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Chapter Twenty

I push against the stall door with my shoulder, my heart pounding so loudly I’m certain it will wake the entire stable. The gap widens, inch by careful inch, until there’s enough space for me to slip through. Freedom waits on the other side—not just from this stall, but from the bit, the bridle, the saddle, and the humiliation I’ve endured for weeks. I refuse to become Emberlily forever.

The stable corridor stretches before me, silver moonlight streaming through little windows. My ankles, bound by the short chain, force me to shuffle when I really want to run. The metal clinks softly with each step—a sound I’ve grown used to hearing all day but now seems deafening in the midnight silence. I freeze, listening for any response, but there’s only the soft breathing and occasional shifting of other pony-girls in their stalls.

A wild thought strikes me—should I try to free the others? But reality crashes down immediately. I can barely move myself, and with my arms still bound, I have no way to unlock their stalls. The guilt of leaving them behind stings, but surviving means escaping now, while I have the chance.

I make my way toward the stable entrance, each step careful and measured. The bit digs into the corners of my mouth as I breathe heavily through my nose. Every movement seems so loud in the silence, and I’m positive I’ll be caught any second.

The stable door stands slightly ajar — another stroke of impossible luck. I nudge it with my head, wincing as it creaks. Beyond lies the moonlit yard—a vast expanse of open space between me and the dark tree line that marks the boundary of the farm. There is no cover or shadows to hide in. Just open ground and the risk of being spotted by any handler who happens to be awake.

A strange sensation ripples through me as I stare at the open yard—not fear, but something more insidious. My body hesitates, muscles locking up. This is wrong. Ponies stay in their stalls at night and wait for handlers. Ponies don’t leave without permission.

I rock my head violently; the bit rattling against my teeth; the bit rattling against my teeth. I am not a pony! My name is Aveline, not Emberlily. I am Aveline, and I am human.

Drawing a deep breath, I step out into the night.

The packed dirt feels different under my bare feet now—not the controlled environment of the training pen but the wild terrain of potential freedom. Small stones dig into my soles, but I welcome the pain. It’s real; it’s mine, not something inflicted by them. The chain between my ankles forces me to take small steps, my naked body exposed to the cool night air.

I glance toward the handlers’ quarters, a squat building on the far side of the yard. A single lantern burns in one window. Oh no, someone’s still awake. My heart stutters in my chest, but I force myself to keep moving, each small step carrying me closer to the trees.

Halfway across the yard, my legs begin to tremble and the thoughts creep back in, the conditioning that tells me I shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be moving without a handler’s guidance. My body wants to drop to its knees, to assume the waiting position until someone comes to lead me properly.

I bite down on the bit, using the pain to focus. This timidity is not really me. It’s just those darn treats. I won’t give in to stupid pony-girl treats.

The tree line looms closer, a dark wall of salvation. Ten more steps. Five. Three. One.

I slip into the shadows beneath the first trees, and a sob of relief catches in my throat. The sound emerges as a strange whimper around the bit, but I don’t care. With the first barrier behind me and I push forward, deeper into the woods.

Branches catch at my hair, scratch my bare skin. The forest floor is treacherous with roots and stones that cut into my feet, but I keep moving. The chain between my ankles catches repeatedly on undergrowth, forcing me to stop and kick free, but I keep going. I need to put as much distance between me and the farm as possible.

After what feels like hours but might only be minutes, I pause, listening for anyone following me. The farm sounds have faded. There are no shouts of alarm, and no pursuit. Yet. They won’t notice my absence until morning check, or unless someone sees my stall door ajar during a night patrol.

The forest grows denser the deeper I go. Moonlight filters through the canopy in scattered patches, barely enough to see by. I stumble more often now, my bound arms unable to catch me when I fall. My knees and shoulders are scraped, and my feet are bleeding from countless small cuts. I press on, driven by the need to put as much distance as possible between myself and the farm before dawn.

My breath comes in ragged gasps around the bit, and my throat burns with thirst. I’ve had nothing to drink since evening, and the exertion is taking its toll, but stopping isn’t an option yet.

Through a break in the trees, I glimpse the night sky. The North Star gleams brightly, a beacon of hope. I head north. Away from the farm, away from the villages where Grivvets live, and toward the mountains where humans still live free. I fix the direction in my mind and adjust my path.

An hour into my journey—or maybe more; time has lost meaning—I stumble upon salvation. A fallen tree, its trunk split during some long-ago storm, has left behind a jagged stump. The broken wood rises in sharp splinters, nature’s knife edge waiting to be used.

I fall to my knees beside it, turning my back to the stump. Blindly, I position my bound wrists against the jagged edge and begin to saw. The rope fibers catch and drag against the wood. My shoulders scream in protest at the awkward angle, but I’m used to bodily aches now. None of it matters. Each strand that frays is another piece of freedom reclaimed.

I work feverishly, pausing only when my arms cramp so badly I can no longer move them. The rope is thick, designed to withstand a struggle, but it’s still rope, not metal — a small mercy from handlers who never expected their well-trained mares to attempt escape.

A strand gives way. Then another, and hope surges through me, lending strength to my exhausted muscles. I redoubled my efforts, sawing with renewed vigor.

Finally, with a sudden snap that jolts through my entire body, the rope breaks. My arms fall limply to my sides, the sudden release of pressure sending pins and needles racing along nerve endings long compressed. I’m not even sure I remember how to move my fingers after going so long without using them.

I wait, breath coming in harsh pants around the bit, until feeling begins to return in agonizing waves. Then, with trembling hands, I reach for the buckles of my bridle. My fingers fumble, clumsy after weeks of disuse, but determination drives me forward until the leather loosens.

I pull the bridle off my head; the bit sliding from between my teeth with a wet sound that turns my stomach. For a moment, I simply hold it, this instrument of my degradation, this symbol of everything they tried to make me. Then, I hurl it away with all the strength left in my weak arms, hearing it crash through the underbrush.

“I am not a pony-girl,” I whisper, my voice hoarse from disuse, the words strange in a mouth that’s held nothing but metal for weeks. “I am a human being.”

I press my hands to my face and weep—for relief, for pain, for everything I’ve endured and everything still ahead. The tears come freely, unhindered by the bit for the first time in so long.

Skarn’s words drift back to me from some training sessions: “The local humans always return escaped stock. They know the law. Pony-girls belong to the Grivvets.”

He’s wrong. He has to be wrong. There must be somewhere I can go, someone who will see me as human despite the marks branded into my flesh. I push myself to my feet, steadier now with my arms free, though the chain still binds my ankles. I make quick work of removing them.

I have to go north, toward the mountains. Toward the human village. Skarn is wrong. The humans will help me.

—————

Streaks of pale gold filter through the trees as dawn breaks just as I stumble toward the edge of a village. My legs tremble with exhaustion, feet bloodied from the journey. Through the gaps in the trees, I glimpse thatched roofs and thin wisps of smoke coming from a few chimneys.

I crouch at the forest edge, studying the village. It’s small—perhaps twenty or thirty houses clustered around a central well and market area. There are a few scattered outbuildings and gardens. People are already moving about, tending animals, carrying water. It looks so normal, and my heart aches at the sight. This is the life I had before.

My nakedness suddenly feels more acute here than it ever did at the farm. There, everyone was naked—all the pony-girls stripped of clothing as they were stripped of humanity. Here, among clothed people living normal lives, my bare skin marks me instantly as something different, something wrong.

A clothesline stretches between two houses at the village edge, laundry fluttering in the morning breeze. Men’s shirts, too large for me but better than nothing. I wait until the woman who hung them disappears inside her house, then I dart forward in a crouch, moving from shadow to shadow, as quickly as possible.

I snatch a shirt from the line, the rough fabric strange against my fingers. I’m back in the trees before anyone notices, pulling it over my head. The garment hangs mid-thigh; the sleeves falling past my hands. The sensation of cloth against skin is almost overwhelming after so long without it. It’s scratchy against my skin and feels confining, but makes me feel more human.

The village has begun to fully wake now. More people emerge from houses, voices carrying clearly in the morning air. I can’t risk being seen like this—half-naked, and filthy. I need somewhere to hide, to think, and to plan my next move.

A wooden shed stands behind the last house, set partially in the trees, and partly concealed by overgrown bushes. It looks rarely used, its door hanging slightly ajar. A perfect place for me to hide. I make my way toward it, keeping low, using every scrap of cover. Inside the shed, the air is thick with the smell of old wood and dust. Stacked firewood lines one wall; gardening tools hang from another. I squeeze into the darkest corner, pulling my knees to my chest, and wait.

Exhaustion claims me almost immediately. My head drops forward, consciousness fading in and out as my body surrenders to the fatigue of the night’s journey. I don’t know how long I sleep—minutes or hours—before the creak of the door jolts me awake.

A man stands silhouetted in the doorway, tall and broad-shouldered. I shrink deeper into my corner, but it’s too late. His eyes, adjusting to the dimness, find me instantly.

“Well,” he says, his voice low and smooth. “What have we here?”

I press myself against the wall, heart hammering. Is this how my freedom ends? Recaptured within hours of escape?

He steps closer, and the light from the doorway illuminates his face. Young—perhaps five years older than me—with dark hair that falls across his forehead and cool gray eyes that study me with unnerving intensity. Handsome, in a sharp-featured way. He wears simple clothes—the garb of a farmer or craftsman—but moves with the confident ease of someone comfortable in his own power.

“Please,” I whisper, the word rusty in my throat. “Don’t—don’t hurt me.”

His head tilts slightly, those intelligent eyes taking in every detail—the oversized shirt, my matted hair, the red mark around my ankles, and the marks of rope burns on my wrists.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he says, crouching down to my level. His gaze lingers on my bare legs, lingering longer than is comfortable, before returning to my face. “I’m Jonah. This is my woodshed you’re hiding in.”

I swallow hard. “Sorry. I just needed somewhere to rest. I’ll go.”

“Where?” he asks simply. “Those marks on your skin tell a story,” he says, his voice steady as he gestures toward the rope burns and bruises that mar her wrists and ankles. “Grivvet restraints, I’d wager. You’ve had a hard time, haven’t you? You're awfully skittish. Reminds me of a wild animal.”

