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Chapter Fifteen

The stall door creaks open, slicing through my exhausted sleep like a knife. Dawn light filters through the top window, casting weak golden beams across the straw where I lie curled on my side, arms still bound behind me. My muscles ache from yesterday’s training.

I blink up at the silhouette blocking the doorway, my mind still foggy with sleep but my heart already racing with the dread of what this new day will bring.

“Up, pretty mare,” the handler chirps, his voice unnervingly cheerful. “Good, Emberlily.” He coos as I struggle to my knees, straw clinging to my naked skin.

The name they’ve given me—Emberlily—still sounds foreign, wrong, an identity forced upon me like the bit in my mouth.

He approaches, reins dangling from his clawed hand. “Good sleep? You’ll be a strong pony today.” He speaks as one might to a dumb animal or a small child, his tone lilting and simple. The patronizing baby-talk grates against what remains of my dignity, but the bit prevents any retort.

He attaches the reins to the rings on either side of my bridle, his fingers brushing against my cheeks with casual intimacy. The ankle shackles jingle as I shift my weight, the chain between them a constant reminder of my captivity.

“Come, pretty pony,” he coos, tugging gently on the reins. “Morning routine.”

I follow him from the stall. The corridor stretches before us, other handlers already moving between stalls, leading pony-girls to their morning duties. None of us speak or can speak even if we want to. Our humanity is locked behind metal bits and leather straps.

The stable door swings open to reveal a world awash in early morning light. Dew sparkles on the grass beyond the packed dirt of the yard, the air cool and fresh with the promise of another warm day. In another life—my real life—I would be helping Father with morning chores, or laughing with Mother in the kitchen. The memory sends a sharp pain through my chest.

The handler leads me across the yard, past other pony-girls being guided through their own morning routines. Their movements are fluid, practiced—evidence of months or years of training. My own steps remain awkward by comparison, though already smoother than yesterday’s stumbling progress. My body is learning, adapting, even as my mind rebels.

We reach the edge of the yard, where the wooden posts stand at intervals along the boundary. My handler positions me beside one, his amber eyes studying my face as understanding dawns. He expects me to wait for his command, but I will not perform on command again. I will hold on to this small shred of control, even if my bladder is screaming at me.

“Vreen Desik,” he says calmly, the command hanging in the air between us.

It’s like sorcery, his words magic because my body betrays me instantly. Before I can’t even form a thought of resistance, my muscles relax, releasing a stream of urine as he watches.

The relief is welcome, but the ease with which my body responded sends a wave of horror through me. Their conditioning has taken hold in such a short time; my most basic bodily functions are now linked to their commands.

The handler nods with approval. “Good mare learns quickly,” he says, patting my shoulder. “Much faster than yesterday.”

I ignore his praise because another need makes itself known, and my shame increases. I’m not done. There is another pressing issue to take care of. The cramping in my gut has grown sharper, more insistent. My handler hasn’t moved, just watches me with a patient, almost expectant look. I try to shift my weight casually, but the tightening in my belly is impossible to hide.

My face burns as the reality hits: the bland, fibrous gruel from yesterday has churned through me, and now—now—I need to relieve myself in a way I never have outside a proper latrine or at least a sheltered copse of trees. And there is nothing here but open grass and the handler’s unblinking stare.
He tilts his head, understanding instantly. “All horses are the same,” he says, almost kindly. “The first time is always the hardest. Go ahead, Emberlily. Horses have no shame. It’s natural.”
I clamp my teeth onto the bit, willing my body to hold on, but the urge is overwhelming. My thighs tremble, my arms straining against their bonds as I fight the inevitable. The handler simply waits, never taking his eyes off me, which makes this process even more degrading, but my body takes over and does what is needed.

My cheeks burn with humiliation as I finish, unable to clean myself or hide my shame. It’s merely another indignity in an endless parade of them.

“Good girl. Stableboys will clean up the mess later.” He says, while other pony-girls relieve themselves nearby, their faces showing no shame, like mine is.

The handler tugs my reins, leading me away from the post and my newest humiliation. “Breakfast time for hungry ponies,” he says, his voice taking on that cooing quality again. “Need food for a strong back, yes?”

We cross the yard to the feeding area, where several posts stand with troughs positioned before them. The handler secures my reins to one of these posts. “Drakk.” He says, asking me to kneel. I lower to the ground, and his fingers work at the buckles of my bridle. The pressure of the bit eases as he slides it from my mouth.

“No words,” he warns, tucking the bit into his belt. “Just eat. Speak and back in your mouth it goes.”

I nod, not trusting myself to stay silent if I attempt even that small defiance. My stomach growls loudly; the sound embarrassingly animalistic. Yesterday’s exertions have left me ravenous in a way I’ve never experienced before, a hunger that claws at my insides with desperate intensity.

The handler gestures to the troughs—one filled with water, the other with the same bland mixture of grains and vegetables I was given yesterday. Without hesitation, I lower my head and begin to eat, no longer concerned with the indignity of feeding like an animal. Hunger overrides pride, necessity drowning principle. The food is tasteless, functional rather than pleasurable, but I devour it greedily, barely breathing.

“Good girl,” the handler murmurs, stroking my hair as I eat. “A healthy appetite is good.”

His hand moves from my hair to my shoulder, then down my spine in a petting motion that makes my skin crawl, but I don’t pull away, don’t even pause in my eating. His touch is the least of the violations I’ve endured, and my body’s need for nourishment outweighs my revulsion.

“Pretty mane,” he comments, running his fingers through my auburn hair. “Shiny in sun, but too much of it. We’ll groom it soon so the bridle fits better.” He speaks as if I’m not there, or as if I cannot understand—discussing me in the third person while touching me intimately.

I finish eating and move to the water, drinking deeply from the second trough. The handler continues his one-sided conversation, alternating between praise for my appearance and comments about my training progress.

“Master Skarn is pleased with you,” he says, patting my rump casually. “Says you learn fast for a new pony. Good potential.”

His praise should disgust me; should fuel my rage and resistance. Instead, I feel a flicker of something dangerously close to satisfaction, quickly smothered but undeniably present. That tiny moment of pleasure at being told I’m doing well terrifies me more than any physical threat. It’s evidence that their conditioning is working, seeping past my defenses, rewiring my responses.

I straighten as I finish drinking, water dripping from my chin. The handler steps forward with the bit, and I open my mouth without being told, accepting the metal between my teeth with a resignation that wasn’t there yesterday. He buckles the bridle securely, checking the fit with practiced fingers, then unties my reins from the post.

“Good mare,” he coos again, leading me away from the feeding area. “Ready for training day now. Special day today—first rider.”

A rider. The words send fresh dread through my tired body. Yesterday’s sack of grain was merely preparation for this—for bearing the weight of a living being, for becoming truly what they insist I am: a mount, a beast of burden, a horse in human form.

As I follow the handler across the yard toward the tacking area, I’m struck by how routine it all already feels—the pull of the reins, the shuffle of my shackled feet, the weight of the bit against my tongue. One day. It’s been just one day, and already the horror is becoming normal.

This, I realize, is how they’ll truly break me—not with pain or fear, but with routine, with the slow erosion of shock until what was once unthinkable becomes normal.

The tacking post is waiting and my handler guides me into position with a gentle tug on my reins, his clawed hand already reaching for the training equipment arrayed on nearby racks. “Drekk,” he commands, the word striking my ears like a physical blow. My knees hit the dirt, my body dropping into the submissive posture with practiced ease that wasn’t there twenty-four hours ago. The realization sends a cold flutter through my chest—not just that I’m obeying quickly now, but how naturally, how easily the compliance came.

