes back into focus as the sedative begins to wear off.

“She’s a wonderful mare,” the vet praised Skarn and Ulrek. “She’s taken to everything beautifully. Just one last step to finish her transformation, which is dealing with this unruly mane.”

I blink slowly, still fighting the fog of sedation. The pain is returning gradually as the medication fades, with sharp points of discomfort throughout my body.

The vet pulls a set of clippers from his case, the metal blades gleaming, and my eyes widen in alarm. My hair—my long blonde waves—is one of the few things I have left that connect me to my old self. The thought of losing them sends a jolt of panic through me.

“No,” Ulrek says firmly. “We’re not cutting her hair.”

The vet pauses, clippers hovering in midair. “It’s tradition, young master.”

“I don’t care,” Ulrek replies. “Her hair stays.”

Skarn steps forward, arms crossed over his chest. “This is foolishness, Ulrek. Proper pony-girls have manes.”

“She’s my pony-girl,” Ulrek counters, “and I say her hair stays as it is.”

The tension between them crackles in the air. I watch through half-lidded eyes, still drifting slightly but understanding the importance of this argument. My hair represents more than just appearance—it’s about how much of my humanity I’m allowed to keep.

“Perhaps a compromise,” the vet suggested after an uncomfortable silence. “We could leave the length but style it in a way that’s more... appropriate for a pony-girl. Braided close to the head, gathered at the back—practical for wearing under tack but still preserving the hair itself.”

Ulrek considers this, his tail swishing thoughtfully. “That would be acceptable.”

Skarn doesn’t look pleased, but he nods curtly. “Fine. But see that it’s done properly, and it stays like that from now on.”

The vet sets aside the clippers and produces combs and leather ties instead. “Let’s get her off the rack first. The styling will be easier with her kneeling.”

They released me from the restraints one by one—first my neck, then my waist, finally my ankles. My muscles screamed in protest as they’re allowed to move after being held immobile for so long. Ulrek supports me as I slide off the rack, my legs wobbling like a newborn foal’s.

“Drakk,” he says gently, and I sink to my knees gratefully, too weak to stand anyway. He grips the reins in his hands as the vet moves behind me, his fingers working through my tangled hair. “Such unusual coloring,” he comments. “So light is almost white.”

He works efficiently, sectioning my hair and beginning to braid it tightly against my scalp, starting at my temples. The tugging is uncomfortable, but nothing compared to what I’ve already endured. When he’s finished, my hair is braided in two tight plaits along the sides of my head, joining into one thick braid that falls down my back.

“There,” he says, stepping back to admire his work. “A suitable compromise. Still distinctly pony-girl styling, but a full head of hair.”

Skarn studies the result with narrowed eyes. “She’ll stand out among the other horses, and they might not accept her if she is treated differently. If it causes problems, then we will have to change it,” he warns.

“That decision will be mine if that happens,” Ulrek says, his voice harder than I’ve ever heard it. “And Chara’s choice, too.”

The vet makes a sound somewhere between a cough and a laugh. “Since when do you ask a horse what it wants?” he mumbles, busying himself with packing his tools.

Father and son stare at each other, locked in silent confrontation. I hold my breath, watching the battle of wills play out above me. Finally, Skarn gives a slow, unreadable nod.

“So be it,” he says. “But remember what I said—your sentimentality does her no favors.” He turns away, addressing the vet. “Come, doctor. Let’s complete the paperwork over a meal.”

They walked toward the house, leaving Ulrek and me alone by the rack. My body throbs with pain from the various procedures, but my mind is surprisingly clear now. I’ve been physically transformed, yet somehow, I don’t feel as lost as I feared.

Ulrek crouches beside me, carefully removing the bit from my mouth. “How’s the pain?” he asks, genuine concern in his amber eyes.

I work my jaw cautiously, feeling the strange gaps where my back teeth used to be. “It hurts,” I admit, my voice sounding funny with the loss of my teeth. “Everywhere.”

“I know.” He strokes my braided hair gently. “It will get better, I promise. The vet left pain medication—a special paste that dissolves under your tongue.”

He helps me to my feet, clipping a lead rope to my collar. “Let’s go to the paddock. The fresh air will help clear your head.”

We move slowly across the yard, my steps unsteady from both the lingering sedative and the pain. The nipple rings sway with each movement, sending little sparks of pain through my breasts, but I have to admit my nipples look pretty with the shiny decoration.

“Soon we can remove the collar entirely,” Ulrek explains as we walk. “Once your piercings heal, we can use those instead.” He reaches up and flicks one of the gold rings experimentally.

I hiss in pain, flinching away from his touch.

“Sorry,” he says quickly. “Too soon, I know. But eventually, it won’t hurt. The vet says they’re very sensitive at first but will toughen up with time.”

We reached the paddock, its green grass looking inviting after the morning‘s ordeal. Other pony-girls graze or rest in the shade, some watching our approach with mild interest.

Ulrek unclips the lead from my collar, leaving me free within the paddock’s confines. “Drakk,” he commands softly.

I sink to my knees automatically, and Ulrek crouches before me, his hands cupping my face gently. “I know this is not what you want, but it doesn’t change who you are inside. You’re still you, Chara,” he says softly. “Just more beautiful now, I think.”

“Rest now,” he says, rising to his feet. “I’ll bring you something for the pain soon.”

As he walks away, I remain kneeling in the grass, watching his retreating form. A strange sense of peace settles over me, a certainty I’ve lacked before.

I belong here now, fully and completely. No more straddling two worlds, no more uncertainty about my place. The human world is closed to me forever, but this farm is home now.

I shift to sit more comfortably in the grass, my braided hair hanging heavy down my back. One of the older pony-girls approached, the gray-maned woman who first welcomed me. She kneels beside me, examining my new rings with knowing eyes. Her rings are silver, but her breasts hang heavy with age. She bumps her shoulder gently against mine—a gesture of solidarity, of welcome.

I bump back, accepting the connection. This is my herd now. This is where I belong.


Chapter Eight

I stand still in the morning sunlight, focusing on the distant hills as Ulrek’s fingers trace the gold rings piercing my nipples. The metal has been in place for nearly two weeks now, and are no longer raw and angry but now very sensitive to touch. His inspection is clinical, checking for signs of infection, but I can’t help the blush that spreads across my cheeks as his clawed fingertips brush against my skin.

“These have healed nicely,” Ulrek says, his voice matter-of-fact as he gives one ring a gentle tug. I wince slightly, but the sharp pain is followed by a burst of pleasure, and I gasp.

“No redness anymore.” He comments, ignoring how my nipples have hardened from the stimulation.

Like my tail, the rings send a riot of sensations through my body. Mostly pain if they are tugged, but also a sliver of pleasure that pools in my core. I make a soft sound of agreement around my bit, a neigh which makes him smile.

“Nardak,” he commands, and I obediently pivot, presenting my bum to him, lowering my face to the ground.

His fingers touch the base of the tail that’s become a permanent fixture, except for nights. He checks where the plug enters my body. I’ve grown used to its presence, and like the sensations it brings. Most days I wear it from morning until evening, the horsehair swishing against my thighs with every movement.

“This looks good, too.” His voice carries a note of professional satisfaction. “You’ve adjusted well.”

“Drakk.” He circles back in front of me as I shift positions again. His amber eyes are full of affection. “Now you can be tied like a real pony-girl,” he adds, flicking one of the gold rings lightly.

“Spread your legs,” Ulrek instructs.

I widened my stance automatically; all shyness gone. Ulrek has gotten pretty familiar with my body over the past few weeks, and it’s become natural for him to touch me wherever he chooses. He crouches to examine the marks between my thighs—the farm mark that’s fully healed, and the newer trained mount and cart marks that still bear the pink shine of fresh scars.

“These look good too,” he says, tracing the outline of one brand with his finger. I noticed the changes down there as well. The scarring as caused my labia to spread more than before and expose the little button of flesh on the top.

Since my transformation was completed, Ulrek has put me to work doing various tasks other than just riding me—carrying sacks of feed across the farm, delivering supplies to neighboring Grivvet homesteads, and even pulling the light cart for short distances. The work is hard but satisfying.

I prefer the hard work instead of being confined to the stables. The freedom of movement, or the change of scenery, all make this new life more bearable. When I’m working, I can almost forget what I’ve lost.

“Today is special,” Ulrek announces, reaching for the buckle of my collar. “Your piercings have healed enough now, so you will never have to wear this again.”

My heart quickens as he unfastens the leather band that’s encircled my neck, and I suddenly feel free. As free as one can be with their arms bound.

Ulrek holds up something that catches the morning light—a delicate chain with small clasps at each end. “This will be much more comfortable than that heavy collar,” he explains. “And more elegant, I think.”

He reaches for my right breast, attaching one clasp to the gold ring. The metal is cool against my skin as he stretches the chain across my chest and secures the other end to my left nipple ring. The chain hangs in a gentle curve between my breasts, light but impossible to ignore.

“There,” he says, stepping back to admire the effect. “Beautiful.”

I look down at the gleaming chain. It’s prettier than the collar, I have to admit. But its purpose is the same—to control me.

Ulrek’s finger hooks under the middle of the chain, giving it a gentle tug. The pull transfers directly to my nipples, and I automatically step forward to relieve the pressure. He smiles, pleased by my response.

“Much more effective than a lead rope,” he comments. “You‘ll respond faster this way.”

He clips a thin leather lead to the center of the chain and gives it an experimental tug. Again, my body follows without hesitation, the alternative being pain in my sensitive nipples.

“Perfect,” he says. “Now, I thought you deserved a break today. You’ve been working hard all week.”

He leads me across the yard toward the pasture where the other pony-girls spend their leisure time. My boots make soft thuds against the packed earth as we walk.

“Go enjoy yourself,” he says, unclipping the lead from my nipple chain. “I’ll come and get you this evening.”

I hesitated at the gate, looking back at him. He smiles, reaching up to stroke my braided mane. “You’ve earned a day off.”

As he turns to leave, I step through the gate into the pasture. A young pony-girl trots over to greet me with a gentle bump of her shoulder against mine. I return the gesture, finding comfort in the simple contact.

Other pony-girls approach, greeting me the same way. Our bare skin brushing against each other without shame. They’ve accepted me completely despite what Skarn warned.

It was a wonderfully calm day, but I grew bored quickly and was happy to get back to work the next day. A few days later, I stood in the main yard while a farmhand I don’t know well adjusts my saddle. He seems sloppy while tacking me up, like he’s in a hurry or just doesn’t care.

The morning started out normally, nothing to suggest the trouble about to unfold. He yanks at a strap to tighten it, and suddenly a sharp pain shoots through me as the leather pinches the side of my breast against the saddle.

The pain is immediate and intense, catching me completely off guard. I cry out around my bit, a distressed whiny that echoes across the yard. My body tenses, eyes watering from the unexpected hurt.

The farmhand scowls as if I’m misbehaving when it’s his fault. “Zarn!” he barked, the command harsh and impatient, but I don’t drop my head in submission this time. Instead, my body reacts without thought. It was instinct to protect myself, and my right leg kicked backward in a swift, powerful motion. I don’t aim for him, don’t consciously decide to strike, but my foot lashes out in pure reflex.

The farmhand barely jumped clear. He stumbles backward, eyes wide with shock, the saddle strap falling from his hands. His hat tumbled into the dirt as he caught himself against the fence post.

Absolute silence falls over the yard. It’s as if someone has pressed pause on the entire farm. Every eye turns toward us—handlers frozen in mid-step, other pony-girls standing motionless in their restraints. Even the wind seems to hold its breath.

I stand frozen too, horrified by what I’ve just done. The farmhand stares at me, his initial shock hardening into something colder. When he speaks, his voice carries across the unnaturally quiet yard.

“She kicked at me.”

Three simple words that change everything.

The stillness shatters. Within seconds, multiple farmhands converge on me from all directions. Their faces showed a mixture of anger and grim purpose. I try to back away, but there’s nowhere to go. They surround me, closing in like wolves on prey.

The first grabs my bridle, yanking my head down sharply. Rough hands force me back to my knees, then push me onto my side in the dirt. I struggle instinctively, which only makes them use more force. Another farmhand reaches for the thin chain connecting my breast rings and pulls so hard I fear my nipples will be ripped off, but it does what it’s meant to do.

Control me.

“Nardak.” He pulls downward, and I have no choice but to follow until my cheek presses into the packed earth of the yard as someone kneels on my shoulder to keep me pinned.

“Get the shackles,” a voice commanded. “The heavy ones.”