Fresh fear spikes through me. He knows where I came from. Does that mean he’ll return me? Is he one of those who profit from the trade in humans?

“Come inside,” he continues, his voice softening, and making some of my fear fade. “You look half-starved and completely exhausted. I have food, water, and it’s warm with the fire going.”

Hope flares dangerously. “You’d help me?”

“Let’s start with getting you inside before someone else sees you.” He extends his hand. “Can you walk?”

I nod, ignoring his offered hand as I push myself to my feet. My legs nearly buckle, but I force them to hold. Jonah watches, making no move to touch me, which I appreciate even as I note the calculating look never leaves his eyes.

He leads me around the side of the house, checking carefully before we cross the small yard to a back door. Inside, the house is compact, with a main room that doubles as the kitchen and living area. A sturdy wooden table stands at the center, surrounded by a collection of mismatched chairs. A rough stone hearth occupies one wall, its flames crackling and sending warmth into the space. Above the fire, a pot hangs, gently swaying as it simmers; the rich scent of herbs and broth fills the air, making my stomach rumble with hunger.

To the side, a narrow doorway leads to a small bedroom. Inside, a simple bed is dressed with a colorful patchwork quilt. A single window lets in soft morning light, illuminating the dust motes that float lazily in the air. Shelves line the walls, filled with jars of homemade preserves and bundles of dried herbs. A couple of potted plants sit on the windowsill. The space is tidy, and I feel a wave of safety wash over me. It’s a comforting reprieve from the harshness of the past few weeks.

He gestures toward the chair at the table. “Sit. Please.”

The word “please” catches me by surprise. No Grivvet ever said “please” to me. They just made me do what they wanted.

I sink into the chair as he moves to a shelf, returning with a wooden plate bearing bread and cheese and a cup of water. My stomach clenches painfully at the sight, reminding me how long it’s been since I’ve eaten anything but pony-girl food.

“Thank you,” I whisper, reaching for the bread with trembling hands. I tear into it with animal eagerness, barely chewing before swallowing. The cheese follows just as quickly. Only when I reach for the water do I slow down, suddenly conscious of how I must look to him — a wild, desperate, and uncivilized thing.

Jonah sits across from me, those cool eyes never leaving my face. “Now,” he says when I’ve finished eating. “Tell me who you are and how you came to be wearing Grivvet shackles.”

The question breaks something inside me. Words pour out in a rush, tumbling over one another as I tell him everything—the market, the auction, the training, the things they did to break me, to turn me from Aveline into Emberlily. I speak of the bit, the saddle, the riding, the Sugarroots with their sweet poison. Tears stream down my face, my voice cracking with emotion and disuse.

“Please,” I beg when I’ve finished. “Please help me. Don’t tell anyone I’m here. The Grivvets will be looking for me. I need to get back to my parents’ farm. It’s south of here, I think, though I don’t know exactly where we are.”

Jonah’s expression remains unreadable. “These marks you mentioned—the ones that legally made you property. May I see them?”

The request should have sent warning bells ringing through my mind, but something else happens instead. My body responds before conscious thought can intervene, muscle memory taking over. I rise from the chair, turn away from him, and bend forward at the waist. My hands reach back to lift the shirt, exposing myself, and I spread my legs shoulder-width apart—the position handlers used to examine the marks.

I feel Jonah move behind me, his presence warm at my back as he bends down. I jump when his hand touches my inner thigh. “Easy,” he says, and I force myself to relax, but it’s hard. I feel even more exposed with Jonah behind me than I did with the Grivvets.

I gasp and almost pull away when his hand slides higher, but his other hand steadies my back, palm broad and warm through the stolen shirt. There’s no force, just a calm, inevitable pressure as he cups my mound and presses his thumb into the slick, exposed seam where the Grivvets tattooed their sigils. He spreads my lower lips easily, the pads of his fingers tracing the inked flesh. A flush of heat surges in my face, shame and something else mingling hot and dizzying behind my eyes.

“Here,” he says, barely more than a whisper. He brings his head closer to look, his breath warm on my thighs. “Gods, they did a job on you. Hold still for me.”

It isn’t a question. His fingers pry me wider until the marks are fully revealed. “That’s Grivvet script, isn’t it?” He traces the brand with a slow, featherlight pressure that makes me squirm, every nerve down there alive and screaming. “This is very recent. They look freshly healed.”

I nod, mortified. My face is on fire, but I force myself not to move. He’s helping me, I remind myself, no matter how much this feels like another violation.

A horrifying warmth blooms between my legs, my body responding to the touch with conditioned arousal. Shame floods me, hot and sickening, but I remain in position, unable to break the trained response.

“Good girl,” Jonah murmurs, the words so similar to my handler’s praise that my breath catches. His hand pats my bottom gently before he steps back. “You can stand up now.”

I straighten, tugging the shirt down, unable to meet his eyes as I turn to face him. My face is flushed with the strange mix of arousal and humiliation his touch brought. “Will you help me?” I ask, my voice small.

Jonah studies me for a long moment. “Yes,” he says finally. “I’ll hide you here. I’ll help you find your way back to your parents.”

Relief weakens my knees. “Thank you. Thank you so much. I’ll do anything.” The words tumble out before I can stop them. “Anything, as long as you help me.”

Something shifts in his eyes—a calculation, a decision made. “Anything is a dangerous promise,” he says softly. “Yes, I’ll help you.” He pauses, and that calculating look intensifies. “But first, there’s something you need to do for me.”

My heart sinks, but I nod. Whatever he asks can’t be worse than what I’ve already endured. Plus, he’s been nice to me so far.


Chapter Twenty-One

Before I can ask what he wants from me, Jonah’s expression shifts, hardening slightly, and he speaks a single word that stops my heart.

“Drakk.”

My knees hit the floor before I can blink. It’s pure reflex, muscle memory carved deep by weeks of training and punishment. One moment I’m standing, the next I’m kneeling before him, back straight, head bowed, thighs spread to shoulder width—the perfect submissive posture of a well-trained pony-girl.

Horror crashes through me like ice water. This stranger, this supposed rescuer, knows pony-girl commands.

I lift my eyes to his face, searching for some explanation, some sign that this is a terrible coincidence. What I find instead makes my stomach clench. Jonah is smiling—not the warm, comforting smile of someone offering help, but the satisfied smirk of a person who has the upper hand.

“They trained you well,” he says, his voice softer now, almost gentle as he steps closer. His hand extends, and I flinch, expecting a slap or grab, but instead, his fingers stroke my hair, petting me exactly as my Grivvet handler would after I performed correctly. “Very well indeed.”

Thoughts race through my mind too fast to catch. How does he know the commands? Why is he using them? Has he worked with the Grivvets or seen other pony-girls?

I shake my head. I am not a pony-girl. “Please,” I whisper, my voice cracking. “I just want to go home.”

“And I said I’d help you,” Jonah replies, still stroking my hair. “I’m a man of my word. But first...”

I remain kneeling, even as everything inside me screams to run. Where would I go? Back to the forest? The Grivvets are surely searching for me by now, and even if they weren’t, I’d never survive alone—exhausted, hungry, and with no supplies or proper clothing. I need his help and have to trust him to keep his word.

“You’ve been well-trained,” Jonah continues, his fingers trailing from my hair to my cheek. “And that training is valuable. The Grivvets put a lot of work into you.”

His thumb brushes across my lower lip, and my breath catches. There’s something in his eyes now, a heat that wasn’t there before. His free hand moves to the waistband of his trousers, and the reality of what’s about to happen crystalizes with sickening clarity.

“Open up,” he says, pushing his pants down to reveal his erection, already hard and jutting toward my face. “Be a good mare and suck my cock, and I’ll make sure you get home safely.”

I stare at him, horrified yet unable to move from my kneeling position. My training wars with my revulsion. After weeks of conditioning, my body recognizes commands and responds to them before my mind can resist. And beneath the horror, something else stirs—a treacherous heat between my legs, a physical response to being commanded that the Grivvets cultivated with meticulous care, and also, the sight of his cock in front of my face.

“I...” I start, but he cuts me off.

“You said anything,” Jonah reminds me, his voice hardening slightly. “And I’m offering you a fair trade. This—” he gestures to his erection “—for your safe passage home. Or you can leave now and take your chances with the Grivvets. I hear they’re especially creative with punishment for runaways.”

Tears well in my eyes as I recognize the trap I’m in. He knows I have nowhere else to go. Knows that going back means worse than death—it means becoming Emberlily forever, all traces of Aveline erased under their relentless conditioning.

With no other choice, I open my mouth.

Jonah grunts in satisfaction, gripping a handful of my auburn hair to guide me. The thick head of his cock pushes past my lips, unfamiliar and intrusive. I gag slightly as he presses deeper, the taste of him salty and musky on my tongue.

“That’s it,” he murmurs. “Just like that.”

Tears slide down my cheeks as I work my mouth around him, trying to breathe through my nose as he begins to move his hips. I realize I’ve placed my arms behind my back, just as they would be if they were still bound. The shameful heat between my legs intensifies, my body responding to his commands with arousal, which is strange since I don’t get aroused when a Grivvet commands me.

His fingers tighten in my hair, controlling my movements with increasing urgency. “Fuck, you’re good at this,” he groans. “Did they train you for this too, or is it natural talent? Those stallions must love you.”

I close my eyes, unable to bear the sight of him looking down at me. His pace quickens; his breathing grows ragged. I focus on the mechanics, on trying not to choke, on surviving this moment so I can get home. Home to my parents, to my real life, to the person I was before all this.

“Look at me,” Jonah commands, yanking my hair until I open my eyes. “I want to see those pretty eyes when I come down your throat.”

I stare up at him, fresh tears blurring my vision. His face is flushed with pleasure, his eyes half-lidded. There’s no compassion there, no recognition of me as a fellow human—just the same calculating assessment I saw in the Grivvets who trained me. To him, I’m just another pony-girl, a trained animal to be used.

His hips jerk faster, his cock hitting the back of my throat with each thrust. I struggle not to gag, to keep breathing, to endure. He’s close now; I can tell by the way his rhythm grows erratic, by the tightening of his fingers in my hair.

