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CHAPTER ONE: BOREDOM IN MOTION
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The house was packed with beauty—perfect skin, glittering hair, bodies posed in that lazy, careless way only the very young or very rich ever managed. Mila should have felt at home. Instead, she was bored.

She slouched deeper into the sofa, chin in hand, eyes skimming the crowd. Everyone was laughing too loudly, drinking too much, pretending not to look at their own reflections in the windows. Attractive women floated past like sequins shaken from a dress. None of it stuck to her.

A boy sat down beside her. He was handsome in that plain, sturdy way—sharp jaw, clean shirt, safe cologne. “Hey,” he said, leaning in with a grin. “You’re Mila, right? I’ve seen you at—”

She cut him off with a yawn. “—Do you ever think,” she said, stretching her arms dramatically, “that the moon landing was staged on a sound stage in Arizona?”

He blinked, startled. “Uh, yeah. Yeah, I mean... totally possible.”

Mila’s eyes lit up, though not with belief—only with the glee of steering the ship. “And don’t even get me started on birds. Half of them? Drones. Government surveillance. That’s why pigeons always look so shifty.”

“Right,” he said, nodding furiously. “I’ve heard that too.”

She smiled thinly, letting the silence drag until he squirmed. “And of course,” she added, lowering her voice like a conspirator, “the pyramids were definitely built by time travelers. Not aliens—time travelers. Way more logical.”

His agreement was automatic, desperate. “Yeah, exactly. Time travelers. Makes sense.”

Mila studied him for a moment, then sighed. He wasn’t arguing, wasn’t even thinking. Just another blank face nodding along to whatever nonsense she spilled and trying not to get caught looking at her cleavage.

“I need a drink,” she said suddenly, standing. She didn’t bother looking back as she walked away, leaving him with his eager grin and all her discarded theories.

Inside her chest, boredom still swirled like smoke. Attention was easy. Satisfaction was impossible. That was the fifth guy that disappointed her tonight.

Mila had just turned eighteen, and already high school felt like a dead planet she’d clawed her way off of. The boys there had been small, predictable, eager in ways that made her yawn. She wanted more—though she couldn’t have said exactly what “more” was. Whatever it was, she hoped it lived in rooms like this one: dim lights, the perfume of strangers, college men leaning against the walls as if they owned gravity itself.

She slipped through the house party with the glittery restlessness of someone who needed a stage, not a conversation. A cluster of girls compared selfies near the bar. Boys shouted over a game in the kitchen. Mila bypassed them all and found her throne in the corner: a piano.

She lowered herself onto the bench like she was being photographed. Her fingertips brushed the keys without pressing, tracing the smooth ivory. From the stereo, a throb of bass pounded, too loud for anything she played to matter. All the better. She wasn’t here to make music. She was here to be seen.

Her eyes skimmed the room. So many faces. So many chances.

Test them, she thought. See what sticks.

She tapped a single key—plink—an off-note swallowed by the stereo. Adjusted her dress, pulled it higher against her thigh. A sheet of music sat open on the stand, and she pretended to read it, tilting her head like she understood.

Then someone slid onto the bench beside her. A man—older than high school, college at least. Cowboy hat indoors. He didn’t look at her. Didn’t speak. Just turned slightly outward, one arm draped over the back, sipping his drink like the party was a show staged for him alone.

Mila gave him side-eye, waiting for the line, the compliment, the plea for attention. Nothing came.

She pressed another key, soft, just enough to punctuate the silence. He didn’t flinch.

Her lips twitched. So this was the game. The first one to speak was the weaker one.

And Mila—desperate, chaotic, unsatisfied—had no idea whether she wanted to win, or to lose.

He didn’t speak. He didn’t even glance at her. Just sipped, slowly, as though the chaos of the room belonged to him alone.

Mila tapped another random key, softer this time. Nothing.

She shifted, adjusted her dress accenting her boob, side-eye sharp as glass. Still nothing.