I hear the clink of metal, then feel cold iron closing around my ankles. They pulled the shackles tighter than I’ve ever experienced; the chain between them so short I could barely move my legs.

“Hold the mare there,” someone says. “Don’t let it move an inch.”

My breathing comes in hard, sharp pants. Dust fills my nostrils with each desperate inhale. Panic rises in my chest, threatening to overwhelm me. I’ve never been handled like this before, never been treated with such force.

I try to make apologetic sounds around my bit, to somehow communicate that it was an accident, a reaction to pain, not defiance. But my whinnies and soft nickering mean nothing to the men holding me down. To them, I’m just another disobedient animal that needs correction.

Through the forest of legs surrounding me, I spotted Skarn standing across the yard. He hasn’t moved, hasn’t rushed over like the others. He simply watches, his face dangerously still, tail unmoving. The coldness in his amber eyes sent a chill through me despite the morning warmth.

The farmhands began to mutter among themselves, their voices low but clear enough for me to hear.

“Dangerous horse,” one says, shaking his head. “Could’ve taken his leg off with that kick.”

“Or worse, could’ve killed him with that kick if it had connected right,” another adds. “Humans are stronger than us, but hard training makes them fear us. Ulrek was too soft with this one.”

“This mare needs correcting,” the first concluded. “A firm hand, or she’ll think she can do it again.”

Each comment makes my stomach sink lower. I want to explain, to defend myself, but the bit fills my mouth. The reality of my situation crashes down on me with crushing weight. Despite my special relationship with Ulrek, despite the kindness I’ve been shown, I am still just property here. One misstep, one moment of instinct, and all that can vanish.

The farmhand I kicked approaches, standing where I can see him. There’s no anger in his face now, but weariness.

“Skarn will decide what to do with it,” another farmhand says. “Young master, too, since she’s his mount.”

I don’t miss how they refer to me as an, it. Like I’m an object.

And Ulrek? Where is he? I strain to look around despite the painful pull on my nipple chain. Does he know what’s happened? Will he defend me?

The yard remains quiet as everyone waits. Farm work has paused entirely, all attention focused on the spectacle I created. I feel the weight of dozens of eyes, and none are sympathetic.

I’ve made a terrible mistake, and I know with sinking certainty that I’m about to pay for it.

“Ulrek!” Skarn’s voice cuts through the yard, and I could hear the steel in his tone. My heart sinks further. I strain to see Ulrek through the forest of legs surrounding me, spotting him near the feed barn. He freezes at his father’s call, his shoulders immediately tensing, his tail going rigid.

For a moment, he doesn’t move, as if hoping this isn’t happening. Then, slowly, reluctantly, he turns and walks toward us. Each step seemed to require effort, his usual confident stride replaced by something heavier, more measured. His eyes flick between his father and me, still pinned to the ground by the farmhands.

When he reaches us, Ulrek stands tall despite being shorter than his father. “I saw what happened,” he says, his voice steady but quiet.

Skarn’s expression doesn’t change. “This is your responsibility now,” he says, each word precise and cold.

“She—“ Ulrek begins, but Skarn cuts him off with a sharp gesture.

“Is your pony-girl,” he finishes. “And she just kicked at a handler.”

The emphasis on “your” falls heavily between them. Ownership means responsibility—that’s the unspoken rule of the farm. Ulrek owns me, so my behavior reflects on him. My mistakes are his failures.

Whatever he does now will affect how the farmhands see him.

I look up at him from my position in the dirt, struggling to meet his eyes despite the painful pull on my nipple chain. What I see there hurts worse than any physical restraint—disappointment mixed with resignation, and something else that might be fear. Not fear for himself, but for me. He knows what comes next.

“You’ve been too soft with her,” Skarn continues, his voice pitched to carry across the yard. This is a public lesson, not just for Ulrek but for everyone watching. “She thinks she can behave like a human, not a pony-girl.”

“It was an accident,” Ulrek tries again, but his defense sounds weak even to my ears.

“It doesn’t matter,” Skarn replies. “She almost injured a handler.” He pauses, looking around the yard at the gathered workers. “The rules exist for everyone’s safety. Even hers.”

Ulrek’s jaw tightens visibly, but he doesn’t argue further. He knows it’s useless. Farm rules are farm rules.

Skarn delivers his ruling without raising his voice, making it more final: “Immediate punishment, and no free range in the pasture for two weeks.”

I feel my heart sink. The pasture time has been my only true freedom, my only chance to socialize with the other pony-girls.

“Continuous hobbling unless being ridden,” Skarn continues, “and mandatory early morning training sessions until that defiance is broken.”

Each sentence lands like a stone in my stomach. Continuous hobbling means short chains between my ankles at all times, even in the stall, limiting my steps to tiny shuffles. Early morning training means discipline exercises—standing perfectly still for hours, repeated commands, and likely the crop for any mistake.

“The punishment begins now,” Skarn adds. “Take her to the posts.”

My eyes widened in alarm. The punishment posts stand in the center of the yard, visible to everyone. Pony-girls are secured there for public correction, a warning to others.

Ulrek’s ears flatten against his head, his discomfort evident. “Father, perhaps—“

“This isn’t negotiable,” Skarn cuts in. “Train her hard, like you should have done in the beginning,” he instructs Ulrek, “and make sure she listens from now on, or next time, someone could be seriously injured. You wouldn’t want that on your conscience.”

The subtle manipulation is obvious—Skarn is making this about protecting me from worse consequences, not just about discipline. It’s effective. Ulrek nods stiffly, accepting the responsibility.


Chapter Nine

“The punishment will be carried out right away,” Skarn says. The farmhands eye me warily, their eyes darting to my legs as if expecting another kick, but I remain perfectly still as they remove my saddle with quick, nervous movements. I’m subdued by restraints, but more than that; the fight has gone out of me.

One of them attaches a lead to my breast chain with trembling fingers; the other checks my hobbles twice to make sure they’re secure before they dare guide me forward. “Up.” He says.

Each small step sends a jangle through the yard as the short chain between my ankles forces an unnatural shuffle. I’ve frightened them, I realize with a twist of guilt. I didn’t mean to.

The lead pulls at my breast chain; the tension tugging painfully at my nipple rings. I follow obediently now, keeping my eyes down, trying to be the docile pony-girl they expect.

We reach the center of the yard where farm equipment usually sits during repairs. It’s been cleared and two farmhands are driving sturdy wooden posts into the packed earth about four feet apart, hammering them deep until they stand unwavering. My stomach drops as I realize what’s being prepared. The punishment posts are rarely used—reserved for the most serious infractions, like trying to run away.

Along the pasture fence, pony-girls have gathered to watch, their faces solemn. Our eyes meet briefly, and they all give me small, almost imperceptible nods. Sympathy, perhaps, or encouragement to endure what comes next.

From the corner of my eye, I spotted Ulrek and Skarn approaching from behind. Ulrek’s shoulders are slumped, his tail hanging limply behind him—a posture of defeat. Skarn walks tall beside him, his expression unyielding. This is a lesson for his son as much as a punishment for me.

The farmhand notices my attention wandering and yanks the breast chain sharply, making me gasp around my bit. “Eyes down, mare,” he growls. It’s the Grivvet I almost kicked, and his fear of me has hardened into something colder—a determination to reassert control.

“Drakk!”

I sink to my knees without hesitation, the chain between my ankles pulling tight.

“Zarn,” comes the next command.

I lower my head further in submission, hoping he can see how sorry I am, but I don’t deserve this. If I could talk, I’d apologize even though it was his fault in the first place.

Rough hands grasp my bridle, securing it to one post with a length of rope, pulling it tight enough that I can’t raise my head more than a few inches. Another farmhand fastens a thick leather band around my waist, connecting it to the second post. The restraints hold me firmly in the kneeling position, unable to stand or shift my weight significantly.

The farmhands step back once I’m secured, their movements betraying lingering wariness despite my complete immobility. One of them removes the lead from my breast chain but leaves the hobbles in place—a reminder of my offense.

“The mare is ready,” the farmhand announces, not to me but to someone behind me.

Ulrek comes around to face me, crouching where I can see him despite my lowered head. His amber eyes meet mine, filled with a sadness that makes my chest ache.

“I didn’t want to do this,” he mumbles, his voice pitched low enough that only I could hear. “You know that, right?”

I make a small sound around the bit, trying to convey understanding. This isn’t his choice—it’s farm law.

Ulrek glances over his shoulder, then turns back to me. “But I can’t stop it either,” he continues, his voice barely above a whisper. “You broke a major farm rule, Char. Never strike out at a handler. Ever.”

The disappointment in his voice cuts deeper than any whip could. I’ve let him down. After all his efforts to treat me differently, to protect me from the harsher aspects of pony-girl life, I’ve forced his hand with a moment’s instinctive rebellion.

I see the conflict in his eyes—the friend who wants to shield me versus the future farm owner who must maintain discipline. To my surprise, he reaches for my bridle, fingers working at the buckles beneath my chin.

Behind him, I hear murmurs of disapproval from the handlers.

“Young master, what are you doing?” one asks cautiously.

Ulrek’s ears flatten against his head, but he doesn’t stop. “I want to hear what she has to say first,” he replies, an edge to his voice that silenced further objections.

The bit slides from my mouth, and I work my jaw gratefully. My tongue feels thick and awkward without the familiar metal pressure. For a moment, I simply breathe, savoring the small freedom despite everything else.

“I was angry,” I say finally, my voice rough from disuse. “He pinched my skin with the saddle strap and was too rough.” The words come out stronger than I intend, a flicker of defiance remaining despite my position.

Ulrek doesn’t look away, doesn’t flinch from my explanation. “I know,” he says softly. “You’re a good pony and wouldn’t do it on purpose.”

I swallow hard, moisture gathering in my eyes. “Then why am I being punished?”

“Because you’re supposed to be trained to endure rough handling, and that is where I failed you,” he answers simply. “I promise to do better as your owner so this doesn’t happen again.”

I don’t understand what he means, but he makes it clear.

Ulrek’s expression cracks slightly as he meets my gaze. “You’re so much bigger and stronger than us,” he explained, his voice steady but quiet. “A human can kill a Grivvet with one good kick. That’s why we train pony-girls so hard from the beginning—because you need to obey without thinking, even when in pain. It’s for everyone’s safety, including yours, but you took to the commands and saddle so easily, I didn’t think about the rest; what it takes to make a docile, completely obedient pony.” His fingers twitched, wanting to offer comfort but restraining themselves before the watching crowd. “I understand why you got upset, but you could have hurt someone badly, and that is not your fault. It’s mine.”

The reality of his words sinks in as I kneel there, bound between the posts. I’d never thought of it that way before—that my size and strength could make me dangerous to them. Grivvets are barely half my height. My leg could easily crush one of their small bodies. The thought makes me sick, imagining what might have happened if my kick had connected.

“I didn’t mean to,” I whisper. “It was just—“

“Instinct,” he finishes for me. “I know. But that’s what makes it so dangerous. Instinct can’t be allowed here.”

Movement catches my eye. A farmhand approaches, carrying something in his hands that makes my stomach clench. A leather whip—not the wider training crop used for daily correction, but a longer, more flexible implement designed specifically for punishment. The leather is worn smooth from use; its dark surface absorbing the morning light instead of reflecting it.

The farmhand offers it to Ulrek with a deferential nod. “Five lashes, as Master Skarn ordered.”

Ulrek’s hands don’t move immediately. He stares at the whip as if it’s a venomous snake, his amber eyes clouding with visible hesitation. His tail twitches nervously behind him, ears flattening against his head.

“Take it,” the farmhand urged quietly. “The others are watching.”

Slowly, reluctantly, Ulrek reached out. His fingers close around the handle, and I saw something shift in his eyes—a moment where two versions of himself collided. The Ulrek, who is my friend, who removed my bit to hear my side, who understands my pain. And the Ulrek, who is heir to this farm, who must someday command the respect of these handlers and ponies, and who must uphold the rules that keep the farm functioning.

For the first time, I truly see how difficult his position is—caught between affection for me and duty to his father and legacy. The weight of that conflict shows in every line of his face as he grips the whip.

“I’ve never—“ he starts softly, then stops himself, aware of his audience.

Heavy footsteps approach from behind me, and Skarn steps into view, his tall figure casting a long shadow across the dirt. Ulrek’s shoulders stiffen, and even I feel a new tension grip my muscles.