The handler chirps, patting my head as he moves behind me. “Ready to tack now.”

I kneel quietly as he gathers the equipment. As soon as the saddle touches my back, my body adjusts automatically, shoulders squaring to disperse the load, spine straightening to the proper angle.

“Good. Remembering proper position already,” he comments, his fingers working the buckles with practiced efficiency. “The body knows what to do.”

The chest strap cinches beneath my breasts, pushing them upward and outward. Yesterday, this exposure had been humiliating and uncomfortable. Today, it’s merely still uncomfortable, but I feel less concerned about my body being naked. I’ve gone days without clothes now and am getting used to the air on my skin. Still, the intimate straps between my legs that pull my labia apart to display the markings that declare me property make me blush. I still flush hot with shame as the handler adjusts these, his fingers brushing against my most private areas, but the white-hot humiliation of yesterday has dulled to a throbbing ache.

How quickly the unthinkable becomes routine.

The handler completes the tacking process faster than yesterday, my body requiring less adjustment, less correction. The boots slide onto my legs with minimal resistance, my feet finding their proper position automatically.

“Smart pony,” he says, stepping back to admire his work. “Remember everything from yesterday.”

He circles me once, checking straps and positioning with critical eyes. Finding everything to his satisfaction, he steps directly in front of me, his amber eyes level with mine where I kneel. His hand dips into the pouch at his belt, and I know what’s coming even before I see it—the golden-brown candy, its crystalline surface catching the morning light.

The sugarroot.

My mouth waters instantly, the memory of that intense sweetness flooding my senses. I try to control my reaction, to maintain some semblance of dignity, but my eyes track the candy’s movement like a starving dog watching meat. Something about that realization penetrates the fog of anticipation—I shouldn’t want this so badly. It’s just a piece of candy, a training tool, a way to make me compliant, and yet my body leans forward before I can stop myself, my lips parting eagerly around the bit.

The handler notices my response, a satisfied smile spreading across his face. “Want treats? Good ponies get treats.”

He holds the sugarroot before me, close enough that its sweet scent reaches my nostrils. I hesitate, a last flicker of resistance struggling against the overwhelming craving. Yesterday, this internal battle raged fiercely. Today, it’s almost over before it begins.

I dip my head and take the candy from his palm, working it around the bit until it settles against my tongue. The sweetness explodes with even greater intensity than I remember, flooding my mouth with pleasure so acute it borders on pain. A moan escapes me, muffled by the bit but still audible.

“Good things come to good ponies,” the handler says, his voice dropping to a near-whisper. “Here. Another for being so good.”

He holds out another treat, and this time, there’s no hesitation at all. I take it eagerly, eyes closing in bliss as the sweetness mingles with the first, intensifying the experience. My entire body seems to relax, tension flowing out of my muscles, warmth spreading from my core to my limbs.

The handler’s hand strokes my hair, his touch almost gentle. “Good girl. Emberlily likes treats, yes?”

I nod without thinking; the motion automatic, eager—anything for another taste of that sweetness. The moment the gesture registers in my conscious mind, shame floods through me, hot and sickening. What am I doing? Nodding eagerly at this creature who keeps me bound and bridled, performing tricks for sugar like a trained dog?

But the shame can’t quite penetrate the hazy pleasure surrounding me. The sugarroot seems to affect me more powerfully today, its sweetness more intoxicating, and I can’t get enough.

“Up,” the handler commands, tugging lightly on my reins. “Training time.”

I rise smoothly to my feet; the horseshoes clanking against the packed dirt. My balance in the boots comes easier today, my body having learned the adjustments from yesterday. The handler leads me forward with a gentle “Groth,” and I follow without resistance, my mind still swimming in the afterglow of sweetness.

Thoughts drift lazily through my consciousness as we move across the yard. Is there something in those treats beyond sugar? Something addictive, something that creates this craving after just two exposures? Or is it simply that pleasure of any kind becomes magnified in this world of deprivation and pain, making even small comforts dangerously powerful?

The training pen appears before me, its wooden fence enclosing a space already busy with activity. Handlers work with other pony-girls, directing them through various exercises.

I blink, suddenly realizing we’ve crossed the entire yard while I was lost in contemplation of the sugarroot. My feet have followed the pull of the reins automatically, responding to subtle directional cues without conscious input from my mind. My body has been obeying while my thoughts wandered, performing even when my attention was elsewhere.

I’m not going to think too deeply about what that means or I’ll be sobbing on the ground.

The handler opens the gate to the training pen, leading me inside with a gentle tug on my reins. Other handlers glance our way, then return to their charges. My eyes scan the space automatically, noting the positions of posts and equipment, the movement patterns of other pony-girls.

“Drekk,” my handler says, and once again I lower myself to my knees. After securing my reins to a post near the center of the pen, he says another command. “Zarn.” It’s not used as often as the kneel command, but I remember it, lowering my head in a bow. “Good. Master Skarn comes soon for your first riding lesson.”

The handler expects me to wait here like a tamed horse for my rider. I grit my teeth in anger and want to lift my head or, better yet, lash out at the smaller, weaker creature, but the whip hanging from his belt keeps me still. Disobeying now is not worth a sore bum. I’d rather have my pride hurt, so I stay still and wait, much to my disgust, and think about what’s coming.

Today, I’ll carry a living being on my back—a rider who will control my every movement, direct my every step.

My handler seems to be happy with my actions enough to trust me to stay. He steps away to speak with another Grivvet. I should prove him wrong and get up, but I don’t. He’s been nice to me even though he treats me like an animal, but he’s generous with the treats. He won’t give me anymore if I’m bad.

Ugh… those thoughts make me angry at myself. I’m letting them train me just for a sweet treat.

Movement catches my eye, distracting my moment of self-loathing. A familiar figure approaches—Skarn. My heart rate quickens; my mouth goes dry despite the lingering sweetness. My first riding lesson is about to begin, and with it, a new chapter in my dehumanization.


Chapter Sixteen

The yard falls strangely quiet as Skarn approaches. Handlers straighten, their postures shifting from casual to alert in an instant. Even the pony-girls sense the change, their movements becoming more precise, more controlled under his scrutiny. I kneel tethered to the post, my heart hammering against my ribs as he strides toward me, his amber eyes fixed on my form. This is the Breaker—the one who transforms humans into the empty-eyed creatures I’ve seen around the farm. My owner. My trainer. And now, my rider.

Skarn circles me slowly, his gaze traveling over every inch of my tacked form with the meticulous attention of a craftsman inspecting his work. His clawed fingers test the saddle’s fit, tugging at straps, checking tensions, adjusting buckles with small, precise movements.

“Chest strap needs tightening,” he comments to my handler, who hurries forward to make the correction.

“Emberlily has powerful lungs. Good for endurance riding.” He says as the strap tightens further beneath my breasts; the pressure increasing until they are popping from my chest like two balloons. Neither Grivvet shows any concern for my comfort. My body is merely equipment to be calibrated, not a person whose pain or discomfort matters.

Skarn moves behind me, out of my field of vision, but I can feel his presence like a physical weight, the authority he carries making the air seem heavier around him.

Without warning, there is a pressure on my left thigh—Skarn’s foot, I realize, using my body as a mounting block. Before I can prepare myself mentally or physically, his weight lands on the saddle. My back bends under the sudden burden, muscles straining to adjust to the living weight now centered on my spine.