“Swallow it all like a good mare,” he grunts, and then he’s coming, his release flooding my mouth with bitter heat. I choke, instinctively trying to pull back, but his grip on my hair is iron. “Swallow,” he repeats, harder this time.

I force myself to obey, gulping down his seed as it pulses onto my tongue. Some escapes the corners of my mouth, dripping down my chin, but I manage most of it, my throat working reflexively.

When he’s finished, he doesn’t immediately withdraw. Instead, he holds himself in my mouth for several long seconds, savoring the aftermath of his pleasure, before finally pulling back. His softening cock leaves a trail of saliva and cum across my lower lip as he tucks himself back into his trousers.

“Good girl,” he says, patting my head again. His breathing is still slightly elevated, his face flushed with satisfaction. “Very good. The Grivvets have tamed you well.”

I remain kneeling, unable to stand, unable to speak. The taste of him lingers on my tongue, and I fight the urge to vomit. What have I done? What has changed so much that I would do this so... efficiently? The conditioning runs deeper than I realized, reshaping not just my responses to commands but my very sense of self.

Jonah looks down at me, that calculating look back in his eyes, but now mixed with something else. Something like ownership. “I think we’re going to get along just fine while you’re here,” he says, wiping away a tear from my cheek with his thumb. “Don’t you?”

Jonah’s hand moves from my cheek to my hair, stroking the auburn strands with a gentleness that feels obscene after what he just made me do. I remain kneeling, unable to stand, unable to speak, as he pets me like a favored animal. My mouth tastes of him, bitter and salty, and I swallow reflexively, trying to rid myself of the lingering evidence of my submission.

“That was a good girl,” he murmurs, his fingers threading through my tangled hair. “You’re safe here. Rest now.”

The words should be comforting, but they’re empty of genuine care. Still, some desperate part of me clings to them, to the promise of safety after weeks of constant vigilance and fear. He doesn’t thank me for what I’ve done, doesn’t acknowledge it as a service or a favor. In his mind, perhaps, it was simply what I was made for—what I am now.

“Come,” Jonah says, reaching down to help me to my feet. His hands are firm but not rough as he guides me upright. My legs tremble beneath me, weak from kneeling and from the endless walking of the night before. He steadies me with an arm around my waist, his touch almost tender, as if we’re lovers rather than... whatever this is.

He leads me through his small house, past the main room where I ate earlier. The oversized shirt hangs loose on my frame, shifting against my bare skin with each step. I’m intensely aware of my nakedness beneath it, of how easily he could command me to remove it.

My throat feels raw, abraded by his rough use. Each swallow is a reminder of what I’ve just done, of how quickly I submitted. My mind feels wrapped in fog, unable to process fully what’s happening. Is this better or worse than the farm? Have I escaped one form of captivity only to stumble into another?

We reach the bedroom I glimpsed earlier, and I get a better look. The narrow bed is pushed against one wall. A faded quilt covers it, patched in places but clean, and a small window lets in the morning light, its glass cloudy with age. A wooden chest sits at the foot of the bed, its surface scratched from years of use. There’s little else—no personal touches, nothing to suggest it’s regularly inhabited.

“You can sleep here,” Jonah says, guiding me toward the bed. “You must be exhausted after your journey.”

I am. The adrenaline that fueled my escape has long since drained away, leaving me hollow and trembling. The night of walking through the forest, the constant fear of pursuit, and now this... My body can’t sustain it any longer. Even standing requires more strength than I possess.

I collapse onto the bed, not bothering to pull back the quilt. The straw mattress crinkles beneath my weight, firmer than the pile of loose straw in my stall but infinitely more comfortable. My limbs feel leaden, impossibly heavy, as I curl onto my side facing the wall. The shirt rides up, exposing my legs and ass, but I lack the energy to tug it down. He’s already seen it anyway.

“I’ll bring you food later,” Jonah says from the doorway. “Sleep now. You’re safe.”

Safe. The word echoes in my mind as my eyes drift closed. Am I safe? What does safety even mean anymore? Not being hurt? Not being forced to carry riders or wear a bit? I don’t even know if I’m safe here, but at least I’m with humans now.

My thoughts fragment as exhaustion claims me, breaking into shards that reflect disconnected images: Jonah’s face above me as I knelt before him; Skarn’s amber eyes assessing my worth; the Sugarroot dissolving on my tongue; the forest floor beneath my bare feet; my handler’s hand stroking my hair with the same false tenderness Jonah just showed.

Why did I so readily drop to my knees at a single command? Why did my body respond with arousal to being used? The Grivvets didn’t just mark my flesh—they rewired something deep inside me, altered pathways in my mind until submission became instinct and resistance became foreign.

I thought I was escaping. I thought I was reclaiming Aveline. But perhaps Emberlily is too deeply etched into me now to ever fully disappear. Perhaps she will always be there, waiting for the right word, the right command, to resurface and take control. The thought brings fresh tears to my eyes, hot and silent as they slide across the bridge of my nose to dampen the rough fabric beneath my cheek.

Relief at finding shelter wars with the horror of what I just did to secure it. Would I have done the same before my captivity? Would I have had this strange, dissociated feeling, as if my body and mind were separate entities operating under different rules? Or would I have fled, or found another way?

I’ll never know. That Aveline is gone, replaced by this confused creature who lies docile in a stranger’s bed after performing acts that should revolt her instead of turning her on. Who feels a perverse gratitude that he didn’t demand more, that he allowed her to rest afterward.

The sound of Jonah’s footsteps retreating pulls me back from the edge of sleep. There’s a brief pause, and then the soft, final click of the door being locked.

The sound should alarm me, should send me scrambling to my feet to check the window for escape. Instead, it brings a strange, twisted comfort. Locks mean boundaries. Boundaries mean rules. Rules mean I know what to expect, what is required of me. The Grivvets taught me well—too well—to find security in constraint.

As consciousness slips away, one thought surfaces with painful clarity: I may have escaped the farm, but I haven’t escaped what they made me. That will take more than running away. It will take unlearning everything my body now knows as truth.

My last coherent thought before darkness claims me is a question: What if I can’t?


Chapter Twenty-Two

A crash jolts me from the depths of exhausted sleep. My eyes snap open to chaos—shouts, heavy footfalls, the bedroom door splintering against the wall as it’s thrown wide. Before I can even process what’s happening, large hands seize my arms and legs, pinning me to the bed. My heart hammers wildly against my ribs as my mind struggles to catch up, still foggy with sleep, the remnants of troubled dreams clinging like cobwebs. This isn’t a nightmare—it’s something worse.

“Hold her down!” A gruff voice commands from somewhere above me.

Rough fingers dig into my flesh as I’m pressed harder against the mattress. The oversized shirt I wore to sleep rides up my body as I thrash against their grip. There are at least four of them—village men with weathered faces and cold eyes that appraise me with a mixture of disgust and cruel curiosity. Their hands are calloused from labor, but strong, and I struggle uselessly.

“Let me go!” I scream, my voice raw and unfamiliar after weeks of enforced silence. “Please!”

One of them, a broad-shouldered man with a salt-and-pepper beard, laughs without humor. “Shut her up and check for marks.”

Before I can protest further, two of them flip me onto my back and wrench my thighs apart with such force I feel something pull in my groin. The shirt is shoved up to my chin, exposing my body completely. I twist and buck against them, but the effort is futile. Strong hands press my shoulders into the mattress while others hold my legs splayed wide, their fingers digging into the tender flesh of my inner thighs.

“Look at that,” the bearded man says, leaning in close between my spread legs. His eyes fix on the sigils branded and inked into my flesh. His breath is hot against my most private parts, and I feel a scream building in my throat. “Plain as day. She’s stock. A pony-girl runaway. A filthy Grivvet animal who wandered off the farm.”

“No!” I sob, tears springing to my eyes. “I’m human! My name is Aveline! I was taken from my family’s farm—”

A hard slap cuts off my words, leaving my cheek burning and my ears ringing.

“Humans don’t wear marks on their cunny lips,” says a younger man, his face twisted with contempt as he peers between my legs. “You are owned property. Little more than a beast.”

“And it’s law to return you,” adds another, his voice matter-of-fact, as if explaining something obvious to a child.

Horror washes through me like ice water. These aren’t my rescuers—they’re my captors. They don’t see a fellow human in distress; they see an escaped animal to be returned to its rightful owner. The realization hits me with physical force, driving the air from my lungs.

“No, please,” I beg, my voice breaking. “I just want to go home. I was stolen, kidnapped from the Southern lands. My parents—”

“Christ, she’s still going on,” the bearded man interrupts, rolling his eyes. “Guess the Grivvets didn’t break her properly yet.”

“Always takes a few months,” says another, a tall man with a shaved head who stands near the door. “Even the stubborn ones give in eventually.”

The bearded man grabs my chin, forcing me to look at him. His eyes are cold, assessing. “Oh, you’ll be going home alright,” he says, his mouth twisting into a cruel smile. “Back to the Grivvet master and the farm you escaped from.”

Fresh tears spill down my cheeks. I try to turn my face away, but his grip tightens, fingers digging painfully into my jaw. “Please,” I whisper. “I’m not a pony. I’m a person.”

The man between my legs suddenly stiffens, his eyes widening as he peers closer at the marks. “Wait a minute,” he says, his voice dropping an octave. “I recognize these marks.”

My breath catches in my throat. A wild hope flares in my chest—maybe he sees something that proves I’m telling the truth, that I’m human after all.

“She is owned by Skarn the Breaker,” he continues, tracing one mark with his finger and dashing my hope to pieces. “There is no mistaking it.”

A murmur passes through the group. The name Skarn clearly carries weight even here, among these humans. The bearded man’s grip on my jaw loosens slightly in surprise.

“Skarn’s stock?” he repeats, eyebrows rising. “Well now, that’s a different matter. He pays top coin for returns.”

“Double if they’re undamaged,” adds the tall man by the door, his eyes suddenly alight with greedy interest.

The man between my legs nods, tracing a finger along the inside of my thigh. I flinch away from his touch, but the hands holding my legs spread prevent any escape. “These are definitely his sigils,” he confirms. “The style is unmistakable. It’s his work.”

“Please,” I try one more time, my voice a broken whisper. “I’m not property. I’m a person. Just like you.”