“Don‘t hesitate,” Skarn says, his voice carrying clearly across the yard. It’s not a shout, but it doesn’t need to be. Authority resonates in every syllable. “You’ve proved you can train a horse and care for a horse. Now you have to prove you can discipline one.”

The yard fell silent. Even the usual sounds of the farm seem muted, as if nature itself holds its breath at this moment of reckoning. I look up at Ulrek, see the struggle in his eyes as he meets his father’s gaze.

“She’s still my friend,” Ulrek says, the words simple but loaded with meaning.

Skarn’s expression doesn’t soften. “She is also your horse,” he replies, his voice turning to iron. “And a farm cannot run properly if the animals don’t respect and fear their masters.”

I watched Ulrek’s face, seeing him absorb his father’s words. His tail hangs motionless now, all nervous energy replaced with a stillness that speaks of internal conflict.

After a long pause that stretches painfully through the yard, Skarn adds more quietly, “On a farm, hesitation shows your workers you are not competent to lead them. They need to know they can trust you to keep order.”

His words strike home. I see it in the slight shift of Ulrek’s posture, the way his grip tightens on the whip handle. Skarn has framed this not just as punishment for me but as a test of Ulrek’s fitness to inherit the farm someday. To refuse would undermine his future authority, with every handler watching.

Ulrek doesn’t answer his father. He doesn’t need to. They both know Skarn isn’t entirely wrong. Rules exist for a reason on a farm where humans could easily overpower their smaller masters. Discipline must be maintained—not just for control but for safety.

I lower my eyes, accepting what’s coming. I am not exempt from the laws of this place, no matter my special relationship with Ulrek.

“This is for your own good,” Ulrek tells me, his voice stronger now, finding his resolve. “If I don’t do this, my father would have a handler do it instead. They wouldn’t be as careful.”

He steps closer, crouching so his face is level with mine again. “I have to give you five lashes,” he says quietly. “But I’ll let you decide.” His eyes searched mine, offering this small measure of control when I have none. “On your bottom or breast.”

The choice is barely a choice at all, but it’s something—a tiny acknowledgment of my humanity, of my right to have some say in what happens to my body. Tears fill my eyes as I look at him, understanding his terrible position even if I don’t like it. He’s trying to give me whatever small dignity he can.

I swallow hard, gritting my teeth against the fear building in my chest. “Bottom,” I choose, the word barely audible.

He nods once, relief flashing briefly across his face. The breast would have been more painful against the sensitive tissue and rings. He nods, then pushes the bit back into my mouth.

Our eyes meet one last time before he moves completely behind me, out of my sight. In that brief look, I see all the apology he can’t speak aloud, all the friendship that must now be set aside for duty.

The yard fell into complete silence, and I closed my eyes and waited. The anticipation is almost worse than the pain itself. Then I hear it: the whistle of the leather cutting through the air an instant before it connects with my flesh.

The first lash cracks against my bare skin with a sharp snap. The sound seems to reach my ears a moment before the pain registers—a line of fire blazing across my bottom. I jerk forward violently, my body instinctively trying to escape, but the restraints hold me firmly in place. A strangled cry escapes around my bit, half-swallowed but still audible across the silent yard. The burning spreads outward from the strike, radiating heat that seems to throb with my pulse.

I barely have time to process the first blow before I hear the second whistle. This lash lands slightly lower, crossing the first mark in a brutal X. The overlapping pain is exponentially worse, like someone pressing a hot iron against my skin. My muscles clench so tight I feel I might snap in two.

Another sound escapes me—higher and more desperate.

“Three more,” Skarn says.

The whip flies again. This third lash lands directly across the center of my bottom, connecting the two previous welts. The pain is no longer distinct strikes but a solid sheet of agony across my skin. Tears stream freely down my face now, dripping from my chin to the dirt below. My body trembles uncontrollably against the restraints, muscles spasming with each sobbing breath.

I wonder if Ulrek is suffering too, forced to inflict this punishment on someone he cares for.

The fourth strike comes without warning. It lands lower, catching the sensitive junction where my bottom meets thigh. My legs buckle completely, knees sliding wider in the dirt as I sag against the bindings. Only the ropes securing me to the posts keep me from collapsing entirely. A pathetic whimper escapes me, a sound so animal that for a moment I don’t recognize it as my own.

Through tear-blurred vision, I notice some farmhands exchange glances. Satisfied looks that say discipline is being properly restored. The hierarchy of the farm reestablished with each stroke of the whip. I am being put back in my place.

I hear Ulrek take a deep breath behind me. The last strike draws across my upper thighs. My scream is muffled by the bit but unmistakable—raw and primal. For an instant, the world goes gray at the edges.

It’s over. Five lashes, as ordered. I hang my head, breathing in ragged gasps around the bit. Sweat and tears mingled on my face, dripping to the ground beneath me. My body continues to tremble, aftershocks of pain pulsing through me with each heartbeat. The strikes have left my skin on fire, throbbing mercilessly.

I hear Ulrek’s uneven breathing behind me, the sound nearly as ragged as my own. When he steps around to face me, I see his hand shake as he lowers the whip. His face is a carefully composed mask, but his eyes betray him—wide with a mixture of duty fulfilled and personal anguish. This has cost him too, though much differently.

I managed to lift my gaze enough to glance toward the fence line. The pony-girls have gone completely still, a row of silent witnesses. Some look away, unable to watch the aftermath. Others meet my eyes with solemn understanding.

Skarn steps forward from the crowd. The watching handlers are suitably impressed by the display of authority. He gives a single, satisfied nod before turning to leave. No words are necessary. The lesson has been delivered to everyone.

As he walks away, the spell over the yard seems to break. Farmhands return to their tasks as if nothing unusual has occurred. Two handlers untie me from the posts.

“Good mare,” one says quietly as he loosens the rope from my bridle. The words aren’t mocking but almost approving. I’ve accepted my punishment, and in their eyes, that restores the proper order.

The second handler unbuckles the leather band around my waist. “Stand when you’re ready,” he says, not unkindly. “No rush.”

Ulrek hasn’t moved, still standing before me, the whip hanging limply from his hand. When our eyes meet, something passes between us—an understanding deeper than words could express. We have both been changed by this. The line between friend and owner, between human and pony-girl, has been redrawn today.

I see in his eyes that he hates what he had to do, but I also see something else—relief. Relief that when tested, he could put our friendship aside and do what was necessary.

As the handlers finish removing my restraints, Ulrek finally speaks, his voice low. “Take her to her stall. Apply the healing salve to her... to the marks.” He can’t quite bring himself to be clinical about it. “And bring her extra water.”

I remain kneeling even after I’m freed, my legs too weak to stand just yet. The pain continues to radiate across my skin in hot waves.

“Come,” the handler says, attaching a lead to my breast chain. “Up you go.”

I pushed myself to my feet, legs trembling with the effort. As I’m led away from the punishment posts, I catch Ulrek’s eye one last time. There’s a depth to his gaze I’ve never seen before—the look of someone who has crossed a threshold he can‘t return from. I don’t think either of us can.


Chapter Ten

I shift in the straw, trying to find a position that doesn’t set my skin on fire. Hours have passed since the whipping, but each movement awakens the angry welts across my bottom and thighs, even after a handler applied a liberal amount of cream. Dried tears have left crusty trails down my cheeks, but I’ve run out of tears to cry.

The bit sits heavy in my mouth, preventing me from working through my thoughts aloud. Not that I’d want anyone to hear the confusion swirling inside me. Part of me understands why Ulrek did what he did. Another part feels betrayed to my core.

Footsteps approach outside with that familiar cadence I‘d recognize anywhere. Ulrek. My heart immediately quickens, and I’m surprised by my body’s reaction—not just the expected anxiety, but a strange mix of relief and unease that was never there before.

The stall door creaked open, but I don’t look up. Instead, I drop instinctively to my knees in the proper position, head lowered in submission.

Ulrek pauses in the doorway. “Char,” he says softly.

I still don’t look up. I hear him step closer, his clawed feet making soft scraping sounds against the stall floor. He crouches before me, and I see his hands reach toward my bridle. His fingers unclip the bit, and it slides out of my mouth.

The moment my lips are free, words tumble out before I can stop them. “I can’t believe you actually whipped me.” My voice sounds raw and unused.

Ulrek’s amber eyes meet mine. “I hated every second of it.”

“But you still did it.”

“I had to.” His tail twitched nervously behind him. “You know I had to.”

“Did you?” I ask, feeling heat rise in my chest. “You could have refused.”

“And then what?” His voice remains low but gains an edge. “Let the handler you almost kicked do it instead? He wouldn’t have been as careful, and would have hit harder.”

He has a point, but I’m sore and in no mood to hear it. I turn away, unable to look at him. “So I should be grateful that you were the one who hurt me?”

“Chara—“ He reaches for me, but I flinch away. He drops his hand immediately.

“Everyone was watching,” I say. “The handlers, the other pony-girls. Your father.”

“Yes.” The single word hangs heavy between us.

“You chose them over me.”

His tail lashes sharply in agitation. “That’s not fair. I was protecting you the only way I could.”

“By whipping me in front of everyone?” The words come out as a bitter laugh.

“By making sure it was me and not someone else!” His voice rises slightly. “By making sure it was only five lashes and not ten or fifteen!” He takes a breath, visibly trying to calm himself. “Father wanted to make an example of you. Out of both of us. To prove I could put aside feelings for duty.”

“And you did. With little resistance.” I sit back on my heels, wincing as the movement pulls at my welts.

Ulrek notices my discomfort, his eyes flickering briefly to where he knows the marks line my bottom. “I didn’t want to. You have to believe that.”

“Then why did you? I’m sure your father would have relented if you fought it like usual, but you didn’t.”

“I couldn’t. Not with this, because this is bigger than you and I. It’s how it works here,” he says, an edge of frustration entering his voice. “Discipline equals respect and order on the farm. Without it, everything falls apart.”

“Do you really believe that?” I ask. “Or is that just what your father told you?”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “I’ve lived here my whole life, Chara. I know how farms work.”

“And I’ve been your best friend for years,” I counter. “But that didn’t seem to matter today.”

He flinches visibly at my words, as if I’ve struck him. For a moment, he says nothing, just stares at me with an expression I can’t quite read. My words have hurt him, but there is something else in his expression. Guilt? Conflict?

“It matters,” he finally says, his voice barely above a whisper. “It mattered so much I made sure each stroke was calculated not to break skin.” His hands clench into fists at his sides. “It mattered so much that I’ve been sick to my stomach all day thinking about hurting you.”

“But you still did it,” I repeat, softer this time, the anger in my voice giving way to hurt.

Ulrek’s shoulders slumped. “Yes. I did.”

I stare at him, trying to reconcile the friend I’ve known for years with the Grivvet who stood behind me today, whip in hand. The same hands that once helped me across streams and showed me how to weave flower crowns now know exactly how to deliver punishment to my bare skin.

“I thought we were different,” I say finally. “I thought our friendship was...special.”

“It is,” he insists.

“No,” I shook my head. “It can‘t be. Not anymore. Not when you can treat me like any other pony-girl when it suits you.”

His ears pressed flat against his head again. “That’s not fair. You’re not seeing things from my position.”

“Isn’t it?” I gesture down at my naked body, at the gold rings piercing my nipples, and the restraints that still bind my arms. “Look at me, Ulrek. Look at what I’ve become. I let you do this to me because I trusted you and believed you when you said I would still be your friend first.”

“You are,” he says, reaching for me again. This time I don’t pull away, but I don‘t lean into his touch either.

“Friends don’t whip friends,” I say, the words landing between us like stones.

“Owners have to discipline their ponies,” he counters, his voice tinged with desperation.

And there it is—the irreconcilable truth we‘ve been dancing around for weeks. He is my owner. I am his pony. No matter how much he tries to preserve our friendship, the fundamental inequality of our positions can’t be ignored.

“Then I guess that’s what we are now,” I say, my voice hollow. “Owner and pony.”

Ulrek’s eyes widened. “No. We’re still friends, Char. We’ll always be friends.”

But I see the doubt in his eyes, the way his gaze flicks away from mine when he says it. He wants to believe it, but he’s not sure if it’s possible anymore.

Ulrek steps closer in the small stall, his tail swishing anxiously behind him. The space that once felt cozy now seems confining, trapping us with words neither of us can take back.

“You don’t understand,” he says finally. “There‘s a hierarchy here that’s existed for generations. Every pony-girl, every handler, every Grivvet knows their place.”

I press back against the wall, feeling the rough wood against my bare shoulders. The welts on my bottom throb in time with my heartbeat, a constant reminder of today’s lesson in hierarchy.