The humiliation is immediate and overwhelming—a wave of hot shame that floods from my core to my extremities. This creature sits on my back as if I’m nothing more than the horses I used to ride on Father’s farm. The leather of the saddle creaks as Skarn settles himself, finding his balance, his feet dangling at my sides where stirrups would normally be on a horse's saddle.

“Up,” he commands, his voice coming from above and behind me, strange and disorienting.

He’s heavier than the sack of grain, but still light enough that I don’t have too much trouble standing. Skarn gathers my reins in his hands, the leather straps pulling taut from the bit. He tests my responsiveness with sharp tugs that dig the metal painfully into the corners of my mouth. Left, then right, then back—each direction forcing my head to follow or suffer increased pressure from the bit. I quickly learn to yield to the slightest tension, turning my head wherever the reins guide to avoid the sharp pain of resistance.

My heart pounds with indignation and fear. I’m not a horse. I’m not a mount to be steered and controlled. Yet my body responds to these physical cues as if I were learning the language of pressure and release that replaces human speech with animal conditioning.

Without warning or verbal command, Skarn kicks my sides sharply with his heels, the impact startling more than painful. It still doesn’t feel nice. My body lurches forward instinctively, away from the kicks, but it’s pointless. Another kick follows immediately when I don’t move quickly enough, harder this time. The message is unmistakable: move forward or be kicked again.

I take a hesitant step, then another, my balance precarious under the shifting weight on my back. It’s nothing like carrying a sack of grain that doesn’t move. Skarn makes no allowance for my inexperience, offering neither encouragement nor instruction. When I veer off course, the reins jerk sharply, the bit digging into one side of my mouth to force my head—and my body—in the desired direction. When I move too slowly, his heels dig into my ribs painfully.

There are no verbal commands, no words to process or interpret. Only physical cues—pressure and pain, relief and direction. To halt, Skarn pulls back hard on both reins, jerking my head back until I stop moving, the sudden pressure making me choke against the bit. To move again, the kicks come, sharp and demanding, leaving bruises I can already feel forming on my sides.

Gradually, my body begins to pick up on the ques. I learn to shift my weight forward slightly to compensate for his presence on my back. The horseshoes find better purchase as I adjust my gait, rolling from heel to toe in a more natural motion. My steps grow steadier, less hesitant, as muscle memory begins to form around this new task of bearing weight while walking.

I let the reins guide me in a large circle around the training pen. Left tug, turn left. Right tug, turn right. Pull back, stop. Kick, move forward. The simplicity of it is almost hypnotic—no decisions to make, no thoughts required, just stimulus and response, action and reaction. I find myself surrendering to the rhythm of it, letting my conscious mind retreat as my body handles the physical demands.

There’s a strange relief in this mental withdrawal. When I stop fighting, stop thinking, stop raging against what’s happening, the experience becomes almost bearable. The reins speak a language my body is learning to understand without conscious interpretation. My head turns, my feet follow, my pace adjusts—all without deliberate thought, like water flowing along the path of least resistance.

Sweat begins to bead on my forehead, trickling down my spine where the saddle presses against my skin. The morning sun climbs higher, its heat intensifying as Skarn guides me around and around the pen in varying patterns—circles, figure eights, straight lines with sharp turns. Other handlers watch from the sidelines, some nodding with approval as my movements grow smoother, more coordinated under Skarn’s direction.

“Good balance,” Skarn comments to someone nearby, the first words he’s spoken since mounting me. “She’s responding to the bit well already. It’s like she’s a born pony instead of wild-caught.”

The praise shouldn’t matter. It should infuriate me, this evaluation of me as if I were livestock. Instead, I feel a flicker of something dangerous—a whisper of satisfaction that I’ve performed well, that I’ve pleased him. The feeling sickens me even as it soothes, evidence of how quickly their conditioning is taking root.

Skarn guides me toward the center of the pen where my handler waits. I expect him to dismount, to end this first lesson, but he shifts his weight forward slightly, his hands adjusting their grip on my reins.

“Now we trot,” he announces, and my eyes widen in dread at the crop in the handler's grip. The handler places the crop in Skarn’s outstretched hand. The instrument is smaller than a riding crop from home, but heavier, with a paddle-shaped leather tip and a handle wrapped for easy grip. Skarn holds it before my eyes, letting me see the tool that will now direct my motions, controlling my pace and obedience with sharp, unmistakable language.

He doesn’t waste time. The first stroke lands across my right buttock with a stinging slap, the sound loud to my ears. I yelp in shock; the pain slicing through the haze of exhaustion and shame. My body lurches forward reflexively.

“Strev,” Skarn commands, and the crop lands again, this time on my left cheek, perfectly balanced with the first. My feet break into a stumbling trot. His heels dig into my sides, demanding more speed.

As I pick up my pace, my mind retreats further from the humiliation into the simple focus of movement, I realize this is exactly what they want—not just obedience, but the gradual erasure of thought itself, until all that remains is the trained response of a body that no longer remembers it was ever human.

—————

The morning dissolves into a blur of motion and pain. Skarn works me through every gait—walking, trotting, a faster pace that leaves me breathless and dripping with sweat. Each transition comes without verbal warning, communicated only through his body against mine, and the crop in his hand. My world narrows to these physical cues, my responses becoming more fluid as my mind retreats further from the horror of what’s happening to me. It’s easier this way—to feel rather than think, to react rather than resist, to surrender my awareness to the simple language of pressure and release.

His heels dig sharply into my sides, and the crop lands harder on my ass. It’s a command I understand now, and my pace increases automatically, the horseshoes striking a quicker rhythm against the packed earth. My breath comes in harsh gasps around the bit, lungs burning with exertion.

The saddle shifts slightly with each stride, the leather warm and slick with my sweat. Skarn’s weight presses down relentlessly, a constant reminder of my new purpose. When he wants me to turn, he pulls one rein tighter than the other; the bit pulling the corner of my mouth. I learn quickly to yield to the lightest pressure, anticipating his desires before the pain comes.

“Good,” he says to the handler, not to me. “Sturdy legs. Good stamina. Responds well to guidance.”

His words drift over me, evaluating me as one might a prize mare at auction. The part of me that is still Aveline burns with rage and humiliation, but that part grows more distant with each circuit of the training pen. The physical reality—the burning muscles, the aching back, the constant pressure of the bit—demands all my attention, leaving little room for indignation or resistance.

After what feels like hours, Skarn introduces a new command. A harsh kick from both heels, sharper than the signal to move forward, followed by a momentary lifting of his weight from the saddle. The meaning isn’t immediately clear, and I hesitate, earning a harsh tug on the reins that makes me wince.

The sequence repeats—sharp heels, lifted weight, then a distinct shift forward as Skarn leans over my neck. I think I understand, so I surge forward suddenly, breaking into something faster than a trot, letting my stride lengthen. The transition is awkward, my balance precarious for several paces before I find a sustainable rhythm.

“Good girl,” Skarn says, the first words directed at me since mounting. The praise, coming after hours of impersonal control, lands like a physical touch. I hate how it affects me—the small glow of satisfaction, the easing of tension in my shoulders—but I cannot deny its power.

We continue at this faster pace for several circuits, Skarn occasionally adjusting my path with the reins. My thighs burn, unused to this movement, the muscles threatening to give out with each stride. Sweat runs freely down my back and between my breasts, stinging my eyes and soaking the leather straps of the saddle. My breath comes in ragged gasps around the bit.

Finally, blessedly, Skarn pulls back firmly on both reins, the signal to stop. I halt immediately, sides heaving with exertion, legs trembling beneath me. For several moments, we stand motionless in the center of the training pen, my body grateful for even this brief respite.

