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Dark Horse

The Braided Crop Ranch, Book Three

AE Lister


To the best managers, who cultivate respect and loyalty by demonstrating these qualities themselves.


Prologue

SIX YEARS PREVIOUS:

 

“So, Adam, what do you think?” Kamal asked, stepping back so Adam Marsland could see the Braided Crop Ranch’s very first ponyboy decked out in the gear they had chosen together.

I was that ponyboy.

My name is Henry, and I remember that day with the clarity of an unexpected revelation.

I had come to the Braided Crop Ranch to explore the world of pony play in an immersive environment. The BCR’s advertising had been so professional and the website so comprehensive I’d thought the place had been operating for years. I hadn’t realized I’d be one of the first men to experience its unique business model.

Until Adam Marsland had phoned to make sure I’d be okay with being a guinea pig of sorts—one of three men under the BCR’s three trainers—to make sure the gear and protocols they’d established would work.

The Braided Crop Ranch took pony play and exhibitionism to the next level. A place where queer men could kink out in pony gear, work under a qualified trainer, and perform in pony shows for paying guest members, the BCR provided sex-positive people with a veritable playground of possibilities.

Adam had been professional and friendly on the phone, his voice a soothing tenor, immediately putting me at ease and giving me the reassurance that whatever happened, the BCR was run by people experienced in the world of kink and pet play. When I met him in person, I’d been smitten with his movie-star good looks, his capable manners, and his prim and proper style.

After putting me in harness, tail, and bridle for the first time, Kamal Salib had marched me to the back porch at the main house and called Adam out of his office to have a look. Upon seeing a fully outfitted ponyboy for the first time, Adam had been silent, nodding assent to Kamal’s words about how the gear they’d ordered worked perfectly and how excited he was to get started with my training, while I trembled with excitement at finally being able to explore my fetish with men who obviously understood.

Then Adam had come down the porch steps and stood right in front of me, his gaze holding mine as he reached to touch the metal ring of the bridle on my cheek with a steady, calming hand.

“He’s shaking,” Adam said, turning to Kamal.

“He’s excited. His cock is ready to bust out of that jock. I think we need to consider cages instead.”

Adam’s eyes widened as I almost combusted from that suggestion. Because wouldn’t a cock cage make this experience even more humbling? Then Kamal told me to keep my eyes down like a good ponyboy, and I’d had to break away from Adam’s intense gaze.

“Expensive,” Adam commented.

“Worth it.” Kamal smiled.

Then Adam let his hand slide over my chin and down my throat, over the leather collar and the chest straps of the harness, down my torso and belly to the rust-red hair that brushed the top of the jock. “You had to put a ginger in the gear first, didn’t you? Is this Henry?”

I held my breath as my eyes closed at Adam’s tender touch and his lips saying my name.

“Yes. The others are in the arena. But I had to bring Henry for you to see.”

“He’s exquisite, Kamal. Do they all look like this?”

“More or less. But Henry’s the sexiest in my opinion.”

I felt a young man’s pride at that assessment and stood taller.

Adam nodded, and then his hand was gone. “I’ll consider the cages. Good idea.”

I stared at the ground as Kamal asked, “You still partial to redheads, Adam?”

“You know me too well, Kamal,” he said before turning and walking back up the porch steps. “Take him to the arena.”

“Yes, Boss. But come and watch him trot later, will you? I’m sure he’ll want to show off.”

I heard the door shut as Adam went into the house. Kamal laid his hand on my belly and rubbed the defined muscle there.

“Pretty sure the ranch boss has a massive hard-on right now,” he said. “I think he likes you.”

I made a sound in my throat and tossed my head, jingling the bit and relishing the realism of my predicament.

Kamal gathered my reins and led me across the grass. “We have a lot of work to do, Henry.”


Chapter One

PRESENT DAY:

 

When Adam Marsland’s name dropped into my email inbox that stormy Monday afternoon, I blinked three times before I fully processed it.

I licked my lips, brain flipping over as I moved my mouse and clicked to open the message.

From: Adam Marsland

Calling all former ponyboys, trainers, and staff.

The Braided Crop Ranch is hosting a GYMKHANA from July 25 to August 19. Come and stay for the three-week event!

Limited accommodations in our bunkhouse (first come, first served) or bring your own tent/trailer to camp on the grounds. Sign up soon! Limit of fifty (50) outside attendees.