The air between them tightened, stretched. Both of them knew: whoever spoke first lost. Whoever broke the silence admitted need.

Mila’s lips curved, equal parts challenge and smile. She could wait all night.

The seconds dragged. Mila crossed one bare leg over the other, the slow, deliberate kind of movement meant to snag a glance. He didn’t bite.

She let her hair fall forward, hiding her eyes, then flicked it back like a curtain being thrown open. Still nothing.

God, he’s stubborn, she thought, fingers tracing the cool edge of a key. Or dull. Or maybe—

Another plink. The sound disappeared beneath the stereo. Mila smiled to herself, a smile that begged for reaction. He sipped his drink instead, his jawline sharp under the dim light, gaze fixed on the crowd.

She felt the irritation rise in her chest, a restless glittery fizz that was half-boredom, half-desire. Every other boy she’d tested had cracked within seconds, rushing to fill the silence with admiration or some witless attempt at charm. But this one—this one refused to bend.

The silence between them became a rope. Mila tugged by leaning closer, close enough that her perfume should have brushed against him. He didn’t turn.

Say something, she dared him. Anything. Show me you’re alive.

But he didn’t. And that was the worst part—she couldn’t tell if he was playing her game, or if he simply didn’t care she was there.

Mila bit down on a laugh, sharp and quick, and leaned back against the bench. “You’re either the most boring guy at this party,” she said finally, “or the only one worth talking to.”

His eyes slid to her at last, cool and unreadable. Then, after a beat, he smiled without teeth and went back to watching the party.

The rope was still taut. Mila had no idea which one of them was holding it tighter.

The silence stretched between them like a dare. Mila tapped another key, then another, the broken notes vanishing under the stereo’s bass. She wanted him to crack first. To look at her, to fill the air, to validate her performance.

Instead, he just sipped his drink and watched the party like she wasn’t even there.

Finally, she leaned toward him, voice honeyed but sharp at the edges.
“Can you get me a drink?”
He didn’t turn. “You don’t look twenty-one.”

Her smile faltered, then flickered back. “A soda?”

“I think they’re in the kitchen.”

Mila blinked at him. Boys never made her chase—never refused her, never handed her back her own request like it was nothing. She went quiet, a rare, unfamiliar quiet, and stared at the sheet music again, pretending to follow the sprawl of black notes she couldn’t read. Her stomach buzzed with irritation and something else she couldn’t name.

He stayed. Didn’t press, didn’t move. Just kept watching the party.

The fizz inside her built until she couldn’t take it anymore. She stood abruptly, brushing down her dress.
“Well, I’m going to get a drink.”
Finally, he looked at her. Just for a second. Then he extended his empty cup, casual, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
“Root beer with vanilla.”
Mila froze, instinctively taking the cup from his hand. “Okay,” she said, softer than she meant to, the word slipping out shyly, almost submissive.

And then she turned away, heels clicking across the floor, confused and burning. What the fuck just happened?

For the first time all night, she wasn’t sure who had been tested.

In the kitchen, Mila stood clutching his empty cup, her thoughts knotting into something sharper. He just handed it to me. Like I was... what? A waitress? A servant? Heat crawled up her neck.

She yanked open the freezer, scooping ice into the cup with more force than necessary. Fine. She’d play along—but she’d play her way. The root beer hissed and foamed as she poured it. At the counter, bottles of flavored syrups waited like an arsenal. She snatched the mango one, smirking. Root beer with mango. That’ll show him. Let’s see how long he lasts before he breaks character.

When she returned to the piano, her steps slowed. He sat exactly where she left him, drinkless now, still watching the party as though he belonged to some different rhythm than everyone else. Mid-twenties maybe, broad-shouldered, Midwest stamped on his frame. Plaid shirt, cowboy boots, and—seriously—a hat indoors. She filed that away for later ammunition.

His facial hair was trimmed just enough to look untrimmed, a studied scruff. Mila tilted her head, trying to decide if it was lazy or calculated.