“Drekk!” The command is a relief, and I drop to my knees. Skarn dismounts and walks around to face me, his amber eyes scanning my exhausted form with clinical interest.

“Good session,” he says to my handler, who has approached to take my reins. “Rest her, water her, feed her. One hour, then Dregor will continue her riding training this afternoon.”

One hour. Just one hour of rest before it begins again. The thought is almost too much to bear, but my body has no energy for despair. My handler leads me from the training pen toward the feeding area, my steps slow and unsteady, the horseshoes dragging against the dirt.

At the feeding post, the handler removes my bit, the metal slick with saliva as it slides from between my teeth. My back teeth ache from hours clenched around it, and the corners of my mouth raw and tender. When the water trough appears before me, I plunge my face into it without hesitation or concern for dignity, drinking desperately to ease my parched throat.

“Easy, girl,” the handler cautions, pulling my head back slightly. “Not too fast. Make sick.”

I slow my drinking, the cool water soothing my raw throat. When I’ve had enough, I move to the food trough without being directed, hunger overriding everything else. The bland mixture of grains and vegetables tastes better than any feast I’ve ever had, my body craving the energy it provides. I eat greedily, messily, water and food dripping from my chin as I devour every morsel.

The hour passes too quickly. Before my muscles have truly recovered, before the trembling in my legs has fully subsided, my handler returns with the bit. I open my mouth obediently, accepting the metal between my teeth without resistance. He leads me back to the training pen where a different Grivvet waits—Dregor, presumably, my afternoon rider.

This new handler is smaller than Skarn, with a lighter tint to his green skin and eyes set wider apart. He examines me with less expertise, circling me twice before issuing the familiar command.

I kneel smoothly, my body responding automatically to the command that’s already become second nature. Dregor mounts less gracefully than Skarn, his weight landing awkwardly on the saddle, causing me to lurch forward before I can steady myself. His balance is precarious, his grip on the reins tighter, less confident.

“Up,” he commands, and I rise carefully, adjusting to compensate for his unstable seat.

The afternoon session proves more difficult than the morning’s. Dregor lacks Skarn’s skill and precision. His cues arrive a moment too late or with too much force—kicks that sting rather than guide, reins yanked so abruptly they press painfully against the corners of my mouth.

I assume this is another lesson. It’s clear that I must adapt to this new rider, shifting my focus to the nuances of his signals. Not every rider has the same skill as Skarn.

My weary body strains to decipher his intentions, working to translate his less refined commands into coordinated movement. When I misinterpret his cues, the consequences are swift—stronger kicks, harsher strikes of the crop, sharper pulls on the reins, and an impatient clicking of his tongue.

As the day wears on, shadows lengthen across the training yard as the sun begins its descent, marking the end of my first full day as a mount. Other pony-girls move through their last exercises of the day, their movements precise and fluid despite hours of labor. Their eyes hold the same vacant acceptance I’ve seen before—the look of humans who no longer remember they were ever anything else.

Handlers begin leading some pony-girls back to the stables, their day’s work complete. I watch them go with envy because my training continues without end as Dregor pushes me through the same patterns, over and over until I’m responding blindly to his command.

By the time the sun touches the horizon, painting the yard in amber and gold, I have no thoughts left. Only the rhythm of the bit, the language of heel and rein and crop, the tolling ache of my muscles. “Strev,” “Harrk,” “Groth”—each word sparks a reaction before I’m even conscious of hearing it, my body moving on instinct, my mind empty save for the need to obey, to avoid pain, to keep going. There is no room for rebellion in the world inside my skull; there is not even room for anger, or hope. All that remains is motion, and the white-hot core of exhaustion burning inside my bones.

At last, as twilight deepens and lanterns are lit around the yard, Dregor dismounts, and I sway where I kneel, fighting not to faceplant in the dirt. My handler approaches, taking my reins from Dregor without a word.

My handler leads me across the yard, now cast in purple shadows as night approaches. Other pony-girls have already been stabled, the training areas emptying as the day’s work concludes. My steps are unsteady, my mind foggy with fatigue. The leather of the saddle creaks with each movement.

The reality of my situation settles over me like a physical weight. This is my life now—days spent bearing riders, responding to physical cues, moving in patterns determined by others. No conversation, no rest beyond what’s necessary to maintain my usefulness, no identity beyond “mare” or “pony” or “Emberlily.”

Rather than lead me to the stables, he takes me to what appears to be a washing station. I’m looking forward to getting cleaned, but I’m not under the illusion that I will be free to do it myself. One more reminder that my body is no longer my own.


Chapter Seventeen

The handler leads me toward a wooden post set in a shallow depression at the edge of the compound, tying me to it using the reins. Unlike the feeding or training areas, this space has a packed dirt floor that slopes slightly toward a drainage channel. Metal rings embedded in the post gleam dully in the fading light, and nearby stands a wooden rack holding brushes, sponges, and several large buckets.

I’m kneeling before he gives me the command, which makes the handler thrilled, but I couldn’t care less. I’m tired and dirty. He unbuckles my bridle. The bit slides from my mouth, leaving a metallic taste that lingers on my tongue. He sets it aside carefully, then replaces it with my collar, buckling the leather band snugly around my neck. A new lead attaches to the collar’s ring, securing me to the post while leaving my head free.

“Now we clean you,” he announces, his tone matter-of-fact. “Dirty ponies get sores under tack. Not good.”

His clawed fingers work at the fastenings of my tack, removing each piece quickly. The saddle comes off first, its weight lifting from my shoulders, making me sigh in relief, and making me feel weightless.

My arms remain bound behind my back, which I expected. The handler kneels to remove my pony-boots next, his fingers working at the many buckles that secure them to my legs. After the boots come off, he immediately replaces them with shackles. My ankles are once again bound with just enough chain between them to allow a small, shuffling walk.

“Always safety first,” he mutters, more to himself than to me. “New ponies are dangerous if their legs are free.”

The packed earth is hard against my knees, but after the day’s exertions, even this uncomfortable position feels like a respite.

I close my eyes briefly, exhaustion washing through me in waves. The distant sounds of the farm settling for the night—handlers calling to one another, stable doors closing, the soft whickering of pony-girls being led to their stalls.

Ice-cold water cascades over my head without warning. I gasp, my body jerking against the restraints, eyes flying open in shock. The handler stands before me holding an empty bucket, his expression unchanged by my reaction. Before I can recover from the first deluge, a second bucket follows, this one directed at my back, the cold liquid running in rivulets down my spine and between my buttocks.

“Cold cleans better,” the handler explains, setting down the empty bucket and reaching for a bar of soap from the nearby rack. “You’ll get used to it.”

I shiver violently, goosebumps rising across my skin, my nipples hardening painfully in response to the temperature change. The handler notices nothing, or perhaps he just doesn’t care about my discomfort. He moves behind me, soap in one hand, and begins to work it through my hair with surprising gentleness.

His fingers massage my scalp thoroughly, working from roots to ends with methodical care. The soap smells faintly of herbs—rosemary perhaps, or mint—its scent sharp and clean in the evening air. Despite the circumstances, the sensation of my hair being washed feels amazing.

When my hair is thoroughly lathered, he retrieves another bucket of cold water, pouring it over my head more slowly this time, his hand shielding my eyes from the soap. The shock is less severe now I know to expect the cold water. It’s almost invigorating after sweating in the heat all day.

“Good mare,” he murmurs, the praise automatic, impersonal. “It feels nice, doesn’t it?”