The bearded man studies me for a moment, something almost like pity flickering across his face. Then it hardens again, and he shakes his head. “No,” he says simply. “You’re not. Maybe you used to be a free human, but those marks change everything. You are now and forever a pony-girl.”

His words sink into me like stones dropped into still water, sending ripples of despair outward through my body. There’s a finality to them, an unassailable truth that cuts through my remaining hope. In their eyes, the marks on my body have redefined me. Whatever I was before, whatever claim to humanity I once had, has been erased by Skarn’s sigils.

“Tie her up,” the bearded man orders, releasing my chin and stepping back. “Skarn will want his property back undamaged.”

“What about her mouth?” asks the younger one, his eyes lingering on my lips. “Shouldn’t we gag her? She talks too much for a horse.”

The tall one by the door nods. “Best not to let her keep yapping. Makes it easier to forget what she is.”

“I’m human,” I whisper one last time, the words fading into the room like the last echo of a scream.

No one responds. No one even looks at my face anymore. I’ve become an object to be handled, property to be returned, a task to be completed. The marks between my thighs speak louder than any protest I could make.

As they begin to search for rope to bind me, I catch sight of movement in the doorway. Jonah stands there, arms crossed, watching the scene unfold with a satisfied smirk on his face. Our eyes meet, and in that moment, I understand completely: this was always the plan. He never intended to help me. He was just waiting until I fell asleep to turn me in.

The younger man pulls a dirty rag from his pocket. When I see him approach with it, I clamp my mouth shut, but it doesn’t matter. The bearded one smacks his palm harshly against my pussy, making me gasp his shock. A rag is shoved between my teeth. The taste is foul—sweat and dirt and something else I don’t want to identify. I gag against it, but there’s no relief as another strip of cloth is tied around my head to keep it in place. My protests are reduced to muffled whimpers. My voice is taken from me once again.

“Get that shirt off her,” the bearded man orders. “Animals don't wear clothes.”

Rough hands grab at the oversized shirt, tearing rather than removing it. The fabric rips easily, exposing my naked body completely to their hungry eyes. This final shred of dignity—this one piece of human clothing I had managed to claim—is stripped away in seconds, leaving me as naked as I was in the pony stables. The cool air raises goosebumps across my skin, but it’s their stares that make me feel truly cold.

“Hold her still,” the tall one commands, producing coils of rough rope from a sack.

They flip me onto my stomach, yanking my arms behind my back with such force that pain shoots through my shoulders. The rope bites into my wrists as they bind them tightly, the knots pressed against my spine to make them impossible for me to reach. More rope circles my elbows, pulling them closer together until my shoulder blades nearly touch. The position thrusts my chest forward, making my breasts jut out obscenely.

“Roll her back over,” says the bearded man. “I need to bind those legs too.”

When they flip me again, hands linger longer than necessary on my breasts, fingers pinching my nipples with deliberate cruelty. I try to twist away, but I’m helpless in their grip. One man runs his palm flat across my stomach, down between my legs, fingers probing where even the Grivvets had merely inspected. I squeeze my eyes shut, unable to bear their faces as they violate me.

“Don’t get any ideas,” the bearded one warns, though his tone suggests amusement rather than concern. “That cunny is just for stallions to breed.”

“Just checking if she’s in heat,” laughs the one with his hand between my thighs, his fingers pushing deeper than even the handlers at the farm had dared. “Making sure everything’s in working order.”

Another hand cups my breast, squeezing hard enough to make me whimper. “Nice and firm,” its owner comments casually. “If Skarn keeps her as a breeder, she’ll feed plenty of foals with these.”

As they bind my ankles with the same rough rope, their hands continue to roam freely over my body. One of them flips me over again to check the bindings on my wrists, but his hand slides down to squeeze my ass. A finger probes at my rear entrance, making me jerk in shock and pain.

“Still nice and tight,” he comments with a laugh. “I wonder if she’s had a ponytail yet.”

The others chuckle as if he’s said something clever. I don’t understand what he means, but the crude tone and their laughter tell me everything I need to know. Whatever a “ponytail” is, it’s something degrading, something that will further erase the human I once was.

“Enough playing around,” the bearded man says finally. “Let’s get her loaded up. Skarn will be missing his property.”

Two of them grab me by the arms and legs, lifting me as if I weigh nothing. As they carry me from the bedroom into the main room of Jonah’s house, I catch sight of him standing near the table, the same satisfied smirk still playing on his lips as he watches them carry me past.

“Caught yourself some fancy stock there, Jonah,” one man calls to him with a laugh. “Should’ve kept her in the stable, not the bed!”

Jonah’s smirk widens into a grin. “She would have known something was wrong if I did that,” he replies casually, as if discussing the weather. “Might have run off again. This way was easier.”

“Smart thinking,” nods the bearded man. “You did the right thing by coming to get us when you found her.”

“The marks aren’t hard to spot,” Jonah answers with a shrug. “Anyone can see what she is.”

Their words cut deeper than the ropes digging into my flesh. Jonah never saw me as a person in need of help. From the moment he found me in his woodshed, I was just property to be returned for whatever reward Skarn offers. The sexual act he demanded was just a bonus, a way to use the merchandise before sending it back.

“We’ll get her back to her master,” the tall one assures Jonah. “You’ll get your finder’s fee, don’t worry.”

“Just make sure Skarn knows it was me who found her,” Jonah replies, his eyes never meeting mine now.

They carry me through the front door and into the bright morning light. The village is fully awake now, with people going about their daily business. Some stop to stare as I’m carried past, naked and bound, but none show concern or pity.

A few of them nod in approval, as if the men are performing a public service by returning lost property. One woman sneers, muttering, “disgusting animal,” under her breath. Tears pour down my face, but no one cares. They simply glance away, unwilling to acknowledge what’s happening.

At the edge of the village square sits a small cart hitched to a mule. They carry me toward it, swinging me between them as they approach. I try to struggle one last time, but the ropes hold tight.

“One,” the bearded man counts. “Two. Three!”

On “three,” they swing me up and release, sending me flying into the back of the cart. I land hard on rough wooden planks, the impact driving the air from my lungs. Pain blossoms across my side and hip where I strike the unyielding surface. Unable to break my fall with bound hands, my face slams into the planks, making stars explode behind my eyes.

One of them climbs into the cart behind me, checking my bonds one final time. His hands linger on my body, giving one last squeeze to my breast before he jumps back down.

“All secure,” he announces. “She’s not going anywhere.”

Fresh tears stream down my face, soaking into the dirty gag. Through blurry eyes, I catch a last glimpse of Jonah standing in his doorway, watching as the cart begins to move. There’s no remorse on his face, no hint that he sees me as anything but an object, a piece of lost property successfully recovered.

The cart lurches forward, wheels clattering against the packed dirt road. As we leave the village behind, heading back toward the Grivvet farm and Skarn, the truth crashes down on me with crushing finality: Skarn was right. The local humans do return escaped stock. They know the law. Pony-girls belong to the Grivvets.

I am not Aveline anymore. Aveline was human, and humans don’t wear marks on their bodies declaring them property. I am Emberlily, a pony-girl who foolishly thought she could reclaim a humanity that’s been branded and trained out of her. There is no escape, no rescue, no return to what I was.

As the cart bumps along the road taking me back to my life as a mount, I close my eyes and surrender to the darkness gathering at the edges of my consciousness. My brief taste of freedom, my desperate flight through the forest, my hope for rescue—it was all for nothing.


Chapter Twenty-Three

The cart jolts to a halt, the sudden stillness more jarring than the constant rocking that’s been my world for hours. Through tear-swollen eyes, I see the familiar wooden posts of Skarn’s farm rising against the afternoon sky. I’ve returned to where I started, but something vital has been left behind in the village when I believed escape was possible.

That something is hope.

Voices murmur above me, human and Grivvet mingling in a conversation that decides my fate without consulting me. The bearded man’s rough hands seize my ankles, dragging me toward the edge of the cart. The rope binding my wrists cuts deeper when my weight shifts, and a muffled whimper escapes around the filthy gag.

“Careful with it,” his companion cautions, not out of concern for me but for the reward they’ll receive.

They haul me from the cart like a sack of grain, my body hitting the packed dirt with a thud that drives what little air I have from my lungs. I lie there, cheek pressed against the ground, dirt sticking to the tears and sweat on my face. The farm smells exactly as I remember—hay and sweat and leather, and the unique musk of Grivvets. The sweet scent of Sugarroots reaches my nose from somewhere nearby, and the familiarity is both comforting and horrifying.

Footsteps approach, lighter than a human’s but ones I’ve become familiar with. I don’t need to look up to know who it is. Skarn’s presence registers like a physical pressure, the air growing heavier around me.

His feet appear in my limited field of vision, those familiar leather boots polished to a shine. A soft click of his tongue—and then his hand reaches down, gripping my chin to turn my face upward. Our eyes meet, his amber irises studying me with the same detached interest he might show an interesting bug.

“No serious damage,” he comments to no one in particular, his thumb brushing dirt from my cheek with surprising gentleness. “A bit bruised, but nothing that won’t heal.”

The village men shift their weight behind me, eager for their reward. One clears his throat.

“Found her at Jonah’s house,” the bearded one explains. “He spotted your marks right away, sent for us immediately.”

Skarn’s eyes never leave mine as he listens. I search his gaze for anger, for the rage that must surely come before my punishment, but find only calm assessment. This unnerves me more than fury would. He knew my escape attempt was meaningless, so it’s not even worth his anger.

“Jonah deserves credit for recognizing my property,” Skarn says finally, releasing my chin and straightening.

The transaction that follows is painfully mundane. Skarn reaches into a pouch at his belt, producing a small leather bag that clinks with the sound of coins. No haggling, no discussion of my worth—just a simple exchange, the price of a runaway pony-girl already established by custom or law.

“The usual bounty,” he says, tossing the bag to the bearded man, who catches it with practiced ease. “Plus a little extra for delivering her so quickly.”

The bearded man weighs the bag in his palm, nodding with satisfaction. “Pleasure doing business,” he replies, tucking the payment into his own belt. “Call on us anytime you lose stock. We know how to spot ‘em.”