We will be rotating our experienced ponyboys into games and competitions for great prizes. Trainers will compete for prizes too!

What are you waiting for? Register now for this unprecedented event and enjoy three weeks at this beautiful location, celebrating the six-year anniversary of the BCR in style!

$100 all-inclusive fee for members!

Sincerely,

Adam Marsland

Manager

The Braided Crop Ranch

341 Stellar Private

Muskoka, Ontario

I stared intently at the email, trying not to call up images of the sexy manager of the BCR and glad I’d kept my membership active even though I hadn’t had time to visit since that first summer six years ago. I’d kept thinking I’d go back, and it was worth the yearly fee to keep that option open.

I had been fighting those images and memories for years, ever since my initial visit to the newly established Braided Crop Ranch. I’d been twenty-eight and looking for a place to explore this bizarre fetish of mine. Turned out lots of other men wanted to play pony, and Adam Marsland was helping them.

Adam…

I gave up resisting and closed my eyes. His face—classically handsome with gentle features and intelligent brown eyes—appeared as clearly as if I were seeing it for the first time.

When I’d arrived at the ranch, after finding my way along the dirt roads through the heavy brush, my poor, introvert’s heart had been thumping with anxiety. I thought I might have made a terrible mistake. Anticipating a visit to an immersive pony-play ranch was very different from actually visiting one. Being a writer, my vivid imagination occasionally tricked me into believing I was more prepared for things than I really was.

When I stood before the closed door of the main house that May morning, I had to fight a desperate urge to turn around, get back in my car, and go home to my comfort zone. Instead, I forced my hand to turn the handle and push the door open, stepping inside to face whatever I’d gotten myself into, good or bad.

A man had turned from where he stood by the front desk and smiled at me, his eyebrows shooting up in excitement.

“Good morning! You must be one of our ponyboys!”

He stepped forward and extended his hand while I stood, staring at his friendly face and entranced by those intelligent, warm, brown eyes.

“Adam Marsland. Welcome to the Braided Crop Ranch!”

I smiled in response and shook his hand, its warmth reassuring me that everything might just turn out all right.

“Hi. I’m Henry. I’m…kind of freaking out.” I figured it was best to be honest about my nervousness.

Adam laughed and, again, put me at ease. He slapped me gently on the arm and tightened his hold.

“I must confess, I’m freaking out a bit too. But for a different reason.” He let go of me and gestured me forward. “This is Laura, our admin.”

He introduced me to a tall blonde woman at the front desk who stood and shook my hand with a friendly smile and greeting.

“She’ll take care of getting you signed in and storing your phone. When you’re done with that, I’ll take you around the grounds, give you a little introduction to the place. You’re the first to arrive, although we’re expecting most of the others later today. One person is arriving tomorrow.”

I was glad Adam was so talkative because I felt completely out of my wheelhouse and still incredibly nervous about what I’d signed up for. But I no longer felt the urge to run. Now I was curious about Adam and everything the ranch had promised to be.

Once I’d been checked in and Laura had taken my phone and stored it in a locked drawer, I joined Adam again. While I’d been at the front desk, I’d had a chance to observe him unnoticed. He looked so handsome and smart in his slacks and button-down shirt. For some reason I’d expected a guy in leather chaps or something—not this executive-level hottie with a Rat Pack look about him. Now I understood why my grandmother had been such a big fan of Sinatra and the others. Adam looked like he was from another time, but as the manager of a pony-play fetish ranch, he was fully entrenched in the modern world.

While he showed me around the fields and outbuildings beyond the main house, I was struck not only by the beauty and realism of the location, but by Adam’s obvious passion for the place and its unique mandate. From what he was saying, he and his head trainer, Kamal, had come up with the idea for the ranch, and it was a project he believed in so much his enthusiasm was palpable.

How could I not begin to fall in love with such a man? I was doomed from the start.

And now he was inviting me to come back to the Braided Crop Ranch, along with a slew of other men, to join him in the celebration of its six-year anniversary.

How could I say no?

It would be wonderful to see Adam again and a joy to go back to the Braided Crop Ranch and be a ponyboy for the second time.

I hadn’t explored my fetish much since I’d come back from there. I’d had a boyfriend for a little while, but he hadn’t been as kinky as me, and anytime I’d brought up pony play, he’d given me a look of confusion. He didn’t get it. I didn’t bring it up again. I couldn’t afford all the damn gear anyway, and it was tough to get a one-night hookup to play pony. So I’d tucked that part of me away and carried on.