She set the cup in front of him. Her cheeks flared as she realized—stupidly—that she hadn’t made one for herself. Now she just stood there, arms crossed, as he lifted the drink and took a slow sip.

His mouth curled faintly, and at last he looked at her.
“You have a funny idea of what the word vanilla looks like.”
Mila blinked, caught off guard by the accuracy of his read. Then her lips curled into a smile, thin and sharp. “And you have a funny idea of where hats belong—”

He stood, unhurried.

“—They belong outdoors,” Mila shot back, flicking her gaze at the hat.

He took another sip of the mango-tainted root beer. “Work on your bar tending skills.”

And just like that, he turned and started for the back door.

Mila blinked, stunned at the dismissal, then hurried after him. Her heels clicked fast against the wood floor, chasing his calm stride.
“You ordered me to get you a drink.”
“Wasn’t an order,” he said without slowing. “You were headed that way anyway. Not like you actually wanted a soda.”

The words needled her—sharp, infuriatingly accurate. She pushed through the doorway after him, out into the cooler night air. Away from the music, the silence grew heavier, filled only by the hum of cicadas and the chatter of voices spilling through the windows.

At the edge of the yard he stopped, set his hat neatly on a fence post. Mila’s eyes widened. She threw her hands up. “Now you take off your hat?!”

He glanced at her, unbothered. “I like the breeze in my hair.”

Mila just stood there, mouth open, no words ready for once in her life. He looked at her then, just for a moment, and with a flick of his hand, gently pushed her jaw closed.

Something shot through her chest, quick and foreign—like a spark hitting a pile of tinder. She couldn’t name it. Didn’t want to. She only knew she had to wrestle control back, now.

“I’m Mila,” she blurted, putting weight on the name like it should mean something.

“Okay.”

The word was so flat, so unconcerned, it cut deeper than any insult.

Her eyes narrowed. “And you are?”

He took another slow sip of the drink she’d made him, then met her stare without blinking.
“Bored.”
Bored. The word struck like a stone in her stomach. For the first time all night, Mila didn’t know what to say.

The word had hit her like a slap she didn’t see coming. Mila’s chest tightened, heat crawling up her neck. She should’ve stormed off, flipped her hair, found someone easier—someone ready to orbit her like every other boy did.

But she didn’t move. She stayed rooted there, staring at him, her arms crossed tighter as if holding herself together. Something was wrong. Something was off. The sting in her gut wasn’t just insult—it was alive.

It felt almost like... attention.

Her pulse picked up, sharp as a snare drum. She told herself she was furious. She told herself she hated him. But beneath the anger was a twist she didn’t recognize, a strange shiver that made her feel both smaller and sharper at once.

She swallowed, realizing too late she’d been holding her breath. “You’re... rude,” she managed, though the words sounded thin, childish in the night air.

He just lifted the cup in her direction, took a sip, then set it on the fence beside his hat. “Maybe.”

And that was it. No apology, no chase, no scramble to make her feel better. He didn’t seem to care whether she stayed or left.

Mila’s heart hammered harder. She didn’t know why. She only knew she wanted him to look at her again, even if it was just to dismiss her. The sting still lingered, and somehow, it felt better than indifference.

He grabbed his hat and cup from the fence post and walked away, long strides that seemed to measure the night. Mila, heart thumping in a strange rhythm she didn’t recognize, followed.

“Do you have a name?” she asked, trying to sound casual, though her voice trembled slightly.

“Yes.”

“Is there a reason I shouldn’t know it?”

“Probably.”

“And what would that be?”

He didn’t answer. She realized they had stopped at a pickup truck parked at the edge of the yard. He climbed into the driver’s seat while she remained frozen on the gravel, bewildered.

He finished the last of his drink and tossed the empty cup toward her. She caught it instinctively, unsure of why her fingers closed around it.

“Throw that away for me,” he said, and then closed the door.