“And my place is beneath you,” I say flatly.

“That’s not—“ he stops, frustrated. “It‘s more complicated than that.”

“Is it?”

He takes another step closer, and the stall feels smaller with every tense breath between us. “My father has been training me since birth to take over this farm someday. To command respect from the handlers and pony-girls. To maintain order.” His amber eyes lock with mine. “If I had refused to punish you today, I would have lost all credibility with every worker on this farm.”

“So your reputation matters more than hurting me,” I say.

“No!” His voice rose, then immediately dropped lower. I know I’m being spiteful, but my bum hurts, and so does my pride. “I had to make an impossible choice. Punish you now or lose the respect I need to protect you in the future.”

I feel my eyes growing glassy with unshed tears. “Protect me? You’re the one I needed protection from today.”

Ulrek winces as if I’ve slapped him. “I did what I had to do to keep you safe long-term. If the handlers think I’m soft, that I can’t control my own pony-girl, they won’t respect my authority. And then when I’m not around...” His voice trails off.

“What?” I prompted.

“They might take matters into their own hands,” he finished quietly. “Like they did with the cart, when I wasn’t here to stop them.”

The memory of that day—being harnessed to the cart, paraded through my village, handled roughly by strangers—flashes through my mind. But this feels different. That was done behind his back. Today, he wielded the whip himself.

“So that’s it,” I whisper, a tear finally breaking free and sliding down my cheek. “I’m just a horse to you now.”

Ulrek’s head jerks up, his denial quick. “No! You‘re not—“ But there’s a hesitation, just a split second of pause that tells me everything. He doesn’t fully believe his own words.

I notice that hesitation immediately, and something inside me crumbled. All the justifications, all the explanations in the world can’t erase that moment of doubt.

He lays a hand on my shoulder, a gesture meant to comfort, but in the dim light of the stall, with the power imbalance between us so starkly displayed, it feels patronizing. The same hand that held the whip now offers comfort.

“You are right and wrong. You’re still my friend,” he insists, his amber eyes pleading for understanding. “But you are also my horse.”

The words hang in the air between us, impossible to take back.

“How can I be both?” I ask, my voice trembling. “How can we be friends when you own me? When you can punish me whenever you think I’ve stepped out of line? We were foolish to think we could change things.”

“We’ve always made it work so far,” he argues.

“That was until you whipped me in front of everyone.” The tears are flowing freely now. “You showed everyone on this farm that when it comes down to it, I’m just property to you.”

“You are not, and this isn’t all my fault,” he says, his tail lashing once in frustration. “We both made choices that brought us here.”

My shoulders stiffen at his words. “Are you saying I deserved to be whipped?”

“No!” His ears flatten against his head. “That’s not what I meant. I meant—“ He takes a deep breath. “You chose to stay here. You chose this life.”

“Because I thought I could be both—your friend and your pony-girl,” I say bitterly. “I thought you would never treat me like the others.”

“I don’t!” he protests. “You have privileges no other pony-girl has. You still have your name, and you’re allowed to speak. Even given choices.”

“Small mercies that can be revoked whenever you decide,” I countered. “Just like friendship can apparently be set aside whenever farm rules demand it. What if I choose to leave now? Would you let me?”

Ulrek drops his hand from my shoulder with a deep sigh. “Now you're just being stubborn. You know that is no longer possible. What do you want me to say, Chara?” His voice cracked slightly. “I wish today never happened, but I can’t change the outcome.”

“No,” I agreed quietly. “You can’t.”

We stare at each other in the growing darkness of the stall, the gulf between us wider than the physical space separating our bodies. I see the conflict in his eyes—the heir to the farm fighting against the friend who never wanted any of this. But the heir won today, and I’m not sure the friend can ever fully return.

“I don’t think we can be friends anymore,” I say, the words catching in my throat. “Not with this power you have over me. Not when I know you’ll choose your duty over our friendship every time.”

“That’s not true,” he says, stepping even closer. “Today was—extreme. You’ll be good and it won’t happen again.”

“And what if it does?” I ask. “What if I break another rule?”

His silence is answer enough.

“We can’t be equals if I’m like this,” I continue, each word painful to speak but necessary. “And without equality, there can’t be genuine friendship.”

“There has to be a way,” Ulrek says, his voice small and desperate. “I can’t lose you, Char. Not like this.”

But I shake my head, feeling something final settle between us. The last of my tears falls, and with it, the last of my hope that things could ever go back to how they were.

I snort, “You own me so unless you decide to sell me, then you won’t lose me.”

“I’d never sell you.” He sounds so sure, but after today, anything is possible.

“I whisper. “Then the only thing you lost is your best friend. The moment you raised that whip changed everything.”

I straighten my spine despite the pain flaring across my welts. My voice comes out hollow and distant when I speak, as if it belongs to someone else. “I’ve made up my mind. It’s better if we’re not friends anymore.” The words hang in the air, final as a door closing.

Ulrek goes completely still. His breath catches, his tail freezes mid-twitch. For a moment, he looks like a statue carved of green-gray stone, only his eyes alive and disbelieving.

“You don’t mean that,” he whispers.

“I do.” I force my voice to remain steady, though each word feels like tearing something vital inside me.

His expression cracks then, control slipping away like water through fingers. His ears flattened completely against his head, his amber eyes widening.

“We can make this work,” he blurts, stepping forward so quickly I have to press back against the wall. “Chara, we can—“

“I’m done talking about it,” I cut him off, turning my face away. The straw beneath my knees suddenly seems fascinating, worthy of all my attention.

Silence stretches between us, broken only by our breathing—mine carefully controlled, his ragged and uneven. I feel his eyes on me, and when I finally look at him again, I can’t hold his gaze for long. “It would be best if you just treated me like the rest. No special treatment.”

“No.” The word comes out sharp, almost like a command.

I look up, startled by his tone.

“I won’t,” he says fiercely. “I won’t pretend you’re just another pony-girl.”

“Ulrek—“

“I might be your owner now,” he interrupts, “and have to do things neither of us likes, but I am not losing you as my friend.” His clawed hands clench into fists at his sides. “I won’t.”

I say nothing, letting the silence speak for me.

Ulrek swallows hard, the sound audible in the quiet stall. “You’re angry now, and you have every right to be.”

“This isn’t about anger,” I say softly. “This is about reality. About what happened today. About what will happen tomorrow, or next week, or next month.”

“I told you, it won’t happen again.”

“You can’t promise that,” I counter. “You have responsibilities. Expectations. A role to play on this farm.”

“And so do you,” he says. “But that doesn’t have to be all we are to each other.”

I shake my head slowly. “I think it does. It’s simpler that way.”

“Simpler isn’t better,” he argues, his voice rising slightly. “And I won’t throw away years of friendship.”

“It was thrown away today,” I say. “In front of everyone.”

“I did what I had to do, but it changes nothing about how I feel about you.”

“It changes everything about how I feel about you,” I whisper. It’s a lie, but I need to say it to protect myself.

The words landed between us like a physical blow. Ulrek actually takes a step back, as if I’ve pushed him. His mouth opens, closes, opens again, but no sound comes out.

I press my advantage. “So please, just—treat me like the others. Be my owner, not my friend. It will be easier for both of us.”

“Easier?” he finally manages. “How is losing you easier?”

“Because it’s already happened,” I say. “The moment you chose the farm over me, it happened.”

Ulrek steps forward again, and this time there’s nowhere for me to retreat. My back is already against the wall. He crouches so his eyes are level with mine, his face inches from my own.

“Listen to me,” he says, his voice low and intense. “I won’t let this end. Not like this. Not over one bad day.”

I turn my face away again, but he reaches out, one clawed finger hooking into the strap of my bridle and gently guiding my face back towards him. The touch is light, careful, but I can’t help flinching slightly—the memory of punishment is still too fresh.

Ulrek immediately withdraws his hand, pain flashing across his features. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I’m so sorry for hurting you.”

For a moment, I almost waver. The sincerity in his eyes, the catch in his voice—they reach for something inside me that still cares, that still wants to believe in our friendship. But then I remember the public humiliation, the calculating way he delivered each stroke, and the moment hardens again.

“It’s late,” I say, turning away. “You should go.”

He doesn’t move immediately. I can feel him watching me, searching for a crack in my resolve. I give him nothing, keeping my face carefully blank.

Finally, he lets out a heavy sigh and holds the bit up to my mouth when he realizes I’m done talking. “Open,” he says quietly.

I part my lips automatically, allowing him to slide the bit back into my mouth. The metal settles against my tongue, cold and familiar and fitting for my new position in his life.

“This isn’t over,” he murmurs, his hands lingering near my face longer than necessary. “I’ll fix this. You’ll see. I’ll prove we can make this work.”

I make no sound, give no acknowledgment. With the bit in place, I couldn’t speak even if I wanted to, and I’m grateful for the excuse to remain silent.

Ulrek stands, waiting a moment longer as if hoping for some sign, some slight gesture. When none comes, he steps back with a heavy sigh. “Goodnight, Char.”

He pulls the stall door closed behind him, the latch clicking softly into place. His footsteps faded slowly down the stable aisle.

Alone again, I sink deeper into the straw, my body aching from both physical and emotional wounds. No matter what Ulrek says, no matter how much he refuses to accept it, our friendship as we knew it is over.

He is my owner now, first and foremost. Everything else must come second—or not at all.

Yet as I settle into the straw for the night, trying to find a position that doesn’t aggravate my welts, I can’t help wondering which will prove stronger: my resolve to maintain this distance, or Ulrek’s determination to bridge it.

He can be stubborn, but so can I.


Chapter Eleven

The stable door creaks open before dawn fully breaks, but I’m already awake, waiting on my knees in the proper position as Ulrek’s silhouette appears, his ears perked forward in the gray light. Without a word, he clips a lead to my breast chain and tugs gently. I rise and follow him into the cool morning air.

This has been our routine for two weeks now—early morning training sessions, which are part of my punishment for kicking at the handler.

The welts across my bottom have faded, but the memory remains sharp. I keep my eyes fixed forward as Ulrek leads me to the training yard where the tack waits, arranged neatly on the wooden bench. He works methodically, fitting the saddle onto my back. The leather straps slide against my skin as he tightens them, careful not to pinch me.

I’ve gotten used to being naked, and when the straps pull tight between my legs, opening me up to showcase my marks, a shiver of heat races up my spine. The insertion of the tail plug only adds to the sensation, and I can’t help the nicker that slips past my lips.

It earns me a pat on the bum from Ulrek, and I hear his quiet chuckle, which makes me smarten up quickly. I’m still mad at him.

Next comes the riding bridle, the bit sliding between my lips is cold against my tongue.

“Good girl,” Ulrek says, his voice neutral and professional. He checks each buckle one final time, then steps back, looking me over with a critical eye. The chain between my nipple rings glints in the early light.

He unhooks the lead and hops into the saddle, taking up the reins. He gives a light kick to my sides to get me up, and a gentle tug guides me to the center of the training yard.

“Strev,” he commands, and I immediately step into a trot, my legs moving in the precise rhythm he’s drilled into me over these past two weeks.

“Groth.” I slowed to a walk.

“Harrak!” Down comes the crop on my rump, and I jolt into a run around the ring.

Another pull on the reins has me slowing. Then more commands, all fired one after another until I can’t think. All I can do is obey and move.

“Groth!”

“Strev!”

“Harrak!”

Over and over every morning until I’m a sweaty mess, and then I’m pulled to a stop hours later.

“Drakk.” I kneel, and the other command comes when Ulrek hops down.

“Zarn.” I lower my head in submission.

This is the heavy training Skarn order. I don’t like it, but have to admit it works. The commands came rapid-fire, each following so quickly that I had no time to think, only to react; until my body moved automatically, conditioned to respond to his voice or to the subtle pressure of the reins.

I execute each command flawlessly; my mind surrendered to the rhythm of the training. This is what he calls “muscle memory”—training my body to respond without conscious thought. It’s easier this way, letting my mind drift while my muscles do what they’ve been taught.

“Excellent,” Ulrek says after a complex sequence. “You see how smoothly you move now? This is what proper training does.”

I give no response, not that I could with the bit in my mouth. But even if I could speak, I wouldn’t. Two weeks of silence has become its own kind of freedom and rebellion.

“This will help you avoid mistakes in the future,” he continues, circling me slowly. “What happened with the handler—that was my fault, not yours.”

He says this every morning, as if repetition will make me believe it. As if taking responsibility somehow absolves him.