Now I was explicitly invited back to the BCR, where I’d been able to let my freak flag fly, for three weeks of fun and adventure. Not the six weeks I’d get for a regular session, but it was enough.

It didn’t take long to decide. I clicked the link in the email and signed up, offering to camp out on the grounds and hoping against hope Adam would remember me.

★

My roommate, Jonas, helped me find all my camping gear and pack the SUV.

“So, let me get this straight. You’re going to a kink camp in the Muskokas for three weeks? For the heck of it?”

I nodded. “Basically. Kind of. Sure.”

He shrugged. “Okay, that’s cool. If a little unexpected.”

I rummaged in my closet for the tent pegs. I knew they were here somewhere. “Okay, so, there’s this guy…”

He laughed. “There’s always a guy.”

“Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “I was at this place years ago, and the manager is, uh, well, he’s amazing. He’s sexy and older and so competent. He manages this kink ranch, and it’s such an amazing place, and I don’t even know how you maintain control of something like that, and he—”

Jonas held up his hand. “Hold up. A ranch? You said it was a camp. You’re packing a tent.”

Ah, shit.

“Yeah, okay, well, it’s actually a ranch. And they’re having a festival this summer. And they want everyone who can make it to come, so they can’t accommodate everyone in the bunkhouse.”

Jonas seemed genuinely confused. “So, what, you guys get dressed in your fetish gear and ride horses? Kinky barrel racing? Calf roping? Oh, so maybe—”

“It’s a pony-play ranch, Jonas.” Why beat around the barrel?

He stared at me, trying to figure this out. His forehead wrinkled, then flattened as understanding dawned and his mouth opened in silent wonder.

“I’ve been before. But not for a long time,” I admitted.

He closed his mouth. Looked me up and down. Then smiled a slow, mischievous smile. “Well, I’ll be damned. A pet-play enthusiast and I never knew it. Never even suspected.”

“Pony play. I only do pony play. And only ever at this ranch.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re discerning. Would be shocked to discover you’re part of a pony-play travelling troupe or something.”

“Fuck off, Jonas.”

He laughed. “Hey, I’m being a dick. Whatever, man. You be you.”

He watched me grab my tent poles from the corner of the closet and pull them out, laying them with the rest of the gear.

“So, wait a minute, you have a thing for the manager of a pony-play ranch? Wow.”

“Yeah, well, he probably doesn’t even remember me. It’s been six years.”

Jonas nodded, his hand going to the edge of my duffel bag. He peeked inside, trying to be subtle.

“What are you doing?”

He pulled the opening wider. “Looking for a bridle or a saddle or something.”

I rolled my eyes. “They have all the stuff there. I don’t need to bring anything.”

“Oh.” He contemplated me, narrowing his eyes. “You never know.”

“What?”

“Maybe he will remember you.”

I snorted. “Whatever.”

“I don’t know, Henry. You’re pretty memorable.”

“How do you figure?”

Jonas shrugged. “I don’t know. There’s something about you. Dare I say, charisma?”

“Stop messing with me.”

“Seriously, dude. You’ve got something. You know you can pick up at the drop of a hat. And it’s not only all those muscles. Or the puppy-dog eyes. Or the ginger hair.”

“Shut up. You make me sound like the hero of a romance novel.”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“Oh, come on. You’re full of shit, Jonas. He won’t remember me.” I felt heat in my cheeks as I thought of Adam. I didn’t want to tell Jonas, but I was fairly certain Adam would remember me.

“Then why are you going?”

“To remind him.”

Jonas regarded me. “Uh-huh. So, you’re gonna waltz in and say, ‘Hey, manager dude, remember me? I’d like to suck your cock because I never got to before. How about it?’”

“Who says I never got to?”

Jonas’s jaw dropped.

He watched me grab more stuff to put in my bag. “Well, I think that’s pretty badass.”

“Thanks.”

“For a pony.”

I glared at him. “I thought you were going to help me pack? Not stand there making stupid comments.”

He threw his hands in the air. “Fine. What do you want to bring? Dildos, plugs, jocks? Let me know. I’ll find ’em,” he said, gazing around the room as if they’d be lying out in the open.

“You’re an idiot. Besides, they have all that stuff there. And other stuff you wouldn’t even believe if I told you.”