He doesn’t expect a response, and I give him none. He moves to my body next, exchanging the soap for a stiff brush that he dips in a bucket of soapy water. Starting at my shoulders, he scrubs my skin with firm, circular motions that are neither gentle nor harsh—simply efficient. Dirt, sweat, and dead skin cells fall away under his ministrations, revealing the pale flesh beneath.

The brush moves lower, across my back, down my arms still bound behind me, over my sides where bruises are already forming from Skarn and Dregor’s heels. Each stroke is thorough, leaving no inch of skin untouched. When he moves to my front, kneeling before me to access my chest, the brush circles each breast with the same detached focus he applied to my shoulders or back.

As the bristles pass repeatedly over my nipples, a warmth blooms unexpectedly in my core—an unwanted heat that has nothing to do with embarrassment and everything to do with a body responding to stimulation regardless of circumstance. My breath catches, my nipples hardening further in a reaction that has nothing to do with cold.

The handler pauses, his amber eyes flickering to my face, noting the flush spreading across my cheeks, the subtle change in my breathing. There is no lust in his gaze, only the mild curiosity of someone observing an unexpected biological reaction.

“Enjoy the bath,” he says simply, returning to his task without further comment. “Body does what bodies do. Can’t control it.”

The brush moves lower, across my stomach, over my hips, down my thighs. When he reaches the junction between my legs, he sets the brush aside and takes up a softer sponge, dipping it in the soapy water. The change in tools makes his intentions clear, and panic flares through me, overriding exhaustion and unwanted arousal alike.

“No!” The word escapes before I can stop it, my voice hoarse from disuse. “Don’t—”

The handler’s hand moves with startling speed, delivering a sharp smack to my outer thigh that stings like fire on my wet skin. His face, previously impassive, hardens with disapproval.

“Ponies do not speak,” he says, each word precise and cutting. “Emberlily forgets her place.”

Shame burns hotter than the slap, compounded by the realization that I’ve broken one of their fundamental rules. The handler sighs, shaking his head as if disappointed. “You must learn,” he says, his voice softening slightly. “All ponies must get washed. All parts. There is no shame for animals, only obedience.”

He returns to his task; the sponge moving between my legs while he watches me. I bite my lip hard enough to taste blood, fighting to remain silent as he cleans my most intimate areas thoroughly, methodically. The gentle friction of the sponge against sensitive flesh sends unwanted signals to my treacherous body. Heat pools low in my belly, a confused arousal mixed with shame and exhaustion.

He works without hesitation or embarrassment, his hands moving across my labia with the same detached efficiency he’d shown when washing my hair or arms. He pays special attention to the marks on my lips, carefully cleaning around the still-healing ink that declares me property. I close my eyes, unable to watch, unable to process the conflict between my mind’s revulsion and my body’s response.

“All clean now,” he announces finally, setting the sponge aside. “A healthy pony has clean skin. No infection. No sores. Better for selling that way.”

When I dare to open my eyes, he’s standing before me again, another bucket in hand. This final rinse cascades over me, washing away soap and perhaps, in his mind, my momentary lapse into humanity. The cold water helps douse the unwanted warmth between my legs, returning me to simple misery rather than complicated shame.

“Good,” he says, nodding with satisfaction as he surveys his work. “Now dry, then back to the stable.”

He takes a cloth from the rack and begins to rub me down, the fabric surprisingly soft against my skin. His movements are quick, practical, not lingering in one place for longer than it takes to dry me.

As he works, he clicks his tongue softly, the sound oddly soothing in the gathering darkness. “You spoke today, but learning fast otherwise,” he comments. “It’ll take time, but you’ll be good once trained. Just need to remember you’re a horse now, not a human.”

The words leave me numb. I don’t feel the flare of anger I usually would. After a day of being ridden hard, and being evaluated like livestock rather than addressed as a person, his assessment feels almost like an objective truth rather than the lie I know it to be.

The handler takes a bridle from the rack. This bit is designed for comfort rather than control. It’s the same one I wear every night — the “resting bit”. It allows me to eat and drink with less difficulty. As he approaches with it, I open my mouth automatically, accepting the metal between my teeth without resistance or command. The gesture is small but significant—another learned behavior, another step toward becoming what they want me to be.

“Good, Emberlily,” the handler says, buckling the straps behind my head with practiced efficiency. “Learning fast will make your life easier.”

Easier. The word echoes hollowly as he clips the reins to the rings on either side of my bit and helps me to my feet with a pat on my ass. The handler doesn’t rush me, allowing me to take my time. “Back to stable now,” he says, his voice softening in the gathering darkness.

Other handlers move about their final tasks of the day—securing equipment, extinguishing torches, leading the last few pony-girls to their stalls. A few of them nod to my handler as we pass, their eyes sliding over my naked form with the casual disinterest of those who see such sights daily. I’m just another piece of livestock being returned to its pen.

The stable looms ahead. The doors stand open, warm lantern light spilling out to guide our approach. Inside, the air is heavy with the scent of straw and the musk of human bodies. Most stalls are already occupied with pony-girls settling in for the night. Soft sounds drift from behind wooden doors—the rustle of movement in straw, an occasional muffled whimper or sigh, the gentle click of shackles as someone shifts position.

My handler leads me to my stall—third from the end on the right, a location I’ve already memorized. He unlocks the door, guiding me inside with a gentle pressure on my reins. The straw has been refreshed since morning, the clean yellow stalks arranged in a thicker pile in one corner. A freshwater trough gleams in the dim light, filled to the brim.

“You very good pony today,” the handler says, turning me to face him as he prepares to leave. “First riding day is always the hardest. Gets better.”

I stand motionless, too exhausted for defiance. His clawed hand dips into the pouch at his belt, emerging with a familiar golden-brown object that catches the lantern light.

He holds the candy before me, close enough that its sweet scent reaches my nostrils. I lean forward eagerly, taking the sugarroot from his palm with an enthusiasm that would horrify the girl I was two days ago.

The sweetness explodes across my tongue. My eyes close involuntarily as I savor it, working the candy around the bit to maximize the flavor. A soft moan escapes me, the sound uncomfortably close to pleasure in the quiet stable.

As the sugarroot dissolves slowly in my mouth, flooding my senses with sweetness that seems to seep directly into my bloodstream, the handler pats my cheek in a gesture that’s almost affectionate. I lean into the touch unconsciously, craving any gentleness after a day of harsh commands and harsher training.

“Sleep now,” the handler says, stepping out of the stall. “Morning comes early.”

The door closes behind him, the latch clicking into place. I’m alone again, standing in the center of the stall, the last traces of sugarroot sweetness fading from my tongue. Already I miss it, already I’m wondering when I’ll get the next one, and what I’ll need to do to earn it.

I sink slowly to my knees, then curl onto my side in the thick pile of straw. Without the use of my arms, finding a comfortable position is difficult, but my body is so exhausted and sore that even the hard ground would feel like a welcoming bed.

The aches in my back and legs, I realize with surprise, are less intense than yesterday. My body is adapting already and building endurance. The thought is both encouraging and horrifying—encouraging because less pain means greater chances of survival, horrifying because each adaptation represents another step away from the life I knew and toward the existence they’ve planned for me.

Through the window, moonlight streams in a thin silver beam, painting a rectangle on the opposite wall. I watch it, focusing on its cool beauty rather than the thoughts that threaten to overwhelm me.

How quickly will my body adapt to being ridden?

How soon before the training bit no longer feels foreign in my mouth?