“I should have trained you more thoroughly from the beginning.” His voice drops lower, meant only for me. “A trained mount is a reflection of its rider.”

His words confirm what I already know—I was right to end our friendship. He finally understands the truth: we can’t be both friends and owner-pony. The roles are incompatible. One must consume the other.

He climbs back into the saddle, and I rise once again.

“Strev,” he commands suddenly, and I respond instantly, breaking into a trot. The quick response pleases him. “Yes, just like that. No hesitation.”

From the corner of my eye, I spot two farmhands pausing by the fence to watch. They nod approvingly at my obedience, exchanging comments I can’t hear but can easily imagine. How quickly I’ve been brought to heel. How effectively my rebellion has been crushed.

I feel the pull of the reins on the left, and I turn smoothly, maintaining my pace.

“Slower,” Ulrek calls, and I adjust my pace. “Perfect.”

The crop appears in his hand, not threatening but as a tool of guidance. He taps it lightly against my flank—not harshly, as I’m still healing, but with enough authority to maintain control. It’s a reminder of his power, a subtle echo of that day at the punishment posts.

Footsteps approach the training yard, and I recognize Skarn’s distinctive gait without looking. He does this some mornings—comes to observe our progress, to gauge his son’s development as a proper owner. I sense his presence at the edge of the yard, his amber eyes tracking our movements.

Ulrek straightens almost imperceptibly, his commands becoming crisper. “Strev!” he orders, tapping just a bit harder on my flank with the crop until I reach the pace he wants then he leads me into a complex routine we’ve been perfecting—trotting in precise figures, turning on command, stopping with perfect stillness, backing up exactly five steps, dropping to my knees, rising again. Each movement flows into the next without pause and without words, just the tension of the reins and bit.

When I complete the sequence flawlessly, Skarn gives his son a satisfied nod. “Treat her,” Skarn says before turning away.

Ulrek’s hand reaches for the small pouch at his belt. I hear the rustle of fabric, and instantly my mouth waters at the familiar scent of sugarroot. My body betrays me with a small shiver of anticipation.

He holds out his palm, and I gobble up the tiny sugarroot in his hand. The sweet flavor floods my senses. I close my eyes as the familiar warmth spreads through my body, dulling the edges of everything—my resentment, my determination, even my sense of self. For a moment, there is only pleasure, simple and immediate.

As the herbs take effect, I feel myself sinking deeper into the role I’ve been assigned. It’s easier this way. The training doesn’t hurt. It’s just motion, just commands and responses, action and reaction.

“Back to work,” Ulrek says, his voice gentle but firm.

I rise and move into a trot once more. The training continues for hours until sweat glistens on my naked skin despite the cool air. My muscles burn with effort, but it’s a clean pain, different from the shame of punishment. This pain builds strength and endurance.

With each passing day, my body grows more capable, more suited to its purpose. I move more elegantly in the hoof boots now, balancing the weight of a rider more efficiently. My thighs have become firmer, and my back stronger.

I’ve become a well-trained pony-girl who responds without thought, who accepts treats and commands with equal passivity, who no longer expects more than was given.

The training has become a refuge of sorts. When my mind empties of everything but the next command, the next movement, I don’t have to think about the mixed feelings swirling inside me.

By midday, the sun beats down on my bare shoulders, and Ulrek led me away from the main yard. We cross the paddock toward a quiet corner shaded by the equipment shed, far enough from the other farmhands that their voices fade to murmurs. This too has become part of our routine—these stilted midday breaks where he tries to bridge the gap I’ve placed between us.

“Drakk,” he commands, and I sink to my knees in the patch of shade. The ground is cooler here, a small mercy against my skin heated from the morning’s training. Ulrek loops a thin leather strap through the chain connecting my nipple rings and secures it to a hitching post. The restraint is unnecessary. I don’t plan to run away, but rules are rules, as I’ve learned.

He stands before me, tail swishing slowly behind him, ears twitching with what I recognize as uncertainty. His clawed fingers hover near the buckle of my bridle. This is the moment he always hesitates, as if weighing whether today might be the day I finally break my silence.

“You did well this morning,” he says, his voice softer than during training. “Your response time is getting faster.”

I remain silent, eyes fixed on the distant fence line where the property meets the woods. There’s a bird perched on one of the posts—a simple brown thing, probably a sparrow. I focus on it, counting the number of times it hops from one post to another.

Ulrek clears his throat and unbuckles the bridle, removing the bit from my mouth. I work my jaw slightly, relieving the stiffness, but offer no words of thanks.

“Water?” he asks, retrieving a clean bucket from beside the post.

I nod once, a minimal response. He holds the bucket steady as I lean forward to drink. The cool water soothes my throat, but I’m careful not to make eye contact, keeping my gaze fixed on the water’s surface or the distant fence.

“The new handler, Dolan, is working out well,” Ulrek says, filling the silence. “He has good experience with pony-girls.”

I swallow another mouthful of water, giving no sign I’ve heard him, but I know who he is talking about.

Dolan washed me and stabled me a few nights ago. He was kind but firm, and was generous with the Sugarroot, which made him one of my preferred handlers, if I had a choice.

Ulrek shifts his weight from one foot to the other, his discomfort palpable in the quiet between us. The bucket wavers slightly in his hands. Two weeks of my silence, and it still unsettles him.

“Remember when we used to race to that big oak?” he tries again, gesturing toward a massive tree visible at the edge of the property. “You were so much faster than me, but you let me win sometimes.”

The memory flashes unbidden, but I push it away. Those days belong to someone else now, a girl who no longer exists.

Ulrek’s tail droops slightly at my continued silence. He sets the water bucket down and crouches to my level, entering my line of sight. I shift my gaze to a point just past his shoulder, refusing to meet his eyes.

“Char,” he says, the nickname a plea in itself. “It’s been two weeks.”

My jaw tightens, but I remain silent. Two weeks feels like nothing compared to the lifetime stretching before me as property, as livestock.

He sighs, running a hand through the coarse hair atop his head, a gesture so familiar it makes something twist painfully in my chest. “I miss talking with you,” he admits quietly. “I miss your voice, your laugh. The way you used to ask a thousand questions about everything.”

“I just miss… you.” He looks down in defeat, and I almost crack at the expression on his face.

A breeze stirs the dust at our feet. In the distance, the sparrow takes flight, abandoning its fence post. I watched it disappear into the clear blue sky, momentarily envious of its freedom.

“I know you’re still angry,” Ulrek continues, his voice dropping even lower. “You have every right to be. But this—“ he gestures at the space between us, at my deliberate silence, “—this isn’t solving anything.”

I want to tell him there’s nothing to solve. That I’ve simply accepted the reality of what I am now. That it’s easier this way, but speaking would only reopen the wound, so I remain mute, my lips pressed together in a thin line.

Frustration edges into his amber eyes. His tail begins to lash more quickly behind him, betraying his emotions. “Fine,” he says after a long moment.

He reaches for the bit again, holding it before my face. “Break’s over,” he says, his voice returning to the clipped tone he uses during training.

I part my lips automatically, the response now ingrained. As the bit slides back into place, our eyes finally meet—his pleading, mine unreadable.

“Young master!” a voice calls from across the paddock. The farmhand waves, gesturing for Ulrek to join him. “Message from your father!”

Ulrek’s gaze lingers on me for a moment longer before he secures the bridle’s buckles. “I’ll be back to get you for afternoon exercises,” he says.

He hesitates, as if waiting for some sign—a nod, a sound, anything to acknowledge him. When nothing comes, his shoulders slump almost imperceptibly. “I’ll see you soon,” he says, turning away.

I watch him cross the paddock. The farmhand greets him with a deferential nod, handing him what looks like a small scroll. Probably instructions from Skarn about the afternoon’s work.

Alone in the shade, I adjust my position slightly, settling my weight more comfortably on my knees. I could stand if I wanted to—Ulrek didn’t command me to stay down—but I remained kneeling, the perfect image of a well-trained pony-girl. From a distance, no one would know the silence I maintain isn’t just because of the bit in my mouth.

It’s my last form of resistance, the only power I have left. I may have to follow commands, wear the tack, pull carts and carry Ulrek on my back, but I don‘t have to give him the satisfaction of my voice, my thoughts, or my friendship.

Even if refusing him means refusing myself as well.

—————

Evening shadows stretch across the yard as a farmhand leads me back to the stable. My muscles ache pleasantly from the day’s work—three hours of morning training followed by an afternoon helping transport supplies between barns. The handler rinses the sweat from my skin with cool water from the pump. I stay still, arms bound behind me, as rivulets trace paths down my naked body onto the packed earth below.

“Good mare,” the farmhand says, patting my flank.

He leads me into the stable. My stall door swings open, and the farmhand guides me inside with a gentle pressure on my lower back. The hobble chain between my ankles is back to the longer length now that I’ve shown improvement in my behaviour, but they’re still restricting my movement to small steps.

“Master Ulrek says to remove your bit at night,” he tells me, his clawed fingers working at the buckles of my bridle. The metal slides from my mouth, and I work my jaw silently, relieving the familiar pressure. “Though I don’t see why,” the farmhand adds with a shrug.

I say nothing as he hangs the bridle on its hook outside my stall and closes the door, the lock clicking into place.

Only when his footsteps fade does my gaze fall on the corner of my feeding trough. There, tucked against the wooden edge, sits a small bunch of wildflowers—blue and yellow blooms gathered with obvious care. Their petals still hold the freshness of recent picking, probably gathered from the meadow beyond the east pasture.

I stare at them for a long moment. My first instinct is to ignore them as I’ve ignored Ulrek’s attempts at conversation. But there’s no audience here, no one to witness this small moment of weakness.

I lower myself awkwardly to my knees, then bend until my face is close to the flowers. I breathe in their scent—sweet and fresh, carrying memories of fields where we once played as friends. My eyes close briefly as I allow myself this small pleasure.

Next to my water bucket sits an extra apple, polished to a shine. Red and perfect, it catches the last light coming through my small window. This too has become part of our silent routine—these small offerings appearing in my stall each night. Sometimes it’s flowers, sometimes an extra portion of feed, sometimes a sweet fruit like this apple.

Ulrek never mentions them during the day. He never asks if I found them or enjoyed them. They simply appear, night after night, silent apologies.

I sink down onto the fresh straw that’s been spread across my stall floor. My muscles ache, but it’s a satisfying sensation—the kind that comes from work well done, from a body growing stronger.

The arm binder presses against my spine as I maneuver onto my side, finding a comfortable position. I’ve grown accustomed to sleeping this way.

Through the small window in my stall, I can see lights glowing in the farmhouse. Is he telling Skarn about my continued silence? Is he asking for advice on how to break through to me?

I snort softly, the sound horse-like even to my own ears. Skarn would probably tell his son this is a good thing and long overdue. He’d see my silence as progress, as me finally accepting my place.

I turn away from the window and nudge the apple with my nose. I take a small bite. The flesh is sweet and crisp—he always picks the best ones for me. The juice trickles down my chin as I chew slowly, savoring each mouthful.

It means nothing; I tell myself. Accepting the apple doesn’t mean I’m forgetting what happened.


Chapter Twelve

The sun beats down on my bare skin as I knelt in the farmyard one morning. It’s nice that summer is finally here to chase away the last of the cooler spring days, but I almost miss it now as I feel like I’m cooking under the sun; though my skin has a nice tan from being outside every day.

I look down and see my breast rings glinting in the light; the thin chain securing me to the hitching post would be easy to break by hand, but without the use of our hands, hold any pony-girl still when attached to such a sensitive area. It hurts when they are pulled hard, but just a little tug of the chain sends a more pleasant sensation through me, and I often pull gently on them when I’m tied and left to wait.

I do so now, and shiver as the sensations tingle across my body, but suddenly I hear footsteps approaching and look up to see a young grivvet I don’t immediately recognize. He is young and saunters toward me with a toothy grin. He’s slightly taller than Ulrek; his leathery skin is a shade darker, but the amber eyes look like Ulrek's .

“Well now,” he says, circling me slowly. “Aren’t you a beautiful horse.”

His eyes travel across my body with interest. I lower my gaze, the proper response for a well-trained mount.

“Let me have a closer look at you, girl.” His clawed fingers brushed my shoulder, trailing down my arm. He continues his inspection, moving behind me, and I feel his touch on my back, then lower. “Perfect haunches for riding. Strong thighs.” A finger hooks under my tail, lifting it slightly. I feel my face heat when he spreads my lower lips to take a look at my marks, but something about his voice tugs at my memory. I’ve heard it before, long ago, when it was higher pitched and less confident.