He grimaced. “I’m not sure I want to know.”

I laughed. “Believe me, you don’t. Now grab a handful of socks from that drawer.”

I continued to pack random items as another memory took hold of me.

“Bend over.”

My mouth went dry as I obeyed the stable hand’s instructions. I’d seen my name on the whiteboard beneath my trainer, Lorraine. And then the words: harness, collar, and tail. So I’d known what was coming. That knowledge in no way prepared me for the actuality of leaning over a wooden table while Adrian, one of the two stable hands, snapped a rubber glove on his hand and began to apply copious amounts of lube to my asshole.

At this singular moment, when I was about to become as close a thing to a pony as I’d ever imagined, I knew there was no turning back. If I was prepared to accommodate this, I had to admit this fetish was inescapable. I was a man who enjoyed pretending to be a domesticated animal—for the sexual kicks of it.

When Adrian used his gloved fingers to prepare me for my tail, I closed my eyes and gave myself up to the transformation.

★

The drive to the Braided Crop Ranch was long and scenic, and I found myself reminiscing about my first visit as I travelled the tree-lined highway from Kingston into Northern Ontario.

The fact that the place looked like a real horse ranch with barns and paddocks and wood fences, and the bunkhouse was genuinely evocative of old cowboy stories, made it absolutely perfect. Anyone who didn’t know the Braided Crop Ranch was a fetish pony-play ranch for queer men would believe they’d arrived at a working horse farm. I imagined some poor guy finding the BCR on a map and thinking he might be able to sign on as a stable hand or something. Would he run screaming from the first sight of what this ranch really was? Or would he have the guts to stay and find out more?

Located on the shores of Skeleton Lake near Huntsville, Ontario, the BCR stood in a vast clearing in the dense Muskoka woodland where few people would stumble upon it unawares. Guest members stayed at a five-star resort hotel and café down the road so they could wander to the ranch and catch a pony show on the weekend.

It was a brilliant set-up.

Adam had come up with the idea when he’d found out about the Pretty Pony Palace, a similar resort/ranch nearby that catered to women, and approached the owner. With help from his friend Kamal Salib, now a trainer at the BCR, and financing from Anita Jelani, they had supervised the construction of the Braided Crop Ranch and developed its business model.

I wasn’t surprised he had made the BCR into a well-established fetish club over the years since I’d attended because that first session had given me weeks of unprecedented enjoyment and the ability to exist in a make-believe but realistic environment. The trainer I had been assigned—a stunning woman named Lorraine—had taken very good care of me and let me explore the world of pony play at my own pace, even as she’d challenged my soft limits.

I had checked the staff list to see if she still worked there and was pleased to see that yes, Lorraine was still listed as one of the BCR’s trainers. Kamal Salib, the head trainer and the one who had presented me in my pony gear to Adam on my first day six years earlier, was nowhere to be seen on the website. I hoped he and Adam hadn’t had a falling-out. Maybe he’d needed a change, or perhaps he’d taken off with one of the cute ponyboys.

As I drove the narrow highway farther north, listening to my eclectic playlist, I became more and more excited to see the Braided Crop Ranch again.

And Adam. Especially Adam.

★

There were more cars in the parking lot than I ever remembered seeing. I wasn’t the only one eager to revisit my experience here. It was a testament to the BCR that so many men had returned for the summer event. I expected more guys would show up before the big kick-off tomorrow.

This was going to be a gigantic fuck fest, with fifty guys camping on the grounds and filling the bunkhouse. But I was only interested in one man, and he had a place at the main house.


Chapter Two

As I grabbed my bag and headed toward the main house, my nerves got the better of me. I stopped at the steps to the front porch and waited a few moments to get myself together. I took a deep breath, tousled my hair so it wasn’t sitting flat from the heat, and walked forward.

The door creaked open, and I stepped inside the air-conditioned interior. I glanced to the end of the hall where Adam had spoken of placing a gift shop to sell photos and other items related to the BCR. And there it was—a stylized horseshoe on the sign that said SNACKS AND SOUVENIRS. I grinned, then focused on the young man at the front desk. There had been so many cars going through the gate they’d posted a staff member there, so I hadn’t yet spoken to anyone at the main house.

“Hi, there,” I said. “I’m registered for the gymkhana.”

The young blond man looked me up and down and pulled out a pen. “Can I have your name, please?”