Neither man glances at me as they climb back onto their cart. I’m just property returned to its rightful owner and no longer their responsibility. Their wheels crunch against the dirt road as they depart, already discussing how they’ll spend their bounty, my humanity not even a passing consideration.

Skarn turns away without another word, his dismissal of me as complete as the villagers’. At a gesture from him, two handlers approach—my regular one, who has always been kind to me even though he treats me like an animal, and another I recognize from training sessions. Their faces betray nothing as they crouch beside me, their movements gentle rather than cruel.

“Welcome back, Emberlily,” my handler says softly as he removes the filthy gag from my mouth. The relief is immediate, my jaw aching as I work it for the first time in hours. “I bet you were so scared. Humans are rough with ponies. They don’t understand how valuable you are to us, but you're home now and we’ll fix you up.”

They cut away the crude ropes the villagers used, leaving red welts where they bit into my flesh. The contrast between human and Grivvet handling strikes me with bitter irony—these creatures who see me as livestock treat my body with more care than those who share my species. The handlers’ touch is businesslike but not deliberately painful as they check me for serious injuries.

My handler produces my bridle from a nearby rack, the familiar leather and metal that I once despised. Now, after the dirty rag that choked me for hours, the custom-fit bit seems almost merciful as it slides between my teeth. The buckles are tightened, the pressure familiar against my scalp.

“There,” my handler murmurs. “That’s better, and you didn’t even try to speak.”

My arms are rebound behind my back, but with proper technique—shoulders positioned to minimize strain, wrists wrapped in soft leather before the ropes are applied. The ankle shackles click into place, their weight familiar, almost comforting after the crude bindings of the villagers.

Throughout this process, I remain still, compliant. What’s the point of struggling? Where would I go? Who would help me? The humans I once thought might see me as one of their own had proven Skarn right—I am just property with a pretty mark.

My handler clips the reins to my bridle and helps me to my feet with a gentle tug. My muscles scream in protest after hours of being bound in unnatural positions, but I straighten as best I can. He clicks his tongue softly—the sound used to encourage obedient ponies—and leads me across the yard toward the stables.

Other pony-girls watch as I pass, their eyes reflecting a mixture of pity and understanding. Some are in training; others are being groomed or exercised. The routine of the farm continues uninterrupted, my absence and return merely a small ripple in its steady flow.

Inside the stable, the familiar smell of hay and sweat envelops me. My handler leads me to my stall and unclips my reins from the bridle.

“Rest now,” he says, his hand patting my shoulder. “Master Skarn will decide your punishment in the morning.”

The door closes behind him; the latch sliding home with a finality that severs whatever thread of hope I’d been clinging to. I sink to my knees in the fresh straw, then curl onto my side, my bound arms uncomfortable beneath me. My body shakes with silent sobs, tears falling unchecked to dampen the hay beneath my cheek.

What awaits me tomorrow? The whip? The hot iron? Some new training to break me further? Whatever it is, I know now there’s no escape from it. There is no world beyond these walls that will accept Aveline as human again. The marks on my body have rewritten who I am, not just to the Grivvets but to my own kind.

I close my eyes against the fading afternoon light. Emberlily. I am Emberlily now. The name settles over me like a shroud.

— — —

Dawn comes faster than I wanted. I’ve spent the night in fitful sleep. I’ve been waiting all night for this morning, for the punishment I know is coming. The not knowing was almost worse than whatever pain awaits—almost, but not quite. When the stable door creaks open and footsteps approach my stall, I close my eyes briefly, steeling myself for what’s coming.

Two handlers appear—my regular one and another with a scar running along his jawline. Their expressions are neutral, neither cruel nor kind, simply going about their morning duties. My handler unlatches the door while the scarred one holds a set of reins at the ready.

“Up,” my handler says quietly, the command gentle but leaving no room for disobedience.

I struggle to my feet, my muscles stiff from a night spent bound on hard-packed straw. My arms are still secured behind my back, but I’ve grown accustomed to this now. The scarred handler steps forward, attaching the reins to my bridle quickly. The bit shifts in my mouth as he tests the tension.

“Come,” he says, tugging lightly.

They lead me from the stall, one on either side. The stable is quiet this early, other pony-girls still dozing or just beginning to stir. Some stare with wide eyes as I pass, understanding what’s happening even without words. The weight of their gaze feels heavier than the bridle on my head.

The yard outside is washed in sunrise, long shadows stretching across packed dirt. Dew glitters on the grass beyond the training pens, the world achingly beautiful in a way that seems to mock my situation. It’s a cruel contrast to the dread coiling in my stomach.

Across the yard, two wooden posts stand about three feet apart, rising from the ground like silent sentinels. Other handlers are already gathered there, some checking ropes, others simply waiting. My steps falter at the sight of them all, fear suddenly overriding the resignation I’ve cultivated since my return. The scarred handler notices, giving my reins a firm tug that forces me forward.

“Better to accept it,” he murmurs, not unkindly. “Fighting will only make it worse.”

We reach the posts, and I stare at the packed dirt between them, marked with dark stains I don’t want to identify. Other pony-girls have knelt here before me; other lessons have been taught on this spot. The thought brings no comfort, only a dull certainty that I’m not special, not unique—just another piece of property being disciplined.

“Drakk!” The command rings out, sharp and clear in the morning air.

My knees hit the ground, body responding to training with automatic precision. I kneel between the posts, thighs spread to shoulder-width as I was taught, back straight despite the awkward position of my bound arms. Some distant part of me notes the irony—even in punishment, I display the perfect posture they’ve beaten into me.

Handlers move around me in a well-rehearsed dance of preparation. One attaches a thick leather collar around my neck, connecting it with short lengths of rope to both posts so my head is held forward and slightly up. The position makes it impossible to look down or away from whatever comes. I will have to face it with my eyes open.

Another handler secures ropes around my waist, pulling them taut so I’m anchored to both posts from the sides. The bindings force my back to remain perfectly straight, chest thrust forward, no possibility of curling inward for protection. The ropes are snug but not digging into my skin. They’re designed to restrain without cutting off circulation or causing unnecessary pain. I’m sure there will be enough pain soon without the ropes adding to it.

A third handler kneels before me, securing my knees to the ground with more rope, wrapping them methodically around my thighs just above the joint. When he finishes, I cannot move my lower body at all—cannot close my legs, cannot shift position to ease discomfort, cannot do anything but kneel and wait.

My naked body is displayed and immobilized, breasts thrust forward by the posture, buttocks exposed by the kneeling position. There is nowhere to hide, no way to protect myself from whatever comes next. The morning air prickles against my skin, raising goosebumps across my exposed flesh.

The handlers gather in a loose semicircle, their faces professional rather than eager. This is not entertainment for them, not something they take pleasure in witnessing. It’s simply part of the farm’s operation—necessary for life on the farm to run smoothly. Their eyes hold neither pity nor cruelty, just the flat acceptance of people doing their jobs.

The yard grows quiet. Even the birds seem to hush their morning songs. The sun continues its climb into the sky, indifferent to what happens beneath it.

I wait, breath coming in shallow pants around the bit. Sweat beads on my forehead despite the morning cool, trickling down between my breasts. My heartbeat thunders in my ears, each second stretching into painful eternity as anticipation builds.

Then, footsteps come from behind me where I cannot turn to see. The handlers straighten slightly, their posture shifting to respect. A shudder runs through me, impossible to suppress despite the ropes holding me still.

Skarn steps fully into my field of vision, a long coiled whip hanging from his right hand like a sleeping serpent. His amber eyes meet mine, unblinking and calm, as he takes a position before me. There is no anger on his face, no satisfaction, no cruelty—just the steady gaze of someone performing a necessary task. The whip’s braided leather catches the morning light, each strand woven tight to maximize pain without breaking skin.

“Pony-girls who try to escape face punishment: six lashes,” Skarn announces, his voice even and matter-of-fact. “Three to the chest. Three to the bottom.”

The simplicity of the statement is worse than any lengthy lecture could be. No heated words about betrayal or ingratitude, no threats about what might happen if I try again.

Skarn unfurls the whip with a practiced flick of his wrist. The leather stretches out beside him, a dark line against the morning sky, before settling into a gentle curve that sways with his slightest movement. My breath comes in quick, shallow pants around the bit, my heart hammering so hard I fear it might burst. My eyes can’t leave the whip, tracking its subtle movements as Skarn adjusts his grip, taking his time, allowing the anticipation to build.

He steps back slightly, creating the perfect distance. His arm rises in a smooth arc, the whip following like an extension of his body. There’s a moment of perfect stillness—a single heartbeat when the world seems to pause—before his arm snaps forward.

The whip cuts through the air with a sound like tearing silk, a whisper that builds to a crack as the tip breaks the sound barrier. That sound reaches my ears a fraction of a second before the pain does.

Fire explodes across my chest, a line of white-hot agony that steals my breath and vision. The lash strikes perfectly across both breasts, leaving a burning stripe that feels like molten metal against my skin. A scream tears from my throat, distorted by the bit into something inhuman, a sound I barely recognize as my own. My body jerks against the ropes, instinct fighting to escape the pain, but there’s no escaping.

Skarn waits, allowing the full force of the first lash to bloom before preparing for the second. The burning doesn’t fade but deepens, spreading outward from the red welt now rising on my flesh. Tears spring to my eyes, blurring my vision, but the ropes holding my head force me to keep looking at him, to watch as he readies himself again.

The second lash falls lower, just beneath my breasts. The leather bites into the sensitive skin where breast meets ribcage, a different quality of pain that somehow resonates deeper, reaching into my core. Another scream, this one broken by sobs. My legs strain against the ropes binding my knees, muscles trembling with effort, but I can’t move an inch. Can’t twist away, can’t shield myself. Can only endure.

“Two,” Skarn counts quietly.

My chest heaves with ragged breaths, each one sending fresh waves of pain across the welts. Sweat and tears mingle on my face, dripping onto my burning skin where the salt stings the tender welts. Through tear-blurred eyes, I watch Skarn adjust his stance slightly for the third strike.

The whip sings again, its voice more terrifying than any shout could be. The third lash crosses the first, creating an intersection of agony that makes stars burst behind my eyes. A sound escapes me that isn’t even a scream anymore—just a broken, animal whimper of pure suffering. My mind fragments, unable to process this level of pain, retreating to some distant corner while my body absorbs the punishment.