How many more sugarroots before I eagerly await the commands that might earn me treats?

This is all madness, and I must escape this place to return home, to reclaim my humanity. I can’t let them break me. I cling to these thoughts as consciousness begins to fade.


Chapter Eighteen

Weeks blur together in a haze of repetition. I no longer count the days; they’ve melted into one another like the Sugarroots I eagerly take from my handler’s palm. My body moves through the routines with fluid grace now, muscles responding to commands before my mind fully registers them. The resistance that once burned so fiercely inside me flickers weakly, a dying flame starved of oxygen.

I am still Aveline—I whisper this to myself in the darkness of my stall each night—but my body answers more readily to “Emberlily” with each passing day.

Morning light filters through the top window of my stall, painting golden rectangles across the straw where I’ve curled myself during sleep. My arms, perpetually bound behind my back, no longer ache as they once did. My shoulders have adapted to the position, the muscles reshaping themselves to accommodate my new reality. The door creaks open, and I’m already rising to my knees before my handler speaks. He smiles, revealing sharp teeth, pleased by my anticipation of the morning routine.

“Good morning, Emberlily,” he says, the praise sending an unwanted warmth through my chest. “Ready for the day?”

I nod; the motion is small but eager. When did I start responding to my pony name? When did my defiance soften? The days and weeks have taken their toll.

The now familiar routine begins—reins attached to my bridle, a gentle tug guiding me from the stall, across the yard to the post where I’ll relieve myself. My thighs, once soft from farm work, now ripple with defined muscle from rider training. My calves have grown firmer, my buttocks harder, my back stronger. I’ve become a more efficient mount with each passing day, my body sculpted by their demands into something more pony-girl than human.

At the post, I squat automatically, releasing my bladder at the words “Vreen Desik.” No shame colors my cheeks anymore. The concept of privacy feels like a distant dream, a luxury belonging to another life. My handler nods with approval at my quick compliance, his clawed hand patting my rump as one might a favored pet.

“Good Emberlily,” he croons.

We move to the feeding area where my bit is removed. I eat methodically from the trough, no longer minding the bland taste of the gruel, grateful simply for the energy it provides. When a second handler approaches with a golden-brown treat, my mouth waters instantly, my body leaning forward before I can catch myself. The Sugarroot dissolves on my tongue, its sweetness still as intoxicating as the first time, but now I crave it.

“She takes to them well,” the second handler comments, watching my reaction with clinical interest. “Always easiest to train the ones who love Sugarroots.”

Something in his tone makes my stomach tighten, but the thought slips away as the sweetness floods my senses, dulling the edges of my discomfort, softening the constant ache of captivity.

After feeding comes tacking. I kneel automatically at the word “Drakk,” presenting my back for the saddle without being told. The handler works efficiently, securing straps, checking tensions, adjusting buckles with practiced precision. Today, however, there’s something new—a leather contraption I’ve never seen before.

“Blinders,” the handler explains, noting my curious glance. “Helps the horse to focus on its rider. No distractions.”

The leather panels slide into place on either side of my bridle, narrowing my field of vision to a tunnel directly ahead. The world beyond this narrow corridor disappears, peripheral movement vanishing as if it never existed. Panic flutters in my chest—another sense restricted, another connection to my surroundings severed.

“Calm,” the handler soothes, his voice somewhere to my left though I can no longer see him.

The saddle settles onto my shoulders, its weight familiar now, almost comforting in its consistency. My body adjusts automatically, distributing the burden evenly across muscles that have grown accustomed to carrying far more. The boots with their iron horseshoes follow, the metal plates striking the ground with a musical clarity that no longer startles me.

A weight descends onto my back as my handler mounts the saddle. His legs settle on either side of my ribs, his heels finding their familiar position. My posture adjusts automatically, my back straightening to better support his mass.

“Up,” the handler commands, and I rise smoothly to my feet. The blinders make balance trickier—I can see the ground in front of me, but that’s it.

They’ve given up verbal commands now. Just a slight tension on the left rein, the bit pressing against the corner of my mouth, gets me to turn left. I follow the pressure without hesitation. A tap of heels against my sides is all that is needed for me to walk, my gait smooth and controlled, the horseshoes striking a steady rhythm against the packed dirt.

We enter the training pen, joining other pony-girls being put through similar paces. Through my blinders, I can see only what lies directly before me—the fence as we approach it, then open space as we turn, then another pony-girl briefly crossing my field of vision. The restriction is disorienting, but with it comes a strange calm. With fewer visual stimuli, my focus narrows to the immediate task: responding to the reins in my rider’s hands and the kicks of his heels.

I got it down pat. Left rein tightens: turn left. Right rein tightens: turn right. Both reins pull back sharply: halt. Heels dig into my sides; walk forward. Sharper kick: trot. Crop against thigh: gallop. My body translates each cue instantly, no thought required, no hesitation permitted. We circle the pen, weaving between obstacles I can barely see, responding to commands conveyed entirely through touch and pressure.

Standing on the edge of the pen, leaning on the fence, I catch sight of Skarn as my rider turns me. His arms are crossed, and those amber eyes fixed on me with calculating interest. His gaze tracks my movements, noting the fluid response of my body to each command, the absence of resistance or confusion.

“Woah,” my handler commands, pulling back gently on both reins. I halt immediately, standing still and straight in the center of the pen. The reins go slack, but I don’t move, having learned that stillness is expected until directed otherwise.

“She has learned what the reins and crop say faster than her mouth has forgotten words,” my handler calls to Skarn, his voice carrying across the pen. “She’s a good riding pony.”

“Good job,” Skarn’s voice drifts from beyond my limited vision. He’s not taking to me, but congratulates the handlers for training me so well.

The sound of the gate latch clicking open reaches my ears. Through my narrow field of vision, I see Skarn enter the training pen, his green skin catching the midday sun as he strides toward us. Skarn’s presence makes my heart quicken, its rhythm betraying the fear my body has learned to hide. His amber eyes fix on me with that familiar calculating gaze—not seeing Aveline, the farm girl with dreams of adventure, but Emberlily, the pony-girl he owns.

“Zarn,” Skarn commands, his voice carrying easily across the packed dirt.

My knees hit the ground before I fully register the word, my head bowing low, auburn hair falling forward to curtain my face. The position comes naturally now, muscles remembering what pride once resisted. My handler dismounts with a light jump, his weight lifting from my back, leaving me kneeling alone as Skarn approaches.

The leather blinders still frame my vision, restricting my sight to the ground directly before me and Skarn’s approaching boots. They’re polished today, I notice—an odd detail to focus on, but my mind grasps for anything beyond the immediate reality of my submission.

His feet stop just at the edge of my vision. I can smell him—that strange mix of leather and herbs and something uniquely Grivvet—as he stands silent for a moment, observing me. The silence stretches, broken only by the distant sounds of other training sessions and the soft jingle of bits and bridles.

He stands over me for a silent eternity, just his scent and the promise of scrutiny. Then his boots scrape a slow half-circle around where I kneel until he is behind me. The hair on my nape prickles in anticipation, but I keep my head low, my breath shallow despite the pounding of my heart.

A sudden touch between my legs: Skarn’s clawed fingers, hot and sure through the gap in the saddle, where the leather straps expose the marks dyed permanent on my labia. He does not ask for permission. Why would he? I’m just his horse.

The tips of his fingers wedge between my spread lips, prying me open further, displaying the inked sigils for his inspection. It’s not gentle, but that’s not the point. I flinch, my whole body tensing, but I don’t move away. It’s not the first time his hands have touched me there.