“Swift. Henry Swift.”

Suddenly, I heard a familiar voice say, “Connor, can you get me a readout of everyone who’s arrived so far? I think we’re still waiting for—”

I looked up to see Adam Marsland walking toward me, having emerged from his office. He stopped dead when he saw me.

The hairs on my arms stood up, and my face flushed as our gazes met.

“Henry?” he said, sounding awed. “Is it you?”

“Yeah,” I nodded, grinning.

He looked just the same. Maybe there was a little more salt and pepper in his dark hair, and the wrinkles beside his eyes were deeper. But he was even more handsome than I remembered.

Suddenly, he was embracing me, and I couldn’t believe how familiar he felt after all this time. Six years without him and I still felt this way?

He pressed me against his body, a little longer than having been good friends would have dictated was appropriate, then withdrew as if I’d burned him. He glanced around us, laughing nervously.

“It’s wonderful to see you! You’re just as gorgeous as I remember.”

I blushed. “Aw, shucks. Thanks. You look just the same.”

He held my gaze, and the energy that had sparked between us all those years ago was still there. Finally, he broke our connection, cleared his throat, and turned to Connor.

“Henry was one of the first ponyboys to visit the ranch,” he said.

“That’s true,” I said, trying to stand straight and not become that naive twenty-eight-year-old again. That young man who’d come to the BCR as one thing and left as another.

Adam’s eyes roamed over me, and I wondered if he was picturing me in my ponyboy gear as I’d looked six years earlier. I was thicker around the waist now but still fit. I’d still look good in my gear.

I was transfixed by Adam’s transformation from sexy older man to extremely irresistible Daddy figure.

He smiled wide and offered his hand with a gleam of nostalgia in his eye. I took it and held on for as long as he let me.

“It’s great to see you again, Henry. Thank you for helping me make the BCR into what it has become.”

“You’re…welcome?” I said, laughing and trying to ignore the way his touch made me feel. I was that twenty-eight-year-old kid again when I was around him. I didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

He laughed too and released me.

“Are you camping? If so, there’s lots of space left. We were right to limit attendance. I didn’t want this ending up like Coachella. Anyway, get yourself signed in with Connor here, and I’ll take you outside.”

“He’s all signed in, Adam. Henry, I need your phone.”

I handed it over.

“Good to go,” Connor said, smiling at me and glancing at Adam. “Did you want me to get him settled in?”

“No, I’ll take him. I have to go check on a few things anyway, and Henry and I can catch up.” He met my gaze again. “It’s been a long time.”

“Yes, it has,” I said.

In the grand scheme of things, six years wasn’t that long. But in terms of living in the real world and missing the opportunity to pony-out at the BCR, it felt like a century. And in terms of spending all that time wondering if I’d ever get another chance with Adam, it was an eternity.

“I just have to get my duffel bag and tent,” I said.

Adam helped me get what I needed from my car, and we went through the side gate of the parking lot to avoid carrying everything through the main house.

“I noticed Kamal’s name wasn’t on the list of trainers on the site,” I said.

Adam nodded and glanced back at me, smiling. “Nope. He left us last August. Much to my regret.”

I followed Adam across the lawn, noticing the array of tents in the distance between here and the bunkhouse. There was a large field between the small outbuilding and the last paddock, and that seemed to be where the hastily created campground had been set up.

“For another job?” I asked.

“He went to Vancouver to set up a fetish club with his friend,” Adam said, as he walked with a casual stride across the grounds, carrying my tent. “And he took one of our ponyboys with him.”

Ah, this was interesting. “Really?”

“Yes. They fell head over heels for each other in the space of two weeks, and it was impossible keeping them apart for the remaining four. But,” Adam said, raising his hand, “no official rules were broken. Bent, maybe, but not broken.”

“Was it his ponyboy?” I asked, wondering if the enigmatic Kamal had fallen for his charge or if another trainer’s boy had caught his interest.

Adam laughed. “Yes, Owen was Kamal’s ponyboy. And still is, to the best of my knowledge. They live together, and I think he’s co-founder of their club.”

“That’s amazing,” I said as we walked in the warm summer heat. “Wow. Good for them.”

I really did think it was great. Maybe the fact that Kamal had been seduced by a ponyboy would help Adam get over what had happened between us that first summer.