“Three,” Skarn notes calmly.

He circles around me, moving deliberately to position himself behind me. I can’t see him now, I can only feel his presence, sense his movements. This new blindness adds another layer of terror—not knowing exactly when the next strike will come, unable to brace myself. The anticipation is almost as unbearable as the pain itself.

I hang suspended in that terrible waiting, each second stretching into eternity. My chest throbs with burning pain, the welts pulsing in time with my racing heart. Behind me, I hear the subtle shift of Skarn’s feet on packed earth, the soft whisper of the whip as he lets it trail against the ground.

The fourth lash catches me across the fullest part of my buttocks; a different pain from the chest strikes. Where those were sharp and cutting, this is deeper, more concussive, the force reverberating through my entire body. I jerk forward against the ropes, a hoarse cry forcing its way past the bit. The pain radiates up my spine and down my thighs, muscles clenching involuntarily against the assault.

“Four,” comes Skarn’s voice, as steady as if he were reading numbers from a ledger.

I’m sobbing openly now, my composure completely shattered. Whatever pride or defiance I might have clung to has been stripped away, leaving only the raw, animal need to escape pain. I would promise anything, do anything, be anything he wants if only this would stop. In this moment, Aveline is gone completely, not even a memory—there is only the suffering creature bound between two posts, learning her lesson with each stroke of the whip.

The fifth lash lands lower, catching the sensitive junction where the buttock meets thigh. More pain blooms there, somehow both sharper and deeper, finding nerve endings that send white-hot signals racing through my body. My scream is weaker now, throat raw from crying, but no less genuine. My vision has narrowed to pinpoints, darkness crowding the edges as my body struggles to process so much pain.

“Five,” Skarn counts.

One more. Just one more. The thought is both a desperate prayer and terrified anticipation. My body trembles uncontrollably, muscles spasming from strain and shock. Sweat soaks my skin, making the welts glisten in the morning light. Behind me, I hear Skarn shift position slightly for the last strike.

The sixth lash crosses the previous two, creating a burning lattice across my buttocks. The pain transcends physical sensation, becoming something almost spiritual in its totality. I have no more screams left, just a broken whimper that bubbles around the bit, mixed with saliva and tears. My body sags against the ropes, strength completely gone, held upright only by the bindings that force me to endure this punishment.

“Six,” Skarn concludes.

Then silence. No lecture follows, nor any words of warning about what will happen if I try to escape again. No threats, or insults or reminders of my place. The punishment itself is the entire message, written on my flesh in raised welts and burning pain.

Skarn moves back into my field of vision, the whip now coiled neatly in his hand. His face remains as impassive as when he began. He studies me for a moment, those amber eyes taking in my tear-streaked face, the rise and fall of my chest where the welts cross my breasts, the trembling that I cannot control.

With a slight nod, as if confirming something to himself, he turns and walks away. The punishment is complete. The lesson was delivered. There is nothing more to say.

I hang in the ropes, shaking, each breath sending fresh waves of pain across the welts. The fire doesn’t diminish but seems to sink deeper, embedding itself beneath my skin, into muscle and bone and memory. This pain will fade eventually, but the memory of it—and the lesson it teaches—will remain permanently etched into my being.

At this moment, I understand with perfect clarity: I am Emberlily. I will always be Emberlily. Aveline is gone, as surely as if she’d died in that forest during my desperate escape attempt. The humans who betrayed me and Skarn, who punished me, have finished what the weeks of training began.

The sun continues its climb into the morning sky, indifferent to my suffering, to my transformation. Another day on the farm has begun.

Another day I’ll have to learn how to become the perfectly trained pony-girl.


Chapter Twenty-Four

The ropes fall away, one by one, and my body slumps forward without their support, muscles too weak to hold me upright. The welts across my chest and buttocks throb with each heartbeat, a rhythm of fire that drowns out all other sensation. I don’t resist as hands grip my arms, steadying me. What would be the point? Escape is impossible. The humans made that clear. The whip made it clearer still.

“Up,” my handler commands softly, his clawed hands supporting my weight.

I try to obey, my legs trembling beneath me like a newborn foal’s. Each movement sends fresh waves of agony across the welts. The morning sun feels like needles against my skin. My vision swims, dark spots dancing at the edges, threatening to pull me under. I focus on my breathing, on drawing air past the bit still lodged between my teeth. In. Out. In. Out. The simple rhythm keeps me conscious and moving.

“Good mare,” the handler murmurs, the praise washing over me, calming my racing heart. They don’t seem angry at me, which I’m grateful for, and I don’t dwell on the feeling of guilt that swirls in my gut at the thought of my escape disappointing them.

They lead me across the yard, one handler on each side helping to support my weight. My feet drag against the packed dirt, but I manage to keep them under me. Around us, the farm looks like it does every morning. Handlers lead other pony-girls to training or feeding. My punishment is already forgotten by them, but not for me.

I’m aware of where they're leading me, but don’t have the energy to fight.

Across the yard, the restraint rack looms beside the glowing pit of coals. Its wooden frame stands ominously against the morning sky, metal restraints gleaming in the light of the flames.

My legs falter, an instinctive hesitation that earns a gentle click of disapproval from my handler. He doesn’t strike me or force me forward roughly. He doesn’t need to. My body has been trained through weeks of conditioning and responds automatically to the sound. I resume walking, the motion as automatic as breathing.

The smell reaches me first—scorched flesh and acrid ink, the lingering evidence of previous markings. My stomach clenches, bile rising in my throat. I swallow it back, knowing that vomiting around the bit would only make things worse.

“Drakk,” the scarred handler commands as we reach the rack.

I sink to my knees, grateful for the momentary reprieve. The wooden platform of the rack stretches before me. Metal restraints, designed to hold my upper body down and my ankles spread wide. A wider strap runs across the middle, meant to secure the waist and prevent any movement that might mess up the marking.

“Lie down,” my handler instructs, his voice still gentle. There’s no cruelty in his tone, just the steady direction of someone guiding livestock through a necessary procedure.

I crawl forward onto the wooden surface, my body moving on autopilot. The wood is warm against my skin, heated by the nearby fire. I do as instructed, arching my back to accommodate the restraints that bind my arms behind me. My legs stretch outward, instinctively finding their place against the cold metal cuffs. The rough wood of the rack presses against my skin, a stark reminder of my helplessness, as I submit to the inevitable.

The handlers work with practiced efficiency, securing first my ankles, then my upper half. The metal cuffs close with solid clicks, tight enough to prevent movement but not so tight as to cut off circulation. They’re designed for long sessions, for keeping a pony-girl immobile while the marking takes place. The collar comes last, forcing my neck down so I can’t look behind me.

I lie spread-eagle on the rack, chest heaving with ragged breaths that send fresh pain racing across the welts. Tears leak from the corners of my eyes. I stare at the ground, waiting for them to begin.

Around me, the handlers get to work. One stokes the fire, sending sparks dancing upward. Another arranges tools on a small table nearby—steel styluses with fine points, bottles of ink, clean cloths for wiping away blood.

The smell of scorched flesh grows stronger as the fire blazes hotter. My nostrils flare, taking in the scent that will soon include my own burned skin. The thought sends a fresh wave of trembling through my body, but the restraints hold me firmly in place. There is nowhere to go, no escape from what’s coming.

Other pony-girls are visible from my position, some being exercised in the training pens, others kneeling at feeding troughs. Their lives continue as normal while I lie here waiting for the brand that will mark me as a trained riding pony.

I close my eyes, trying to find a quiet place inside my mind where I can retreat from what’s about to happen, but there is no escape, not even in my thoughts. The conditioning has penetrated too deeply, rewired too much of who I am. Even in my head, I’m not fully free.

A hush falls over the handlers at Skarn’s presence, my muscles tensing involuntarily beneath the restraints when I see him.

Skarn approaches the rack with unhurried steps. His movements are calm as usual, and I wonder if anything really flusters him. He selects his tools with careful deliberation—a steel stylus with a delicate point, a small clay pot of dark ink mixture. His clawed fingers handle each item with surprising gentleness. The fire pit glows orange-red beside him, casting flickering shadows across his green skin as he kneels to place the stylus among the coals. I watch the metal slowly change color in the heart of the fire, from dull gray to angry red, and my body shudders against the restraints.

The handlers stand back, their faces impassive. This isn’t entertainment for them—it’s simply a normal procedure on a pony-girl farm. Their disinterest somehow makes it worse. If they took pleasure in my suffering, I could hate them for it. Their clinical detachment leaves me with nothing to rage against.

Skarn tests the temperature of the stylus, lifting it briefly from the coals to examine its glow before returning it to the heat. He’s in no hurry. The anticipation stretches my nerves to breaking point, each second an eternity of dread. I strain against the metal cuffs holding me tight, but not with any real hope of escape but from pure animal instinct.

“Be still,” Skarn says, his voice neither harsh nor kind.

He rises from the fire pit, the glowing stylus in one hand, the clay pot of ink in the other. My breath comes in quick, shallow pants around the bit as he approaches.

Skarn positions himself between my spread legs, kneeling on a small stool that a handler was quick to set down. It places Skarn at the perfect height for his work.

Skarn’s clawed fingers wedge between my thighs, prying me open. He spreads my lips, exposing me in front of the handlers, who lean in for a closer look. I don’t even flush or feel the usual shame. There is no privacy left, no part of me unseen, uninspected, unclaimed.

He traces the raised, dark sigils already branded on my labia, considering them with the thoughtful attention of a craftsman evaluating his canvas. “Here,” he says, pressing the sensitive flesh just below the previous mark, “the riding brand will go here.”

The handlers murmur approval. “Visible to all who care to look.” He gestures at my exposed cleft, the way his fingers spread me making my stomach twist.

He speaks as if I’m not present, as if I’m an object being modified rather than a person being mutilated. In his mind, perhaps that’s true. I’m just another pony-girl, another piece of stock to be properly marked and cataloged.

A whimper escapes me, soft and broken around the bit, but no one pays attention to me.

“Hold position,” he instructs, though it’s unnecessary. The restraints make any movement impossible.