Mila’s eyes followed him as he started the engine, the rumble of the truck vibrating through her chest. Then he was gone, and she was left standing in the dark, a hollow ache pulsing somewhere beneath her ribs.

For a long minute, she didn’t move. Her thoughts felt muted, scattered, like she was watching herself from somewhere above her own body. She was confused. Angry. Thrilled. Humiliated. She didn’t understand any of it.

Finally, as if waking from a trance, she turned and walked back to the party. The cup felt heavy in her hand, like it carried some unspoken verdict. She tossed it into the trash without looking back, and for the first time that night, she realized she wanted to chase after him—and didn’t know why.

~~At her apartment~~

Mila collapsed onto the futon of her cramped studio, the dress still clinging to her skin, glitter in her hair catching the dim glow of the single overhead bulb. The place smelled faintly of mildew and instant ramen, and she didn’t care. She couldn’t stop thinking about him—the cowboy.

The way he had handed her the cup, the way he expected her to obey without a word of complaint, the quiet way he kept his own balance while leaving her scrambling to measure hers. Worse, she realized, the way she had obeyed, without resistance, without the usual flurry of games and flattery.

Her fingers ran along the seam of the dress as if she could pull the memory out like thread.

She peeled it off, leaving it in a crumpled heap on the floor, and stepped into the shower. Warm water hit her shoulders, rolling down her body, and she leaned back, letting it mask her pulse.

Who was he? She didn’t know. No one at the party did. Did he go to Greenville University? Did he live nearby? Did he care about any of the nonsense swirling through her head?

Her thoughts skidded in circles: his plaid shirt, the deliberate scruff, the way the hat had sat on his head... no, the way it had come off, as if nothing about him was about her, and yet, everything he’d done had drawn her in.

The water ran over her, warm and insistent, and for the first time that night, Mila realized she wanted—what? Attention, maybe. Challenge, definitely. And something else she couldn’t name, a fluttering, dangerous kind of pull that made her chest ache and her stomach tingle.

She closed her eyes, imagining the edge of the yard, the truck, the way he had tossed the cup, the way she had obeyed. And a shiver ran through her—not cold, not fear, not entirely pleasure either—but something in between. Something that made her want to chase him and hate herself for chasing him, all at once.

She toweled off, leaving droplets of water on the grimy linoleum, and wandered around her tiny studio like a restless spirit. The futon sagged under her weight; the apartment smelled faintly of damp laundry and reheated takeout. Mila picked at the crumpled dress on the floor, tossed it onto the chair, then spun toward the counter.

Her gaze settled on the empty soda cans, a half-eaten granola bar, and a stack of unpaid bills she hadn’t opened yet. She ran her hands through her hair, frustrated at how easily the cowboy had unsettled her. She wanted control, she wanted attention, she wanted... she didn’t even know what she wanted.

She tried to occupy herself, pacing, rearranging the futon cushions, opening and closing drawers she didn’t need to open. Every action felt both pointless and compulsive. She wanted to burn the energy she felt buzzing through her veins, to punish herself for the way she had obeyed, for the strange thrill she couldn’t name, for letting a boy—just a boy—leave such a mark on her.

Fingers trembling slightly, she grabbed a notebook from the shelf, doodling and scrawling nonsense in looping letters, ripping the page off in frustration, crumpling it, throwing it across the room. The paper bounced off the wall, landed in the corner, forgotten.

A sudden ping from her phone cut through the chaos, sharp and urgent. Mila froze, staring at the screen as if it were a window to another world.

It was a text from the modeling agency she worked gigs for.

"Job tomorrow. Five hours. $1000. Will you accept?"

Her pulse shifted, practical now, calculating. Rent. Food. A little left over.

Mila tapped Accept without hesitation. The phone buzzed, confirming her reply. She sat back on the futon, staring at the ceiling, a mix of relief and lingering chaos still tangling in her chest. For the first time in hours, something made sense, even if only for a few hours tomorrow.