“Reth!” Ulrek’s voice cuts through the yard.

Ulrek strides toward us, a saddle in his arms, eyes narrowed. Reth straightens up, his hand dropping away from my body.

“Cousin,” he greets, spreading his arms. “It's been too long!”

This is Ulrek’s cousin. I remember him from years ago, but he’s grown just like we have.

Ulrek drops the saddle and embraces him briefly, but I notice how he positions himself between Reth and me. “I didn’t know you were visiting today.”

“Just arrived. Your father said I’d find you out here. This is your horse?” Reth steps back, gesturing at me. “She’s magnificent. How much did she cost?”

“She didn‘t cost anything,” Ulrek says, his voice tight. “She chose this.”

Reth barks a laugh. “Sure, she did. What pony-girl chooses the bit over freedom?”

“This one did.” Ulrek’s hand falls to my head, fingers threading through my braided mane. “She’s my best friend, and gave up her human life for me to be my personal mount. Only a best friend would do something like that.”

Reth’s laughter grows louder, his ears twitching with amusement. “Well, you can‘t be friends with your horse, Rik.” He shakes his head. “That’s not how this works.”

“It’s how it works with her.”

“Does she do tricks too?” Reth mocks. “Next you’ll tell me she talks.”

Ulrek’s posture stiffens. His tail goes rigid behind him, a sure sign of his growing anger. But instead of snapping back, he turns towards me, his hands moving to the buckles of my bridle.

“What are you doing?” Reth asks, his amusement fading to confusion.

Ulrek doesn’t answer but works quickly, removing the bit from my mouth. It slides free, and I stretch my jaw. His hand rests gently on the side of my neck, a touch so light I barely feel it, but it’s a display heavy with possession.

“Go on, Chara,” he says quietly. “Say hello to my idiot cousin.”

For the first time in weeks, words hover on my lips. I could speak now, but then my weeks of silent protest would be for nothing.

Reth crosses his arms, tail swishing impatiently. “This is ridiculous.”

Ulrek’s fingers brush my cheek, so gently it almost undoes me. “Please, Char,” he whispers. “Just once.”

I look up and meet his eyes. They shine with hope, with a silent plea. In that moment, I see everything—his frustration, his regret, his stubborn refusal to give up on our friendship despite everything. My resolve wavers.

Reth sighs loudly. “If we’re done playing pretend with your horse—“

“Hello, Reth.” The words come out rough, my voice scratchy from disuse.

Reth freezes, his mouth dropping open. “What the—“

“Good girl,” Ulrek murmurs, his voice warm with gratitude. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a Sugarroot, offering it to me on his open palm. “Thank you.”

The familiar sweetness calls to me. I hesitate only a moment before taking it between my lips, careful not to scrape his skin. The flavor bursts on my tongue, warming me from within, smoothing the last edges of my resistance.

“She chose to stay with me,” Ulrek explains, standing to face his cousin. “She could have left, gotten married, and I would have never seen her again, but she stayed because she cares about me and I care about her.”

Reth steps closer, peering at my face with fresh interest. “Okay, but if she is a pony-girl now, then why do you let her talk?”

“Because she is special.” Ulrek says to his cousin, but he keeps his gaze on me. “And she might be my mount, my pony-girl now, but she was and always will be my best friend, no matter what changes between us.”

I’m stunned at the truth shining in his eyes. He really believes that no matter what life throws at us, he will always see me as something more than the bridle and saddle that everyone else sees.

Reth‘s amber eyes widened further. “Well, I’ll be damned.” He crouches down, studying me more closely. “You kind of do look familiar. Wait! You were that young human girl that used to play with Ulrek.”

I nod once, meeting his gaze directly now. The Sugarroot hums through my veins, making me bolder.

“Chara,” he says slowly, the name surfacing from memory. “I remember now. You two were always running off to the creek together or playing under the big oak in the field.”

“She was the only human who wasn’t afraid of me,” Ulrek says, his voice soft with remembrance.

“And now look at you,” Reth murmurs, his mocking tone replaced with something like wonder. “A pony-girl. One who choose this life and was not forced under the saddle.”

“I’m Ulrek’s pony-girl,” I correct, the words leaving my lips before I can stop them. “No one else’s.”

Ulrek’s breath catches audibly. It’s the first time I’ve claimed this identity willingly, without bitterness or resignation.

“Well,” Reth says, straightening up. “I never thought I’d meet a talking pony-girl, let alone one I used to know as a free human.”

“There’s a lot about her that’s unique,” Ulrek says, and I hear the pride in his voice.

Reth scratches his chin thoughtfully. “Does Uncle Skarn know she still talks?”

“Father knows everything about her,” Ulrek replies. “He doesn’t approve of our friendship, or how I give her special privileges, but he tolerates it.”

“I bet he doesn’t,” Reth laughs. “The old traditionalist.”

The Sugarroot’s effect deepens, and I feel myself relaxing, the tight knot of resentment I’ve been nurturing beginning to loosen more. The weeks of silence seem suddenly childish, a stubborn refusal to accept what can’t be changed.

“Are you staying long?” Ulrek asks his cousin.

“Just until tomorrow. Thought we might ride to the village, catch up properly.” Reth’s eyes flick back to me. “Will you bring her?”

“Of course. She’s my mount, after all.” Ulrek’s hand finds my shoulder, squeezing gently. “And I think she could use the exercise after being stuck in the yard all morning.”

His eyes meet mine, a question in them. Will I continue speaking now that I’ve broken my silence?

I don’t answer, not yet. But I don’t look away either, and something in that feels like progress. Ulrek looks as if a weight has been lifted off his shoulders and can’t stop smiling as he works quickly to prepare me for the journey.

“Is she fast?” Reth asks, watching from the fence where he leans, tail swishing lazily.

“One of the fastest on the farm,” Ulrek replies, pride evident in his voice. “She’s still building stamina, but her sprint is impressive.”

“Good. It’s a decent ride to the village.”

I stand perfectly still as Ulrek finishes with the last strap. “Time to ride,” he says. He grabs the reins and swings himself into the saddle easily.

“Where is your mount?” He asks his cousin.

“Be right back.” Reth disappears around the side of the stable and returns minutes later atop his own mount—a black-haired pony-girl with elaborate braiding in her mane.

With only light pressure from Ulrek’s feet and no verbal command, I step forward toward the gate. Reth falls in beside us, and together we pass through the farm’s entrance onto the road beyond.

“So, what’s new with you besides turning your best friend into a pony-girl?” Reth says, settling comfortably in his saddle. “Father says Uncle Skarn mentioned it won’t be long before he’s ready to retire.”

“Not much. Just busy with the farm,” Ulrek replies. “It’s been a lot of pressure and responsibility, but I think I’ll be ready when the time comes for me to take over.”

Their conversation continues above me, words flowing easily between cousins catching up on family matters. They discuss crops, stock sales, auctions, and mutual acquaintances. Ulrek laughs at something Reth says about their grandmother, and the sound strikes me—how long has it been since I’ve heard him laugh like that? Weeks, at least. Since before the whipping.

Below them, we move in silence, bits in place, reins held steady in our riders’ hands. The road stretches before us, winding through gentle hills toward the Grivvet village. We passed a human farmer on a cart pulled by real horses. His eyes flick to us, and down our bodies more in curiosity than disgust, then passes by us without a word. This time I don’t feel the heavy weight of shame like I did in the human village.

The open fields give way to patches of forest, sunlight dappling the path through the branches overhead. With each step, the fresh air clears my head. The familiar weight of Ulrek on my back, the gentle pressure of his knees guiding me, and the rhythm of hoofboots against dirt—all of it feels right.

“Remember when we were kids,” Reth is saying, “and you insisted your father let you ride a new wild pony? He said no, but we snuck out and you tried anyway.”

“I remember the bruises when she threw me,” Ulrek replies with a chuckle.

“Uncle was furious! Said you weren’t ready yet.”

“He was right. I needed more training.”

Their voices fade into the background as my thoughts turn inward. I think about when I was young, innocent, curious, and naive enough to think this life would be easy and carefree. It was foolish of me, but the punishment aside, I still don’t regret it.

The path narrows, forcing Reth to fall in behind us. I focus on the road and any ruts that could trip me up. This is all that is expected of me: carrying my rider safely. There is comfort in knowing exactly what’s expected of me. There is no uncertainty.

Despite the upset of the last few weeks, I do trust Ulrek, and have to accept he is my owner now, and that comes with responsibilities for both of us. The hierarchy in Grivvet culture is fixed. It has been for generations, and nothing will change that, but maybe that doesn‘t have to mean the end of everything between us.

The road widens again, and Reth brings his pony-girl alongside us once more. The conversation above shifts to future plans and farm expansions. I listen with half an ear, my mind still working through its revelation.

I am no longer that innocent young girl who thought it was fun playing pony-girl. I had to grow up and make choices. Some I didn’t want to make, but that is life. Ulrek, too, had to grow up—had to become the heir his father expected, the owner his position demands despite his feelings for me. It was unfair of me to expect him to change his beliefs and way of life for me.

When he raised the whip that day, he wasn’t trying to be cruel. He was doing what is expected of an adult in his world. Just as I’m doing what’s expected of me in the role I’ve chosen.

The village appears in the distance, nestled in a valley between green hills. Smoke rises from chimneys.

“Race you to the edge of the village?” Reth suddenly challenges, his mount shifting restlessly beneath him.

Ulrek’s posture changes immediately, his weight shifting forward in the saddle. “You’re on.”

I feel his excitement transmit through the reins, through his knees pressed against my sides. His hand reaches for the crop holstered at the side of the saddle.

“Ready?” he calls to his cousin.

“On three,” Reth replies, gathering his reins. “One... two...”

The crop comes down hard on my flank before he says “three”. It’s enough force to hurt and spur me forward. Despite the sting, I smile around my bit and surge ahead, my legs stretching into a full gallop.

Hoof boots pound against the dirt as I race forward, the wind whipping through my braided mane. Beside us, Reth’s mount struggles to keep pace. I hear Ulrek’s whoop of triumph above me, feel his body move in sync with mine as we fly down the road.

We’re a team again, in this new way. Different from before, but no less real. His hands guide me, his crop encourages me, but the strength is mine—the power in my legs, the will to run.

The village grows larger with each stride, and I push harder, faster, leaving Reth and his mount behind. Ulrek leans low over my neck, his voice close to my ear: “That’s it, Char! That’s my girl!”

And I am. Despite everything, I am still his girl.


Chapter Thirteen

We reach the village first, Reth’s mount trailing behind us by several lengths. Ulrek’s victorious laugh vibrates through my back as he guides me toward the market square. Grivvets of all sizes bustle between stalls, their chatter in their native tongue creating a strange musical quality. Spiced smoke drifts from cooking fires, making my stomach rumble. It’s been a while since I’ve seen the Grivvet village up close.

“Good race,” Reth says as he catches up, slightly winded. “Your mare really can run.”

“Told you,” Ulrek replies, patting my shoulder with undisguised pride. He guides me toward a hitching rail outside what appears to be the main square. “Let’s take a break here.”

The market teems with late-day activity. Grivvet merchants call out their wares in sing-song voices. Children dart between stalls, their tails whipping behind them. I spot other pony-girls tethered at various points around the square, some standing patiently while others kneel in the proper position.

“Drakk,” Ulrek commands softly as we reach the rail. I sink to my knees, and he dismounts. His hands worked quickly to clip my nipple chain to the post—not too tight, just enough to keep me in place. The metal pulls slightly with each breath, sending pleasurable sensations throughout my body.

“I’m going to check the leather stall,” Reth announces, already wandering off. “Meet you back here later if we lose each other.”

Ulrek doesn’t respond. His posture has changed, suddenly stiff and uncertain. His tail twitches nervously behind him, and his ears swivel back and forth—a sure sign he’s distracted. He shifts his weight from one foot to the other, then back again.

I make a questioning sound around my bit, trying to ask, “What?”

He startles, as if forgetting I’m here. “Nothing,” he mutters, but his eyes keep darting to a spot across the square.

I follow his gaze and immediately understand. A female Grivvet stands near a ribbon stall, her skin a lighter shade of green than most, almost the color of new spring leaves. Her eyes keep finding Ulrek before glancing away.

Ulrek rubs the back of his neck, a nervous habit I’ve known since we were children. He shuffles his feet, then glances at me with a silent plea for help so transparent I almost laugh.