The first touch of the heated metal against my tender flesh sends a shock of agony racing through my body so intense that, for a moment, I forget how to breathe. It’s so much worse than I remembered.

My back arches against the waist strap, a strangled scream tearing from my throat. The sound is inhuman, distorted by the bit, a feral cry of pure animal suffering.

Skarn doesn’t pause or flinch. His hand remains steady as he traces the first line of the riding pony symbol, the hot stylus burning away skin and marking what lies beneath. The smell of my burning flesh fills my nostrils, acidic and sickening. My stomach heaves, but there’s nothing to expel.

“Breathe,” my handler instructs from somewhere beyond my field of vision.

I drag air into my lungs; the motion making my chest rise against the restraints. The welts from the whipping burn anew with the movement, but they’re nothing compared to the searing agony between my legs.

Skarn lifts the stylus, examining his work with a critical eye before returning the metal to the fire. The brief reprieve is almost worse than the burning. It allows just enough time for the pain to fully register, for my mind to comprehend what’s happening before it begins again.

“Good depth,” Skarn comments to the observing handlers. “Not too deep to heal, not too shallow to fade.”

The stylus returns to the coals, glowing brighter as it reheats. I try to prepare myself for the next stroke, but there’s no preparing for this. When the heated metal touches me again, tracing another line of the symbol, my body convulses with renewed agony.

Stroke by stroke, line by line, Skarn builds the riding pony symbol into my flesh. Each touch of the hot metal is a fresh explosion of pain, each pause between strokes a moment to dread the next.

The symbol is small but feels like he’s marking my entire labia. The pain is everywhere. It feels like hours, but I know it’s only been minutes.

At some point, I stopped screaming. My throat is too raw, my energy too depleted. The sounds that escape me now are soft, broken things—whimpers and moans that barely register above the crackling of the fire and the occasional murmurs of the handlers.

“The ink now,” he says, setting aside the stylus and reaching for the clay pot.

The pain of the ink is less intense than the burning but somehow more insidious as he works the dark mixture into the raw wounds. The ink stings like acid, seeping into the burned channels to create permanent color beneath my skin. I feel each stroke of his finger as he presses the mixture deep into the wounds, ensuring the mark will remain vivid long after healing.

“This makes the lines stand out,” he explains to a younger handler. “Makes the symbol clear from a distance. Clear marks are good for auctions.”

Auctions. The word penetrates my fog of pain. I know I’m being prepared for sale eventually. This riding mark is another step closer to being sold as a fully trained horse. The realization should horrify me, should reignite some spark of resistance, but I’m too broken, too exhausted, too consumed by pain to feel anything but a dull acceptance.

“The mark is done,” he announces, sitting back to examine his work. “A clean riding pony symbol. She’s now certified for all standard mounts.”

I lie limp on the rack, body broken, fresh tears streaming down my face. The pain radiates outward from between my legs, pulsing in waves that wash through my entire body. But beneath the pain, beneath the exhaustion and violation, something else stirs—a strange, twisted relief that it’s over, and I was good. Maybe I’ll get a Sugarroot.

Skarn rises, wiping his hands on a clean cloth. His amber eyes meet mine briefly, but he looks away, already dismissing me.

The handlers move in as soon as Skarn is gone. My regular handler approaches first; his familiar scent of leather and herbs registers before his face comes into view.

“Release the mare’s restraints,” he instructs another handler. “Careful with the whip marks. The pain of her punishment was necessary, but anything after would just be animal cruelty.”

The metal cuffs open one by one, but I don’t move immediately. The rack’s wooden surface is slick beneath me, wet with sweat and tears and probably blood.

“Up, Emberlily,” my handler says, his clawed hand stroking along my back in a soothing gesture that shouldn’t bring me comfort but it does. “Go easy.”

I try to obey, muscles trembling with the effort. The movement sends fresh waves of agony through both the whip welts and the new mark between my legs. A whimper escapes me, soft and broken around the bit. The world spins briefly, darkness crowding the edges of my vision. I focus on my handler’s face, using it as an anchor to fight off the encroaching unconsciousness.

“Good girl,” he murmurs when I’m finally upright. “Drakk.” He taps my thigh, encouraging me to listen.

The scarred handler appears with my shackles and bridle, the metal gleaming dully in the midday sun. The ankle shackles follow, the familiar weight settling around my legs, the chain between them jingling softly with each step.

My regular handler adjusts my bridle, checking that the bit sits properly between my teeth. His fingers work deftly, tightening straps and buckles with practiced ease. There’s a strange intimacy to it, this careful attention to my restraints. It’s the closest thing to tenderness I’ve experienced since my capture.

“Back to the stall now. I will bring you food in your stall today so you can rest,” he says, clipping reins to the rings of my bridle. “Small steps.”

The journey across the yard feels endless, but I make it. The familiar smell of hay and sweat and leather reaches me as we approach. It’s oddly comforting after the acrid stench of burned flesh and ink that still clings to my nostrils.

Inside, the relative darkness is a blessed relief after the harsh sunlight. My handler guides me to my stall—third from the end on the right, the space that has become my entire world during the night hours. He unlatches the door, swinging it open with a creak of wood against wood.

“In,” he whispers, the command barely more than a suggestion.

I step inside, my body moving automatically in response to his words. The fresh hay crackles beneath my feet, clean and dry after being changed during my absence. My water trough gleams in the corner, filled to the brim with cool, clear liquid that suddenly makes me aware of the raging thirst burning my throat.

My handler unclips the reins from my bridle but leaves the bit in place. He checks my bindings again, ensuring they’re secure without being too tight.

“Rest now,” he says, his voice softer than usual. “No training today. Just rest and heal.”

He backs out of the stall, pulling the door closed behind him. The latch slides home with a solid click that echoes in the quiet space. His footsteps fade as he walks away, leaving me alone with my pain and my thoughts.

I sink awkwardly to my knees, then manage to curl onto my side in the hay. The position puts no pressure on my freshly marked flesh or the worst of the whip welts. My bound arms make finding a comfortable position difficult, but exhaustion makes any position acceptable if it allows for rest.

The pain radiates through me in waves, each pulse a reminder of what I’ve endured. The mark between my legs throbs with its own distinct rhythm, separate from the steady burn of the welts across my chest and buttocks. Together they create a symphony of suffering that makes it impossible to forget, even for a moment, what’s been done to me.

In the quiet darkness of the stall, with no one to observe me, no one to perform for, I allow the tears to come. They slip silently down my cheeks, dampening the hay beneath my head. I cry not just for the physical pain, which will eventually fade, but for the deeper wounds that may never heal—the loss of autonomy, of dignity, of the future I once imagined for myself.

The marking is complete. I am now, in every way that matters to them, Emberlily, a trained riding pony. They’ve remade me according to their design, rewritten me with whips and bits and brands until the person I was seems like a distant memory, a character from a story told long ago.

And yet...

In the deepest part of me, in a place they haven’t reached with their whips and brands and Sugarroots, something stirs. I thought it was completely snuffed out after the betrayal from the humans, but a small, defiant flame still flickers. They’ve marked my body, conditioned my responses, even begun to reshape my mind, but they haven’t claimed everything. Not yet. Not completely.

I may be Emberlily now, but Aveline is still somewhere deep inside me fighting.

I can be called Emberlily and marked with pony-girl symbols. They can make me kneel and trot and carry riders. They can do all of this and more, but they cannot erase the core of who I am unless I surrender it willingly.

My body may be broken, my future decided without my consent, but my mind—my self—that little flame remains mine to protect, to preserve, to keep alive behind a mask of compliance. It’s my little rebellion, invisible to anyone but me, yet it feels like the most important act of my life.

I curl tighter in the hay, cradling this fragile spark close to my heart where no one can see it. Aveline is still here, and as long as I remember that, I am not yet fully broken.


Chapter Twenty-Five

I wake to the familiar smell of hay and let out a sigh of relief when there is only a dull ache between my legs. My handler took pity on me last night and applied a paste on the new mark that numbed the area. I was so grateful I nudged his arm with my face in thanks, only realizing after that it was very horse-like. He seemed thrilled and smiled wildly, showing off his sharp teeth and patting my head before giving me a treat, which I ate eagerly.

The welts from yesterday’s whipping have faded to a light pink across my chest and buttocks. I don’t move immediately. I just lay on my side, savoring these last moments of stillness before the day’s work begins.

My wrists remain bound behind my back, the position so familiar now that I barely notice. I’ve gotten used to getting by without the use of my hands.

The stall door creaks open, and instead of my regular handler with his gentle care that I appreciate, a stranger stands in the doorway. He’s older, his greenish skin more weathered, his amber eyes narrowed with permanent irritation. The set of his mouth suggests he finds his job tedious rather than rewarding.

“Up,” he barks, the command lacking the usual patient tone of Grivvet handlers.

When I don’t move quickly enough, he steps inside and grabs the collar around my neck, yanking me upward with surprising strength for his small stature. My legs scramble beneath me, desperate to find purchase before I’m choked by my own weight.

“Lazy mare,” he mutters, his breath sour against my face. “I don’t care if you got marked yesterday. Work doesn’t stop for horses.”

He clips the reins to my bridle roughly, and tugs sharply to guide me out of the stall. I follow, my body moving on its own while my mind struggles to adjust to this new handler and his harsher methods. The bit digs into the corners of my mouth as he leads me across the stable yard, the morning air cool against my naked skin.

The handler stops at the relief post. “Vreen Desik,” he commands before I’m even in place. I squat beside the post in a smooth, practiced motion. My bladder releases immediately. The sound of urine hitting dirt is no longer mortifying to me, but simply part of the farm’s morning symphony. I don’t feel the burning shame that once accompanied this act—just the physical relief of an emptied bladder.

Responding to Grivvet commands is as easy as breathing now. It’s become automatic. There is no thinking, and peeing on command is natural. I don’t even know when it changed. Was it the Sugarroots with their sweet poison, rewiring my brain reaction by reaction? Was it the endless repetition of training, the muscle memory built over weeks of compliance?

I think it was all of it, but of yesterday’s failed escape, something fundamental broke inside me?

“Done?” The handler tugs impatiently on my reins. “Time to eat. You need to be quicker.”