~~In the morning~~

Mila sat cross-legged in front of the cracked mirror, the soft morning light filtering through her tiny studio window. Her long legs folded beneath her, arms reaching for the small makeup bag she barely touched. At five foot ten, with jet-black hair that fell like silk and shadow around her shoulders, she didn’t need much to stand out.

Just a swipe of concealer under her eyes, a touch of gloss on her lips—enough to look awake, not enough to transform. The modeling contractor would handle the rest. Their makeup artist, their outfits, their perfect lighting. She dressed for comfort, slipping into a loose hoodie and leggings, hair down, letting it fall naturally over her shoulders.

And yet, her mind refused to stay on the task at hand.

She remembered the night before, the way he had tossed the cup, the way he had stayed silent while she followed him like a moth to a flame. The way he had made her obey without raising a finger. Why did that feel... good?

She pressed a finger to her lips, catching a thought that made her stomach twist. The word “bored” echoed again, sharp as a blade. She didn’t understand why it had struck so hard. Why she had wanted him to stay, to test her again, to push her limits.

Mila shook her head, trying to dislodge the thought. She had a job to do. Rent to pay. Food to buy. Reality pressed against her in the form of the modeling gig. But even as she grabbed her bag and slung it over her shoulder, the gnawing tension remained, a quiet tug at her chest that no hoodie or leggings could hide.

She took a deep breath, shoulders straightened, and left her studio, locking the door behind her. The morning was bright, orderly, and painfully real. Yet somewhere in the back of her mind, the cowboy lingered, a shadow she couldn’t shake, making the hum of city streets feel both ordinary and unbearable.

Oh, shit! She was running late!

Her mind had wandered too far into the memory of the cowboy—the way he’d made her follow, the quiet authority in every gesture, the sting of that single word: bored. Mila hurried to the door, snagging a bottled water from the fridge as she stepped into the hallway.

She ordered a ride share, fingers fumbling with her phone as her pulse quickened. Every bump in the road, every pause of traffic felt like a countdown she couldn’t stop.

During the ride, she couldn’t shake him. She imagined him waiting somewhere, leaning against a fence post or perched on the edge of the yard like last night. She considered every possible way to learn who he was—Greenville University? A local bar? Someone from the party?—but every plan dissolved before it could even take shape. Dead ends.

Her stomach twisted. It wasn’t just curiosity anymore. It was more—a restless tug, a gnawing ache she didn’t know how to name. She wanted to chase him, to provoke him again, to see if she could draw him out of that perfect calm, but the city streets moved too fast, the sun was too bright, and the modeling gig was waiting.

Mila pressed her palm against the window, watching cars stream by, thinking of the ways she could bump into him again, the ways she could corner him, the ways she could finally get some answer to the pull she felt.

The ride was short, the driver polite, the city bustling, but none of it registered fully. Every stoplight, every turn, every passing pedestrian blurred past her, because in her mind, the cowboy lingered at the edge of the world, just out of reach.

By the time she arrived at the studio, she had to shake herself to attention, remembering the job, the money, the rent. Yet even as she stepped out of the car, she felt the pull—the quiet tension in her chest that refused to fade, and a spark of something else she didn’t yet understand.

The studio was an empty office in a faded strip mall, the kind of place that probably only existed because someone had rented it for the day. Mila pulled her hoodie tighter, took a deep breath, and told herself to get it together. This wasn’t the party. This was work. Rent, food, survival. She squared her shoulders, letting the restless pull of the cowboy fade into the background—for now.

She pushed open the door and was greeted by two women.

The first was Martha, nearly six feet tall, golden blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders with effortless movement. She radiated confidence, every inch of her posture a command. Mila felt it immediately: this woman was in charge, and she knew it.

The second was Coco, smaller, maybe five foot five, light black skin, wearing a crisp English-style riding outfit. Her London accent carried polite precision, and she moved with the kind of deference that made it clear she existed to execute Martha’s orders without question.

Martha’s eyes locked on Mila. “Ten minutes late,” she said, and just like that, Mila felt her chest tighten, shoved onto the back foot before the day had even begun. There was no charm, no casual grace—just authority.