I snort, unable to hide my amusement. My powerful, confident owner—the one who commands me and soon an entire farm with growing authority — is completely undone by a pretty girl. It’s adorable.

He catches my amusement and scowls. “Stop it,” he whispers.

I toss my head slightly in the direction of the girl, encouraging him to go over.

“I can’t just...” he starts, then stops. “What would I even say?”

I roll my eyes, wishing I could speak freely. Instead, I lean forward and bump his shoulder with my head, nudging him in her direction.

Ulrek takes a deep breath. “Fine,” he says, smoothing down the front of his vest. “I‘ll just... introduce myself.”

I watch as he walks across the square, trying to act casual though I can see the tension in his shoulders. The girl notices him approaching and pretends a sudden interest in a blue ribbon, turning it over in her hands while still peeking towards Ulrek.

Their conversation starts awkwardly—I can tell even from a distance. Ulrek gestures too much when he’s nervous, his hands cutting through the air. But gradually, his posture relaxes as the girl smiles, revealing small pointed teeth, and her tail begins to sway gently—a good sign among Grivvets.

I can’t hear what they’re saying, but I watch with interest as the girl’s gaze keeps drifting over to me. She points, asking something. Ulrek turns, looking in my direction with unmistakable pride in his bearing.

They walk toward me together, Ulrek now standing straighter, his confidence returning. The girl’s eyes widen slightly as they approached.

“She’s beautiful,” she says, examining me. “Your horse.”

“She is, and the most beautiful one around,” Ulrek agrees without hesitation. “Her name is Chara.”

I try to keep my expression neutral, though something warm flutters in my chest at his pride. The girl approached slowly; her clawed hand extended toward me.

“May I?” she asks Ulrek. Not me, of course.

“Yes, go ahead.”

Her fingers brush against my neck, cool and light while I remained perfectly still.

“She’s well-trained,” she comments when I don’t shy away. “Did you train her yourself?”

Ulrek nods, a bit too eagerly. “Yes, from the beginning. She’s... very special to me.”

The girl circles me slowly, admiring my body. “I’ve never seen a pony-girl with hair so long and light,” she remarks. “Most ponies are clipped on the sides.”

“I prefer it like that,” Ulrek says simply.

There’s a moment of silence, and I can practically feel Ulrek’s mind racing for something else to say. Then, after a hesitation, he offers: “Would you like to ride her?”

My head snaps slightly toward him in surprise.

“Really?” The girl’s eyes lit up. “You wouldn’t mind?”

“Not at all,” Ulrek says, though I catch the nervous flick of his tail. He usually doesn’t like it when anyone else rides me.

I look at him closely—at the hopeful tension in his shoulders, the eager light in his amber eyes. He wants to impress this girl, and I understand. This is what normal Grivvets his age do—they show off their mounts, their possessions, their skills.

With a long breath through my nose, I still myself and lower my head in submission. I can do this for him.

“Her name is Chara, you said?” The girl asks as Ulrek helps her into the saddle.

“Yes,” he replies, adjusting the stirrups for her shorter legs.

He unclips my chain from the post, then he hands the reins to the girl, showing her how to hold them properly.

“Groth,” the girl says, kicking my side as I stand up. Her voice is higher-pitched than Ulrek’s, but still firm.

I step forward at a careful walk. I could make this difficult—toss my head, resist the unfamiliar rider — but Ulrek is counting on me, so I move smoothly around the square, responding to her gentle tugs on the reins as if I’ve carried her a thousand times.

“Strev,” she commands, growing bolder.

I quickened my pace to a gentle trot, and her delighted laugh rang out above me.

“She’s incredible!” the girl exclaims, her tail swishing with excitement as we circle back to where Ulrek waits. “You must be a master horse trainer.”

I snort sharply at this, almost a laugh of my own. Ulrek looks faintly embarrassed but doesn’t correct the misunderstanding. After all, no one knows I volunteered; chose this life willingly. That’s why I’m so tame.

“Drakk,” Ulrek commands, and the girl slides from the saddle with Ulrek’s help. Her hand lingering in his for just a moment too long, and her cheeks flushed a darker green.

She looks up at him through lowered lashes. “She rides beautifully,” she says, but her eyes stay fixed on Ulrek’s face. “You’ve done an amazing job with her.”

Ulrek’s ears twitched with pleasure at the compliment. “Thank you. I’ve had her for a while now.”

The girl circles me once more, her fingers trailing along my flank. “I’d like to visit you sometime,” she says, her voice casual but her tail betraying her interest with quick, excited flicks. “To see your farm. And maybe going riding with you.”

Ulrek tries not to look too hopeful, but I know him too well. His posture straightens, his ears perk forward, and his tail gives one sharp, happy twitch. “I’d like that too,” he says, then adds quickly, “The farm is just beyond the eastern ridge. Follow the main road past the split oak.”

“I know the way,” she nods. “I’m Nilia, by the way.”

“Ulrek,” he responds. “Son of Skarn.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “The big breeding farm? That’s impressive.”

Pride swells in his voice. “We have over forty pony-girls and twelve stallions. Best bloodlines in the region.”

I watch this sweet, awkward beginning of young love with a strange tightness in my chest. I’m happy for him. Ulrek deserves someone who looks at him the way Nilia does, with admiration and interest.

“I should go,” Nilia says finally, gesturing toward an older female Grivvet who’s watching from a nearby stall. “That’s my mother. But I’ll come visit. Soon.”

“I’d like that,” Ulrek repeats, more softly this time.

They say their goodbyes, and Nilia walks away, glancing back once with a small wave. Ulrek stares after her, frozen in place until Reth appears beside him, clapping him hard on the shoulder.

“Well, look at you,” Reth teases. “Making friends while I was gone.”

Ulrek’s ears flatten with embarrassment. “Shut up,” he mutters, but can’t hide his pleased expression.

“Time to head back,” Reth says, nodding toward his own mount waiting nearby. “It’ll be dark soon.”

Ulrek nods and turns his attention back to me, climbing into the saddle, and we set off toward home with Reth beside us.

The journey back is quieter. Reth attempts conversation a few times, but Ulrek responds with distracted half-answers, his thoughts clearly elsewhere. After a while, he starts humming under his breath—a sure sign of his good mood.

I keep my gaze forward, letting my thoughts wander. The young female Grivvet is planning to see him again, and maybe it will grow into something more.

There will never be such meetings for me, nor shy glances in the village square in my future. I am a horse now. My future holds no courtship, no marriage, or budding love.

Unbidden, my mind drifts to the stallions. Unlike the pony-girls who work daily, the stallions are primarily kept for breeding. They’re larger, with powerful bodies and wild eyes. My body warms at the thought, a heat blooming low in my belly that I try to ignore. This isn’t romance—it’s simple lust, animal attraction. There will be no love but controlled breeding, pairing with whoever Skarn or Ulrek decides has the best bloodlines.

The thought should anger me, but as we draw closer to the farm, I wonder if it might not be so bad. There’s a simplicity to it—no expectations beyond the physical, and no awkward emotions to navigate. Just instinct and release.

The sun dips lower as we approach the farm gate. Golden light spills across the fields, catching on the weathered wood of the stables and barns. Farmhands are bringing in the last pony-girls from the fields, leading them to the washing stations before evening stabling.

“Thanks for today,” Ulrek says quietly, leaning forward to pat my shoulder. “For behaving so well with Nilia.”

I make a soft noise around my bit that could mean anything.

“She liked you,” he continues, his voice warm with happiness. “I could tell.”

As we pass through the gates, a quiet truth settles over me. Ulrek is growing confidently into his future as farm heir, and now a potential suitor to Nilia, as well as a respected Grivvet in his community. I'm still trying to figure out my life, but I guess it’s not up to me anymore, and I keep forgetting that.

His path stretches clear before him, following generations of tradition while mine has twisted into something unexpected, but not bad.

As he guides me toward the stables, humming that cheerful tune, I realize I’m not entirely unhappy. The past two weeks were rough, and this wasn’t the life I imagined growing up, but it has its moments of beauty, of connection. And somehow, I’m still his friend—just differently than before.


Chapter Fourteen

Today will be interesting, and I’m already blushing as I kneel at the edge of the breeding yard. The late summer sun is losing its intensity, and fall is just around the corner.

The summer months have slipped by, and Ulrek and I have mended our friendship, sort of. It’s more like we’ve accepted that things have changed and had to adapt, but that doesn’t mean we care for each other any less. Our bond is just different now, and maybe stronger than before.

I’ve had months to adjust and finally come to terms with being a pony-girl. I think a lot of the issues in the beginning were because I was still thinking like a free human. Once I stopped that, things got better, and Ulrek and I became closer again. I trust him completely to know what’s best for me, and we are inseparable.

My arms are bound behind me in their usual position, and after months of not using my arms, I barely miss them. My muscles have bulked up in my legs and bum, especially. I can run for miles without tiring, and the long days of farm work are much easier.

The next few weeks will be boring for me because Ulrek and the farmhands have been busy lately, preparing for the breeding season as the summer draws to a close. Today is the first day of the scheduled breeding program, and instead of spending the day in my stall, Ulrek likes to keep me near so he has positioned me at this post where I can see everything while he assists his father.

The breeding yard is smaller than the training areas. At its center stands the breeding rack—a sturdy wooden frame with leather straps and adjustable supports. It looks similar to the punishment and marking racks, but wider and heavily padded, designed to hold a mare’s body at the perfect angle for mounting without being injured.

From my position, I get a clear view of the action.

“First one’s ready,” a handler calls, and I watch as they lead in a chestnut-haired mare.

She looks nervous, her eyes wide, and her steps hesitant as they guide her toward the rack. She’s young—perhaps newer to the farm than I am—and I recognize her from the paddock where we sometimes graze together.

The handlers worked quickly, positioning her at the rack. They bent her over, securing her ankles first, spreading her legs wide. Her arms are already bound behind her back as normal, and a handler fastens straps around her waist, while another adjusts the height of the supports to ensure her bottom is raised up.

“Head down,” a handler instructs, pressing between her shoulder blades until her chest rests against the padded section of the rack. They secured her bridle to the front post, limiting her movement.

The mare whinnies around her bit—a high, nervous sound that makes my stomach clench. I want to look away, but I can’t. This could be me someday, I realize with a jolt. The thought sends an unexpected shiver down my spine.

Skarn stands at the edge of the yard, overseeing the process, but leaving Ulrek in charge this time. Ulrek moves between the handlers, checking straps and positions with careful attention. His face shows no emotion—this is just farm business to him, like harvesting crops or mending fences.

A murmur runs through the yard as the first stallion is led in. My breath catches in my throat as I see him.

He’s tall—taller than any of the pony-girls—with broad shoulders and powerful arms. His chest is covered in a light sheen of sweat that glistens in the sunlight, muscles rippling beneath tanned skin. My eyes drift lower involuntarily.

He is already aroused. His manhood jutting proudly from a nest of dark hair. It’s larger than I expected, flushed and ready. I feel my cheeks burn but can‘t look away. I’ve glimpsed the male pony-men around the farm before, but never like this—never in this state of obvious readiness.

Two handlers guide him toward the waiting mare. She hears him coming and makes another nervous sound, pulling slightly against her restraints. The stallion’s expression is focused, intent, his eyes locked on her presented form.

“Easy now,” a handler murmurs to the stallion, positioning him behind the mare.

I watch, transfixed, as a handler rubs a shiny substance between the mare’s legs, preparing her to be mounted. The stallion is eager, but the farmhands keep a firm hold on his lead as he steps forward. The mare’s body tenses at the first touch, her back arching slightly. A handler takes hold of his shaft and places it at her entrance, then steps back, giving him room.

In one smooth motion, he thrusts forward. The mare cries out around her bit, the sound sharp with surprise. Her fingers clenched into fists behind her back, and her whole body goes rigid.

My breath quickens as I watch. The stallion groans in pleasure as he establishes a rhythm—slow at first, then building in speed and force. His muscles flex with each movement, sweat beading across his shoulders and back. His face shows intense concentration, jaw clenched, eyes focused.

The mare’s initial distress transforms gradually. Her rigid posture softens, her body yielding to the rhythm. Her cries change too—higher, breathier, coming in regular pulses that match the stallion‘s thrusts. I notice her flanks quiver, muscles twitching as her back arches further, pressing her bottom higher, as if seeking more.

My thighs press together of their own accord. The same warmth Thatcher, the villager who drove me to pleasure with his fingers, blooms in my lower belly, spreading outward. My nipple rings suddenly feel heavier, more present, and I’m acutely aware of the gentle pull they exert with each quickened breath.