“Yes, their connection was immediate and then developed over the time Owen spent here. I even offered Owen a job if he’d keep Kamal from leaving. Then Kamal’s friend came for a visit and told him about setting up a club in Vancouver. Owen almost didn’t go, but at the last second, he couldn’t bear to be apart from Kamal.”

“Well, that is fucking romantic,” I said.

“The summer before that, we had quite the polyamorous trio form here. And they’re still together as well, except Jensen, our trainer, is a long-distance partner. But it seems to work for them.”

Well, then. Maybe there was hope?

I cleared my throat. Adam had stopped to examine a possible breach in one of the paddock fences.

“You remember, don’t you, Adam? What happened between us?” I spoke softly. I was almost afraid he’d deny it.

But he nodded before I’d finished speaking.

“How could I forget, Henry?” He met my gaze and offered an apologetic smile. “I’ve both cherished and regretted every moment we spent together.”

That stung, although I understood, to a degree.

“It wasn’t wrong. Nothing about it was wrong.”

He stared at me. “I want to believe that.”

“I do believe that.”

He nodded in support of my feelings but seemed unconvinced.

“It was such a long time ago. I’m sure you’ve moved on.”

“I thought I had. But I don’t think so, no. Have you?”

“I’ve tried. But I’m basically a monk now.”

I laughed at the expression on his face. “What a damn shame. A monk on a ranch full of kinky ponyboys.”

“It was the only way, Henry. What happened between you and me. It taught me to keep my hands to myself.”

I didn’t agree. I didn’t think Adam had done anything wrong all those years ago. But the problem was he did. It was obvious he still felt it should never have happened.

“I don’t regret anything, Adam. Except that, in the end, it made you uncomfortable.”

Adam smiled, his gaze stroking over me like he wanted to memorize the way I looked now. “He’s here, you know. Kamal. For the event.”

“That’s awesome.”

Adam smiled. “I’ve put you with Kamal this session. If that means anything to you.”

Ah, hell. I’d assumed I’d be with Lorraine, like before.

“He requested you.”

I couldn’t help smiling. “Well, now.”

Adam nodded. “He remembers you.”

“I’ve missed this place.”

Adam stared at me, his eyes assessing. I held his gaze as long as I could. He laughed suddenly, blushing.

“We’re glad to have you back. Grab yourself a spot on the field.”

He passed me the bag with my tent in it.

“We’ll be kicking things off at ten with breakfast at the main house. The showers and toilets in the bunkhouse are available to everyone, and there are snacks and tea and coffee there for all as well. You’ll see we’ve set up five firepits with iron bowls on the field for campers to use when it cools down. I’ll be expecting some singalongs or at least some Blazing Saddles moments.”

As Adam returned to the main house I set off across the field with my bags.

I found a nice spot not too far from the bunkhouse to pitch my small tent near some other men who seemed friendly and helpful. During the course of setting up, I learned more about them.

Callum and Trey were a couple. Adam had been right about romance blossoming at the BCR at least a few times. They’d met two summers ago as ponyboys and were now living together. When they’d seen the invitation to return to the ranch for a reunion, they’d immediately signed up.

Camped on the other side of me was a very handsome man named Biskane with copper skin and chin-length layered black hair, a tall stature, and sleek muscles. He had bold features and a frank manner I found refreshing.

The first thing I asked him was the origin of his unusual name.

His generous mouth moved into a wide smile. “It’s Ojibwa. It means ‘The fire is burning.’” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively, making me blush.

“Oh. I see.”

He laughed. “Well, that’s what it means.”

“I believe you.”

“So, when were you last at the BCR, Henry?” he asked, draped languidly in a camp chair too small for his lanky frame.

I smiled, looking at the familiar landscape with a joy that surprised me with its intensity. Seems I’d missed the setting as much as the kink. “It’s been way too long. I was here for the very first session.”

“The grounds extend three miles past the edge of the woods there, along the lake another mile in that direction, then another three miles in the other. That’s where the resort is situated. It opened for guests last weekend,” Adam said as he showed me to the bunkhouse. “We’re so excited to have our very first ponyboys this week.”

“I’m glad to be a part of it,” I said, trying not to let on how much I was crushing on the ranch manager. He was way out of my league—so handsome and running this incredible place. I was a struggling writer, trying to string freelance jobs together to have income to live on while writing my books on the side and hoping one or two would take off.

“This is the bunkhouse,” Adam said, opening the door and ushering me inside.