“Right here.” He touches one particular spot. “I think she is ready to receive her riding mark.”

My muscles lock involuntarily, breath catching in my throat. Another mark? My thighs clench, remembering the searing pain of the hot metal brand against tender flesh, the smell of my burning skin, adding the marks that permanently labeled me as property.

“That will show all who see her that she is a trained mount,” Skarn continues, speaking to my handler rather than to me, as if I’m not present, or too dumb to understand.

He doesn’t withdraw. The fingers hook and probe, spreading me wider. I want to shrink away, to curse or bite, but the old resistance is far below the surface now, and the fear of the whip, of punishment, sits nearer to hand. My body remains still, my breath caught behind the bit. I tremble, but do not move.

“She holds position well,” Skarn says, half to himself, half to the handler who hovers at a respectful distance. “No urination, no soiling even with an exam. She is growing tame.”

The words are a further humiliation—an evaluation of my training, the reduction of my self to mere compliance. My mind flashes with an impulse to jerk away, to scream that I am not a horse, but the only sound is a small whine that escapes my throat, high and breathy, as his fingers stroke the tender flesh beneath the brand.

Finally he steps back, his fingers slipping away before I can fully embarrass myself. His fingers were unwanted, but created the warmth that builds in my core every time I’m touched so intimately.

Circling slightly again, until he stands directly before me. One clawed hand lifts my chin until my eyes meet his. The blinders narrow my vision to just his face—those amber eyes, the leathery green skin stretched over sharp cheekbones, the calculating intelligence that misses nothing.

“The riding mark.” He looks right at me, but somehow I feel he’s not talking to me. “It shows any rider that she has been fully trained to carry weight, to respond properly to commands, to serve without resistance.”

The memory of that first marking rises unbidden—the heat, the shock, the way my scream had been transformed by the bit into something inhuman. My body betrays my fear in a dozen small ways: quickened breathing, dilated pupils, the fine tremor that runs through my limbs.

Skarn’s lips curl into a satisfied smirk as he observes my reaction. His thumb traces my jawline with unexpected gentleness, a touch that might be comforting in another context but here feels like the prelude to fresh pain.

“See how obedient she has become,” he says to my handler, his eyes never leaving mine. “She kneels, she carries, she bows. She betrays herself with her own compliance.”

The words cut deeper than any whip. He’s right—I have betrayed myself. Every automatic response to their commands, every eager acceptance of the Sugarroot treats, every moment I’ve moved without resistance under a rider’s guidance—all of it represents a surrender of who I was, who I should still be fighting to remain.

“And of course,” Skarn adds almost casually, running his fingers through my hair, “the Sugarroots help. They make all pony-girls docile in time. Sweet on the tongue, sweeter on the mind.”

Horror blooms inside me, cold and spreading like ink in water. Surgarroot. Those golden-brown candies I now crave and expect — they contain something. Something that dulls resistance, that softens will, that makes compliance easier. I’ve been tricked. Day after day, treat after treat, my mind has been nudged toward surrender, and I did it to myself, but taking that first treat.

I helped them do this to me every time I took a treat, and I took every one of those sweet morsels eagerly.

Skarn watches the realization dawn in my eyes, his smirk widening into something close to a smile. “Yes,” he says softly, answering my unspoken question. “You understand now. Clever mare. The sweetness numbs the part of you that wants to fight, that remembers being human. Makes training faster, easier. And you take to them so well.”

I want to pull away from his touch, to scream around the bit, to rage against this new betrayal, but my body remains frozen in its submissive pose. Even my anger feels distant, muffled, as if struggling to reach me through layers of sweet fog.

“The vet is coming in two days,” Skarn says, finally releasing my chin and straightening. “He will administer the riding mark and check the animals’ health. I want the works done.”

“Yes, Master Skarn,” my handler replies, his tone respectful, almost reverent. “I’ll make sure it’s done.”

Skarn’s hand drops to his belt pouch, and despite everything, despite the revelation still burning through my mind, my eyes track the movement with painful eagerness. When his clawed fingers emerge with a Sugarroot, my mouth waters automatically, my body leaning forward before I can stop myself.

“See?” Skarn laughs, holding the candy just out of reach. “Even knowing what it does, she wants it. The body remembers pleasure, craves sweetness.”

I hate myself for what happens next, but the choice is gone before I know it—I lean in, nuzzling my mouth to his palm, tongue working awkwardly around the bit to take the treat. The Sugarroot slips between my lips, my teeth scraping his skin in my desperate, animal greed. I expect laughter, mockery, but Skarn only watches, eyes bright and predatory, as I suck the candy against my tongue and let it dissolve slowly, the flavor flooding my mouth.

“Good horse,” he whispers, so low only I can hear. “Not much left to break, is there?”

Skarn walks away as his words sour the sweet taste in my mouth. Am I really as broken as he says?


Chapter Nineteen

My handler guides me to the washing post as dusk deepens and casts shadows upon the yard. After Skarn left, my training continued until dark.

“Drekk,” my handler commands unnecessarily since I’m already dropping to my knees before the word finishes leaving his mouth, positioning myself beside the post as he loops my reins through the iron ring. The packed dirt beneath me is still warm from the day’s heat, a welcome comfort against the cold water.

He works quickly, removing my tack with practiced efficiency. Its absence is a momentary relief before the collar replaces the bridle, securing me to the post while leaving my mouth free.

I remain silent as he works. Speaking without permission would only earn punishment, and there’s nothing to say that would matter, anyway. Words feel distant now, unnecessary complications in a world reduced to physical cues and responses.

Despite expecting it, I gasp as the cold liquid cascades over my head. The bristles scrub methodically across my skin, removing dirt and sweat. I used to blush during washing, but now the simple act is almost soothing. The only thing preventing me from the joy of being clean is the new mark that will soon be seared into my flesh.

My old marks are finally healed, and the thought of going through that again makes me shake with fear.

“You shiver more than usual,” my handler comments, noticing my trembling. “Afraid of marking? No need. Most ponies get marks added. The best ponies have lots of marks. Higher value. It’s a good thing.”

He probably thinks his words are comforting, but they only intensify my dread. Another mark means another piece of humanity stripped away. What’s next? What new training will I forced to endure, and I’m not oblivious to the fact that Skarn plans to sell me after all this.

The sponge moves between my legs, distracting me from my thoughts. Once, this was the greatest humiliation of the washing routine. Now it’s just another part of the process, endured with the same resigned acceptance as the cold water or the firm brushing.

“The vet is coming the day after tomorrow,” my handler says conversationally, rinsing the sponge in a fresh bucket. “He is nice. Gentle with mares. Will make riding mark quick, not like first marking.”

I say nothing, but my body betrays my fear with another violent shiver. The memory of being helplessness, of being held down while they branded me like livestock.

“And vet brings special medicine,” the handler continues, moving behind me to wash my back. “Makes everything easier. No pain. You’ll see.”

Great. So I’ll be drugged this time too. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not. What new violation awaits me at the vet’s hands? What part of my body will be permanently altered next?

These thoughts swirl as my handler finishes washing me, then pours a final bucket of cold water to rinse away the soap. The twilight air feels sharp against my wet skin, raising goosebumps across my shoulders and arms. He takes a cloth from the rack nearby and begins to dry me with brisk, efficient strokes.

When I’m dry, he retrieves my resting bridle and approaches with it. I open my mouth automatically, accepting the bit between my teeth without hesitation. This nighttime bit is designed for comfort rather than control, allowing me to drink with minimal difficulty. He buckles it securely, then clips the reins to the rings on either side.