I shouldn’t be responding like this. The rational part of my mind knows I’m watching a clinical farm procedure—the breeding of livestock. But my body doesn’t care about rationality. Something primal stirs inside me, a response I can’t control.

The stallion’s pace increases, his breathing harsh and audible across the yard. The mare’s cries grew more urgent, her body shuddering beneath him. With a final, powerful thrust, he presses deep and holds there, his entire body tensing. The mare makes a sound I’ve never heard before—half whimper, half moan—as her back arches dramatically and her thighs tremble. She found her pleasure from the breeding.

I shift on my knees, uncomfortable with the wetness I feel gathering between my legs. This reaction shames me, yet I can’t deny it. My body responds to the raw display of nature happening before me, even as my mind struggles to process it.

The stallion steps back, chest heaving. His shaft has gone soft now that his task is complete. Handlers immediately move in, cleaning both him and the mare. They release her from the rack, guiding her on wobbly legs toward the breeding stalls where she will stay as they repeat the breeding over the next few days. Her face is flushed, her eyes glazed, but she seems calm now, almost content.

As they lead in the next mare, I catch Ulrek watching me from across the yard. His amber eyes meet mine, observing my flushed cheeks and rapid breathing. A small, knowing smile plays at the corners of his mouth before he turns back to his work.

I look down quickly, embarrassed to be caught staring so intently, more embarrassed by my body’s response. But as the next breeding begins, I find my gaze drawn upward again, unable to resist watching the primal dance playing out before me.

The day stretches on endlessly as mare after mare is brought to the breeding rack, and I’m unable to look away. My mouth is dry around the bit despite the water a handler occasionally offers me, and the sun climbs higher, heating the yard and intensifying the musky scent of sweat and sex that fills the air.

By midday, I’ve lost count of the matings I’ve witnessed. Each one follows the same efficient pattern—the mare is secured, the stallion brought in, and the quick coupling completed in minutes. Yet each one affects me more strongly than the last, as if some barrier within me is gradually eroding under the assault of these visceral displays.

A new stallion is led into the yard. Unlike the others who had darker hair coloring, this one has honey-blonde hair similar to mine that catches the sunlight. He’s taller than the previous stallions, with broad shoulders that taper to narrow hips. His chest is defined by ridges of muscles that flex with each movement, and sweat makes his skin gleam like polished bronze.

The handler guides him forward and his eyes are focused, almost predatory, as he approaches the waiting mare. Between his legs, his cock bobbed, heavy and thick, already fully erect. He is by far the handsomest stallion I’ve seen yet.

I swallow hard around my bit, unable to tear my gaze away. The size of his manhood seems impossible, yet mare after mare has accepted these stallions without apparent harm. My mind tries to imagine how it would feel—that impossible fullness, that stretching pressure. The thought makes me squirm.

When he reaches the breeding rack, he grunts—a low, animal sound that sends an unexpected shiver through me. He’s more aggressive than the previous stallions and with one smooth thrust, he enters her. The mare’s back arches sharply, her bound hands clenching into fists.

The air grows thicker with the scent of mating. It’s musky, primal, and fills my nostrils with each breath, making my head swim slightly. Mingled with it are the smells of sweat, the leather of tack, and the earthy aroma of the yard itself.

The sounds are just as overwhelming. The rhythmic slap of flesh against flesh, along with the grunts and groans of the stallions. Loud whinnies and cries of the mares grew louder as they reached their peak.

My nipples have hardened into tight peaks, and I intentionally pull on the chain to feel the heady sting of pleasure it causes. My skin feels too tight, too hot, too sensitive. Between my legs, I’m embarrassingly wet after watching this all day.

I try to control these responses, but I can’t. Each thrust, each cry, each shuddering climax I witness stokes the fire building inside me.

This mare’s cries grow louder, more insistent. The stallion responds by increasing his pace, his hips driving forward with powerful thrusts that make the entire rack shake. Sweat runs in rivulets down his chest and back, dripping onto her skin.

When her climax comes, it’s unmistakable. Her entire body goes rigid, then trembles violently. A long, keening sound escapes around her bit, echoing across the yard. The stallion doesn‘t slow—if anything, he increases his pace, driving her through her pleasure into something beyond. Her eyes roll back, her fingers clench and unclench rapidly, and her thighs quiver uncontrollably.

I feel an answering clench deep inside me, my body responding to her obvious ecstasy. The throbbing between my legs intensifies, and I bite down harder on my bit to stifle any sounds that might escape me.

Through it all, the farmhands murmur in approval and ensure both mare and stallion are properly cared for afterward. Their expressions never change beyond praising the horses afterwards and ensuring the breeding is successful.

From across the yard, I catch Ulrek looking at me again. This time his gaze is more thoughtful, more assessing. His eyes travel from my flushed face down to my heaving chest, noting the hardened nipples with their gleaming gold rings.

Our eyes lock for a moment, and heat rushes to my cheeks. I want to look away, but I can’t. Something passes between us—an acknowledgment, a question, perhaps even a promise.

I try to compose myself, to regain some control over my traitorous body. But it’s useless. My human mind might be conflicted, embarrassed by these reactions, but my body knows exactly what it wants. And with each breeding I witness, that want grows stronger, harder to deny.

When the last mare is led away, the breeding yard grows quieter as farmhands begin cleaning equipment and gathering their tools. My body still hums with tension, skin flushed and sensitive after hours of watching the mating sessions.

The breeding rack stands empty now, its leather straps hanging loose. I watch as the farmhands wipe it down methodically, preparing it for tomorrow’s sessions.

Ulrek approaches from behind—his footsteps I recognize immediately, and my pulse quickens as he circles around to face me. His amber eyes study me with undisguised interest, taking in my flushed skin, dilated pupils, and the rapid rise and fall of my chest.

He crouches before me, bringing his face level with mine. “You’ve had quite a day, haven’t you?” he says softly, his clawed fingers moving to the buckles of my bridle.

The bit slides from my mouth, and I work my jaw, grateful for the relief after hours of silence. “Water?” he offers, placing a bucket in front of me.

I drink gratefully; the cool liquid soothing my dry throat and cooling some of my desire. When I finish, he returns his attention to my face, studying me with that same penetrating gaze.

“You’ve been watching quite intently,” he observes quietly.

I turn my face away, embarrassed he caught me, knowing he can tell how it has affected me. “I had nowhere else to look,” I mutter, aiming for nonchalance but hearing the breathiness in my voice.

“Is that so?” There is amusement on his face. “You could have closed your eyes and taken a nap.”

“I was just curious,” I say defensively. “I’ve never seen... that before.”

Ulrek shakes his head, that knowing smile still in place. “Curiosity doesn’t make your teats harden or your skin flush,” he points out. “That comes from somewhere else.”

My cheeks burn hotter. “It’s just the heat,” I insisted weakly.

“Is it?” He reaches out, one clawed finger gently tracing a path from my collarbone down between my breasts. It’s not a sexual touch, but it makes me shiver, nonetheless.

“Yes,” I say, but my voice betrays me by cracking on the simple word.

Ulrek sighs. “Chara, there’s no shame in your response. It’s natural for a mare to be excited by breeding.”

I stare at the ground between us. “I’m not—“

“You are,” he interrupts gently. “And denying it doesn’t change what your body knows.”

Before I can formulate a response, he reaches between my legs, his movement so unexpected that I have no time to react. His fingers find the unmistakable wetness there, the evidence of my arousal impossible to deny. The touch is clinical rather than intimate—the same way he might check a mare for readiness—but it makes me gasp as he flicks my swollen bud.

He withdraws his hand, showing me the glistening moisture on his fingertips. “Your mind might resist,” he tells me, “but your body knows what it wants.”

I close my eyes, too embarrassed to meet his gaze. “It doesn’t mean anything,” I whisper. “It’s just... physical.”

“Of course it is,” he agrees. “The most natural physical response in the world.” His voice softens further. “You’re a healthy young mare. It would be strange if you didn’t respond.”

I open my eyes to find him watching me with gentle understanding. There’s no mockery in his expression, no judgment—just acceptance of a biological truth.

“The other mares,” I began hesitantly, “they seemed to... enjoy it.”

Ulrek nods. “Most do once they relax. The body knows what it needs, even when the mind resists.”

“Did you...” I swallowed hard, forcing myself to ask the question burning in my mind. “Did you bring me here today to prepare me? For breeding?”

His eyes widened slightly. “No, Chara. That’s not why.” He shifts, sitting back on his heels. “I brought you because I wanted my favorite horse and my best friend near while I worked. I didn’t expect you to respond so strongly.”

“But someday,” I press, not sure why I’m pursuing this line of conversation except that I need to know. “Someday you’ll want me to... to breed?”

A complicated expression crosses his face—something between affection, desire, and caution. “Someday,” he acknowledges. “When you’re ready.”

“And who decides when I’m ready?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

“I do,” he answers simply. “As your owner. But I’ll know when the time is right.”

I look away, processing his words. There’s comfort in them, oddly enough—the certainty that this decision, at least, isn’t mine to agonize over. Like so many aspects of my life now, it will be determined for me.

His hand returns to my face, tilting my chin up so our eyes meet. “There’s no rush, Char. Someday, I’ll want a foal or two that are as strong and beautiful as her mother, and when that time comes, I’ll choose the right stallion for you.”

“And if I never want that?” I ask.

“Then it won’t happen,” he says firmly. “I’ll be disappointed not to raise a line of horses from such a good mount like you, but I won’t force that on you. You’re more than just my horse. You always have been.”

Relief washes through me, along with something like disappointment that I’m not ready to examine too closely.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

Ulrek nods once, then reaches for my bridle. “We should get back. It’s been a long day, and you need a bath.” He laughs when I give him a dirty look.

I part my lips automatically, accepting the bit as he slides it back into place, and hops into the saddle.

“Groth,” he says, giving a gentle tug to the reins.

As we leave the breeding yard, I can’t help glancing back at the empty rack. The image of those mares—their backs arched, their bodies trembling with pleasure—stays with me.

Someday, perhaps. But not yet. For now, I’m content with my life. I’ve accepted my place, and that is Ulrek’s pony-girl best friend.

To be continued…

Book 3 will be the conclusion to Pony-girl Bestfriend. Coming soon!

Lets be friends on Facebook under Lucy Moo or follow my INSTAGRAM page: lucymoo2023

Check out my other books:
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	Captured. The Hucow Blackmarket 
	Auctioned. The Hucow Blackmarket 
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The Betrayed Milker Series: A BDSM Hucow Series
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Sent to the Farm

Tricked on the Farm

Back To The Farm.
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Selected For Hucow Service

Hucow In Service

Escaping Hucow Service

Ending Hucow Service

Alphabet Farm Series:

The First Hucow: Annabelle

The Next Hucow: Buttercup

Joining The Herd: Clover

Hucow Farm Life: Dolly

The Newest Hucow: Ellie (coming 2026)

The Hucow Herd Series

Grade A: Prime Choice

Commercial Grade Hucow

Grade B: Butcher’s Choice Hucow

Grade D: Sent to the Cannery (coming 2026)

Sanda and the Hucow

Hucow on the Menu

Hucow Farm Series

Hucow Farm Book One: Intake

Hucow Farm Book Two: Transformation

Hucow Farm Book Three: The Farm

Hucow Farm Book Four: Hucow Exposed

Hucow Farm Book Five: Second Chances

Other Standalone Shorts Available Now:

Abducted: Hucow Alien Space Station

The Hucow Experiment: The Mad Scientist

Hucow Horror Farm

Shipwrecked On Hucow Island

The Hucow Lottery

Life Sentence: The Hucow Prison

The New Club Hucow: Udder MC

Alien’s Hucow Incubator

The Lab Hucow

Hubull Duty

My Hucow Journey

Unexpected Hucow

Trapped In The Hucow Dimension

Alien Hucow Farm (Too dark for Amazon!!! Available on Smashswords)

Hucow Mode

HAPPY HUCOW READING!

NON-Hucow Shorts

Press Start To Play: A Step-sibling Romantic Short

Their Love Poem: A Professor/Student Romantic Short

The Mating Arena Part One: OGRE

Aveline’s Pony-girl Adventure Parts 1-6

Bestfriend Pony-girl Book 1-3

The Correction Company (A pet play Full length story)

The Perfect Pet (coming 2026)

Used and Transformed: The making of a SLUT Series

Part 1-4 out now

Part 5 Releasing soon!
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