I gaped at the cozy space with bunks neatly arranged throughout, a small kitchen area, and a door to what must have been washrooms.

“Wow. This reminds me of—”

“Summer camp?” Adam asked with a grin.

“Yeah. Exactly.”

“Well, we tried to design it like an actual bunkhouse on a ranch. But it does have summer camp vibes.”

“That’s not a bad thing.”

“No, I guess not.”

Biskane seemed astonished. “Wow. That’s amazing. So you were, like, one of the very first ponyboys?”

I nodded, sipping my Coke.

Adam had forbidden alcohol on the campgrounds or in the bunkhouse. There would be booze available at the main house in the evenings, but you had to drink it there. Now that pot was legal in Canada, they also permitted that in the evenings as long as you were outside. I was looking forward to a little indulgence since I didn’t do it much at home. I assumed someone would have weed to share, and I looked forward to getting a little stoned one evening. Or maybe two.

“Yeah, I guess I was. You wouldn’t have known it, though. The trainers acted like they’d been doing it for years. Most of them did have experience, and Adam had set up procedures so carefully that everything ran seamlessly. Well, mostly.” I chuckled, remembering.

“Seems like you have a story there, Henry.”

I sat in my camp chair and shook my head.

Callum and Trey had returned from getting ice for their cooler at the main house and set up their camp chairs beside ours.

“Hey, did you guys know Henry was one of the very first ponyboys at the BCR?” Biskane said.

“No way,” Trey commented. “That’s pretty epic.”

“Wow,” Callum said. “So, it’s been a while.”

I nodded. “It’s been a while.” I watched them, admiring their looks and affable natures. “Too long.”

“He was about to tell me about something that went wrong during that first session,” Biskane said.

I shook my head. “It didn’t go wrong. It was simply something Adam hadn’t foreseen in the grand plan for the ranch.”

Callum smiled. “Come on. You’ve got to tell us.”

I grinned. “Fine. Well, he’d invested in these really fancy leather jocks that looked amazing, but the trainers really wanted to put cock cages on us. Y’know, for a little more ‘control.’” I made air quotes around the last word.

The others rolled their eyes.

“Uh-huh.”

“Yup.”

“So, he got cock cages for the last half of the session. Well, once those were on us, the trainers had no interest in using the leather jocks anymore because they wanted to see what was going on with our dicks all the time. Adam decided the guests at the pony shows would also appreciate seeing the goods, so to speak.” I laughed. “I’ll never forget what he said at our final supper at the main house. He said, ‘I’ll never try to hide the cocks of my ponyboys again. Seems like a remarkably useless endeavour now that I think about it.’”

“Oooooh,” Trey crooned. “That man is so proper.”

Callum whistled. “That’s hilarious. I usually have no issue with leather jocks, but the cages are much more…debasing and objectifying. Which you kind of need when you’re trying to be a ponyboy. Helps get you into the headspace of being a lowly animal, entirely under your trainer’s command.”

“Exactly,” Biskane said. “I’d never worn one before this experience. Really made my head spin.”

“Poor Adam. Wasting all that money,” Trey commented.

“Well, there were bound to be some kinks that needed to be worked out.” I grinned, downing the rest of my Coke and tossing the can into a plastic bag we were using for recyclables.

The others groaned. Callum raised his fist for a bump. “Okay, you’re in.”

I fist-bumped him and repeated the gesture with the others while we debated lighting our campfire. It wouldn’t get dark for another couple of hours. But Trey and Callum had brought chocolate and marshmallows, and we were hungry. There wouldn’t be a meal until tomorrow, so we were responsible for our own bellies this evening. I’d eaten a sandwich on the road, but when Callum brought out the graham crackers and chocolate, my eyes went wide.

“Good thinking,” I said, licking my lips.

“S’mores! Yes!” Biskane said, grinning.

“Can’t have a proper camp-out without them,” Trey commented, passing out wood skewers and the bag of marshmallows.

“Looks like I picked the right spot,” I commented, feeling good about the decision to return. Adam and I had unfinished business, and I was determined to confront him on it. Once again, my mind returned to my visit to the ranch six years earlier.

“Henry, I wanted to check in with you. How are you finding the ranch so far?” Adam asked, approaching me as I made my way along the trail to the lake. I’d promised to join the others for a dip on this sweltering day, but I’d gotten carried away with a book at the bunkhouse.
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