“Back to your stall now,” he says, untying my lead from the post.

We cross the darkening yard, passing other handlers completing their evening routines. Lanterns flicker to life along the stable walls, casting a warm golden light that guides our approach. My handler unlatches the door and guides me inside with a gentle pressure on my reins.

“You were a good girl today,” he says, his hand dipping into the pouch at his belt. “Earned a treat.”

Despite knowing what the Sugarroots do, my mouth waters instantly. My body leans forward eagerly, eyes fixed on the sweet with painful intensity. Weeks of conditioning have created pathways in my brain that light up at the mere sight of that crystalline surface. The craving is physical, undeniable.

“Take the treat. You deserve it,” the handler encourages, holding the treat closer. I can’t stop myself and lean forward to take the Sugarroot from his palm. The sweetness explodes across my tongue, sending waves of pleasure through my system.

The handler pats my cheek, about to speak, when a shout echoes from across the yard.

“Someone come quickly! I need help with a new arrival!” It’s one of the other handlers, and his tone seems urgent. It seems like that caught a new human.

I snort around the bit. Hopefully, she puts up a better fight than I did.

My handler’s head turns sharply toward the sound. “Coming!” he calls back. He steps out of the stall, pulling the door closed behind him. In his haste to answer the call, he pushes the bolt only partway home, the metal sliding just far enough to catch but not fully engage in its housing. The latch looks secure at a glance but isn’t properly fastened.

I notice this detail with detached interest, the significance not immediately registering through the haze of sweetness still flooding my senses.

As the handler’s footsteps fade down the corridor, I curl onto my side in the straw. The improperly secured bolt barely registers in my consciousness as the Sugarroot melts on my tongue.

—————

The stable is dark and silent now. Hours have passed since my handler left. My arms ache dully behind my back, wrists raw despite weeks of callus-building. The shackles on my ankles jingle softly with each small shift of my legs in the straw. In these quiet hours between midnight and dawn, I sometimes think about who I was before and how much has changed. Aveline, the farmer’s daughter looking for adventure, feels more like a dream. I’m now Emberlily, the pony-girl who kneels and trots on command.

I hear the occasional soft whimper or rustle of straw from other stalls. These sounds have become as familiar as my own breathing—the nocturnal symphony of captured humans struggling through dreams or shifting positions to ease bound limbs. I’ve learned to sleep through it all, but tonight is different.

Perhaps it’s the knowledge of what’s coming—the vet, the new mark, the permanent declaration that my part of my training is complete.

A cool breeze slides through the window, bringing with it the scent of grass and distant trees. I inhale deeply, savoring this small reminder of the world beyond these walls. The breeze strengthens momentarily, slipping under the door of my stall, and then—

A soft creak. There’s a whisper of movement, and my eyes snap to the door to see it’s open. Just a crack, but enough for me to see out. I blink, certain I’m hallucinating. The door remains open, the gap narrow but unmistakably real.

The handler didn’t secure it properly in his haste to answer the call from across the yard. All these nights locked away, and now, by pure chance, freedom sits just inches away.

My heart pounds suddenly against my ribs, the sound so loud in my ears I fear it might wake the entire farm. I strain to listen for any sign that someone else has noticed, but the stable remains quiet. No approaching footsteps, no voices raised in alarm. Just the soft breathing of sleeping pony-girls and the occasional distant call of a night bird.

I struggle to sit up, awkward with my arms bound behind me. The chain between my ankles jingles softly, and I freeze, terrified the sound will bring handlers running. Seconds tick by, marked only by my thundering pulse. Nothing happens. No one comes.

My mind races with conflicting impulses. Run. The word burns in my consciousness, primal and urgent. Run before another piece of my humanity is permanently stripped away.

But the counterarguments flood in immediately. Run where? Run how? My arms are bound, my ankles shackled. Even if I make it beyond the farm’s boundaries, how far could I get before they catch me? I’d be punished. The punishment for attempted escape would surely be severe, and perhaps worse than anything I’ve endured so far.

Would it be worth it?

For freedom? Yes, it would.

I shift again, testing the limits of my bonds. The shackles allow perhaps eighteen inches between my ankles—enough to walk, even to run with short, choppy steps. My arms remain secure behind my back, but I’ve learned to balance without them, to move with this center of gravity. It’s possible.

Where would I go? The forest surrounding the farm is vast and unfamiliar. I have no way to navigate, no supplies, no plan. Home lies... somewhere, but in which direction? I can no longer say with certainty. The weeks of captivity have disoriented me, the daily routines erasing my sense of the wider world.

Memories of home and freedom fill me with courage. I am Aveline, and I had a life before this. I could have one again.

If I don’t act now, that door might never open again. Not just the physical door of my stall, but the door in my mind that still remembers freedom.

Fear and hope war within me, each powerful enough to paralyze. What waits beyond that door? Recapture and punishment? Or the first step toward reclaiming myself?

I stare at the gap, the sliver of possibility it represents.

The breeze strengthens again, pushing the door open another inch. The gap widens, moonlight spilling through to create a silver pathway across the straw. An invitation. A challenge.

I take a deep breath and shift my weight forward, stepping closer to the open door. I need to try.


To be continued…

In Part 4 of Aveline’s Pony-girl Adventure, she risks punishment to escape. Will she succeed and find help? She meets a young man eager to shelter her, but at what cost and should she trust the humans in the north? Aveline’s adventure will heat up from this point with a few steamy encounters, but her adventure as a pony-girl continues.

The next part in Aveline’s story is already written and will be released within a week after I’ve finished editing.

Thank you for reading Aveline’s Pony-girl Adventure.. Part Two

Follow me on Amazon to get notified of the New Release Dates or for sneak peaks of upcoming books friend me on Facebook under Lucy Moo or follow my INSTAGRAM page: lucymoo2023

Check out my other books:

The Hucow Black Market Series

	Captured. The Hucow Blackmarket 
	Auctioned. The Hucow Blackmarket 
	Purchased. The Hucow Blackmarket 


The Betrayed Milker Series: A BDSM Hucow Series

Sold to the Farm

Sent to the Farm

Tricked on the Farm

Back To The Farm.

Life Under the Dome Series:

Selected For Hucow Service

Hucow In Service

Escaping Hucow Service

Ending Hucow Service

Alphabet Farm Series:

The First Hucow: Annabelle

The Next Hucow: Buttercup

Joining The Herd: Clover

Hucow Farm Life: Dolly (coming 2025)

The Hucow Herd Series

Grade A: Prime Choice

Commercial Grade Hucow

Grade B: Butcher’s Choice Hucow (coming soon)

Sanda and the Hucow

Hucow Farm Series

Hucow Farm Book One: Intake

Hucow Farm Book Two: Transformation

Hucow Farm Book Three: The Farm

Hucow Farm Book Four: Hucow Exposed

Hucow Farm Book Five: Second Chances

Other Standalone Shorts Available Now:

Abducted: Hucow Alien Space Station

The Hucow Experiment: The Mad Scientist

Hucow Horror Farm

Shipwrecked On Hucow Island

The Hucow Lottery

Life Sentence: The Hucow Prison

The New Club Hucow: Udder MC

Alien’s Hucow Incubator

The Lab Hucow

Hubull Duty

My Hucow Journey

Unexpected Hucow

Trapped In The Hucow Dimension

Alien Hucow Farm (Too dark for Amazon!!! Available on Smashswords)

Hucow Mode (Coming Soon)

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 1-3
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