Coco stepped forward slightly. “Martha says to show you where to get into costume,” she said smoothly, turning on her heel. Mila followed, letting herself be guided.
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CHAPTER TWO: IS THIS FOR REAL?
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The dressing room was small, cramped but functional, doubling as a makeshift costume space. Mila stepped inside and froze.

The outfit on the rack was instantly familiar. Her chest tightened. She had seen it before—on the cover of a book tucked away in her apartment. A sleek, glossy image of a young black woman, no older than Mila herself, dressed almost identically to what Coco was holding now. A ponygirl outfit.

She swallowed, heart pounding.

It had been the night of her eighteenth birthday when she had first ventured into an adult bookstore. She had told herself it was a rite of passage, like the way boys went to strip clubs for the first time. But Mila hadn’t gone for curiosity about sex alone—she had gone trying to understand herself.

The clerk had carded her before selling anything, eyeing her with a measured scrutiny she secretly relished. She had left with a single book, the one that now flooded her memory: a story about a young black woman—maybe from England?—working as an office assistant in an exchange program, who was instead captured, slowly and methodically transformed into a submissive ponygirl for a group who showed no mercy.

Mila had experienced a thrill reading it, shivering at the mixture of control, obedience, and forbidden allure. And now, standing in front of the very outfit she had only fantasized about, the boundary between fantasy and reality blurred dangerously.

Coco stepped forward, the English accent soft and measured. "Please come." She picked up the outfit and held it out, waiting for Mila to take it, her posture disciplined, patient.

Mila’s fingers hovered in the air, unsure whether to touch it. Heat crept up her neck. The room felt smaller than before, tighter, charged. Every instinct inside her—misbehaving, obeying, testing, being tested—shivered awake at once.

She stepped behind a dressing divider and got out of her clothes, putting on a black string bikini she was provided, the cool fabric a faint contrast against her warm skin. She moved in a daze, each motion feeling unreal, as if she were both watching and participating at the same time.

When she came out and stood in the middle of the room, Coco began fitting the leather harness over her, adjusting straps and buckles with quiet precision.

When the collar clicked around her neck, something deep inside her shifted. She had fantasized about this, dreamed of it in moments she barely understood, but never thought she would actually do it. Her pulse spiked.

Next came the boots. Exactly her size, of course—the agency had her measurements. Knee-high polished black leather, no heel support, the balls of her feet resting on wide horse hooves with real metal horseshoes underneath. She wobbled slightly as she tested her weight, the unfamiliar balance making her heart race.

The long black leather sleeves slid over her arms. They were snug, restrictive, suffocating in a way that both frightened and thrilled her. Her fingers were trapped, useless inside the gloves. Coco clipped the fingertips of the sleeves to the back of her collar, and Mila’s chest tightened, excitement blooming in her stomach.

A braid of her hair was gathered and secured with a pair of black leather horse ears. She wanted, instinctively, to step toward the mirror, to see the transformation in full.

Finally, Coco held the black leather bit in front of her. Mila opened her mouth automatically, biting down and tasting the smooth, slightly bitter leather as Coco fastened it behind her head. The sensation was electric, exactly the one she had imagined countless times, and the weight of reality—of the costume, of her obedience—hit her all at once.

She was both herself and something else entirely, suspended between desire and confusion, fantasy and flesh, the room shrinking around her as her pulse raced.

The entire transformation had taken place in a near-reverent silence. Mila didn’t dare speak, afraid that the sound of her own voice might wake her from this dream. Coco moved with quiet precision, each buckle and clasp a measured ritual.

Finally, the last piece was fitted: a black leather leash. It clicked into place at the collar, and Mila’s chest tightened. The sound was final, familiar, and strangely wanting. Her pulse hammered, a heady mix of anticipation and fear she didn’t understand.

Coco took her gently by the leash and led her back out into the main studio space. Shadows shifted under
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