I snort around the bit. It’s impossible for me to pee any faster. I’m done when I’m done.

He leads me to the long troughs where other pony-girls are already eating. The handler removes my bit with none of my regular handler’s care; the metal scraping against my teeth as he yanks it free. I don’t wince or pull away because it would probably earn me a smack of the crop. I simply wait, knees pressing into the hard-packed dirt until he nods his head.

I eat methodically, using my mouth to scoop up the food since my arms remain bound behind me. My tongue pushes food to the back of my mouth where I can chew and swallow quickly.

Beside me, another pony-girl eats. We don’t acknowledge each other. What would be the point? We’re not friends or even fellow prisoners sharing a bond. We’re just two animals at the same trough.

When I’ve eaten my fill, I straighten and wait. The handler notices immediately and approaches with my bit in hand. I open my mouth automatically, accepting the metal between my teeth without prompting. He reattaches it to my bridle with a grunt of approval.

“Good mare,” he says, and it carries the first hint of warmth in his voice.

Those two words shouldn’t send a flutter of pleasure through my chest, but they do. My body has learned that praise means safety, that approval means no pain. It’s a simple equation, burned into me through repetition and reinforcement.

I expect to be led to the riding paddock next, for the usual saddle training that fills most mornings. My back already tenses in anticipation of the leather settling between my shoulder blades, the weight of a rider pressing down, but the handler tugs me in a different direction, away from the training pens and toward the farmhouse yard.

Something shifts in my stomach—not quite fear, not quite curiosity. Just the vague unease of a disrupted routine.

As we approach the farmhouse yard, I spot the wooden cart waiting there, its traces empty. Another pony-girl already stands beside it, her posture perfect, her eyes focused on nothing. The sight of her sends a chill through me—not because of what she is, but because of how clearly I see myself becoming her. She’s the picture of a perfect pony-girl. The human turned animal. The complete surrender.

The tiny flame of Aveline, buried deep inside, flickers weakly but doesn’t quite go out.

The cart is larger than I expected, with its wooden sides freshly painted dark green and its metal fittings gleaming in the morning sun. Two shafts extend from the front, designed not for horses but for human bodies to fit between them.

My handler leads me toward it, and I finally realize what they have planned for me. I’m going to learn how to pull a cart.

His rough tugs on my reins are unnecessary. I’m not resisting, but he has no patience when I slow down. As we approach, another handler looks up from adjusting something on the pony-girl’s harness. His eyes assess me quickly, noting my welts, the fresh brand between my legs.

“This the new one for cart training?” he asks my handler.

“Yes, marked yesterday as a trained mount. Skarn wants her to learn cart work today.”

They discuss me as if I’m not present, their words floating over my head. The other pony-girl doesn’t acknowledge my arrival either. Her blonde hair has been braided tightly against her scalp, the sides shaved like I see on some of the other pony-girls. It looks neater beneath her bridle and more like a real horse's mane. The harness she wears is more complex than my riding tack—multiple straps crossing her chest and back, metal rings glinting at strategic junctions, the leather polished to a dull shine.

“Drakk!” The command rings out sharp and clear, and I assume the proper position instantly—back straight, thighs spread to shoulder width, head slightly bowed. A tiny part of me still shrinks away from this perfect compliance, but that voice grows fainter every day.

The handlers circle me, discussing what needs to be done. One brings over pieces of harness—straps and buckles and rings that mean nothing to me. They begin to fit it to my body, starting with a broad leather band that wraps around my chest just below my breasts.

“Lift,” one commands, tapping beneath my chin.

I raise my head and straighten my back further, allowing them to pass another strap over my shoulders. The leather is cool against my skin; the weight is unfamiliar but not uncomfortable. They work efficiently, their clawed hands moving around my body without hesitation or concern for my dignity. That concept—dignity—feels like something from another life now.

They continue working, adding straps across my back that connect to the chest band. As each piece clicks into place, the sound of buckles and rings creates a strange melody of captivity. The harness pushes my breasts upward and outward, displaying them more prominently than the riding tack did. I wonder dimly if this is functional or decorative, then realize it doesn’t matter. My body is no longer mine to cover or display as I choose.

One handler kneels before me, attaching straps that run between my legs, careful of the fresh brand but not particularly gentle. The leather presses against my labia, and I flinch slightly at the pressure on the tender, marked flesh. He notices but doesn’t adjust it.

“You’ll get used to it,” he says matter-of-factly. “The brand will toughen up soon enough.”

More straps circle my thighs, connected to the main harness with small metal rings that clink against each other when I shift my weight. The sound marks me as clearly as the brands—a constant reminder of what I’ve become, audible proof of my new status as a beast of burden.

As they work, I notice another handler approaching. He carries something that makes my stomach clench—a long horsehair tail attached to a thick plug. I’ve seen these on other pony-girls, the hair swishing behind them as they walk or trot, but I’ve never thought about how they’re attached. Now, looking at the smooth, tapered plug, understanding dawns with sickening clarity.

“Zarn,” the handler commands, his voice deeper than the others.

My head drops forward immediately, chin touching my chest, the position one of complete submission. My body knows what to do even as my mind races with fear. The handler moves behind me, out of my field of vision but very much present in my awareness. I feel his hand on my lower back, pressing me to arch slightly, to present myself for what comes next.

“First tail,” one handler comments to another. “Always the most difficult, but it’ll get easier.”

I feel the cool touch of something slick against my rear entrance—oil or grease to ease the way. The plug presses against me, the pressure insistent but not yet painful. My body tenses instinctively, resisting the intrusion.

“Relax,” the handler behind me says, his tone not unkind but brooking no argument. “Fighting makes it hurt, and it is going in regardless.”

As the pressure increases, the plug pushes more firmly against the tight ring of muscle. I try to breathe, to relax, but panic flutters in my chest. The plug is larger than I expected, its girth stretching me beyond comfort. A small whimper escapes around the bit as the widest part reaches my entrance.

“Push back against it,” the handler instructs, his hand steady on my lower back. “Your body knows what to do.”

I don’t want to help him violate me this way, but my body responds to the authoritative tone, muscles working against my conscious desire. The plug pushes inward, stretching me painfully until the widest part slips past the tight ring. My body accepts it suddenly, closing around the narrower neck of the plug, trapping the bulbous portion inside me. The sensation is so foreign, so overwhelming, that a horse-like whiny escapes me—a sound I’ve never made before, one that doesn’t sound human at all.

The horsetail hangs heavy behind me, brushing against the backs of my thighs. But it’s the plug itself that commands all my attention—the fullness, the pressure, the strange feeling of being penetrated in a place I’ve never been touched before.

What shocks me most is not the pain, which is already fading to a dull pressure, but the unexpected flutter of heat that spreads from where the plug sits. Each tiny movement sends small shockwaves through intimate places, creating sensations that shouldn’t be pleasant but somehow are. My body betrays me again, finding pleasure in this new humiliation, and I don’t know whether to be horrified or grateful for this small mercy.

A sharp smack lands on my rump, just below where the tail now sprouts from my body. The impact jostles the plug inside me, sending another wave of those confusing sensations through my core.

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

I rise to my feet, unsteady at first as I adjust to the unfamiliar weight and sensation of the tail. Each step causes the plug to shift slightly, sending little sparks of feeling through my lower body. The handlers watch my awkward movements with interest, noting how I adapt to the intrusion.

“She seems to like it,” one comments. “Some fight it for days. This one is a natural pony.”

“Skarn will be happy,” another replies with a satisfied nod.

They lead me to the cart, positioning me next to the other pony-girl. Up close, I can see shiny rings hanging from her nipples, and my mouth goes dry. They’ve pierced her. That must have hurt terribly, but again my body betrays me, and my nipples harden at the thought of those hanging from my breasts.

Her harness is identical to mine, though hers shows signs of wear that mine lacks. She doesn’t look at me. She can’t. Her head is fixed forward, her vision blocked on the sides by blinders, but I feel a momentary connection nonetheless—two bodies harnessed to the same fate.

I notice I’m about to experience the same narrowed vision as the pony-girl next to me when a handler approaches with a new bridle. It looks heavier than my usual one, with wide straps of leather and large metal buckles. He removes my old one, tossing it onto the cart bench, then pushes the new bridle over my head. The fit is tighter; the straps pressing hard against my cheeks and jaw. Instead of the slim bit I’m used to, the one that slides into my mouth is thick, and ridged, filling my mouth almost to the point of gagging. It clinks loudly as it sits against my teeth and makes drool pool instantly beneath my tongue.

Before fastening the last buckle, the handler slides black leather panels into place at the sides. My pony partner and I now sport matching blinders. I see nothing but what lies directly ahead. The world has been reduced to a tunnel, wide enough only for the cart and the handler who stands immediately in front of me.

Next, the handlers work quickly to link our harnesses together, creating a unified system that will distribute the cart’s weight between us. Metal clips and rings join at key points, ensuring that we’ll move as one unit rather than individuals.

“They make a good pair,” one handler says, stepping back to assess his work. “They’ll pull well together.”

The other pony-girl and I stand side by side, our bodies now connected by leather and metal, waiting for whatever comes next. The tail sits heavy inside me, a constant reminder of my status as a horse. I wonder if she felt the same confusion when her tail was first inserted, the same unwanted pleasure mixed with the pain and humiliation.

Skarn comes out of the house. Beside him walks a smaller Grivvet, moving with the eager energy of youth but already mimicking his father’s swagger. I can see the family resemblance in the amber eyes and greenish skin, though his features are sharper, less weathered by time.

Skarn carries a whip, as always, the leather coiled loosely in one hand like a sleeping serpent ready to strike. The sight of it sends a shiver through me, my welts throbbing in remembered pain. The handlers straighten as the master approaches, their postures shifting from casual competence to attentive respect.

“The team is ready, Master Skarn,” one says, gesturing to where we stand harnessed to the cart.

“Is that the new horse?” the son asks, his voice caught between childish curiosity and adolescent bravado. He circles me slowly, eyes moving over my naked body with curiosity. I am not a human to him—just livestock owned by his father.

“Yes, son,” Skarn confirms, stepping closer to inspect the harness work. “This is Emberlily. Marked yesterday for riding, and today she learns to pull a cart as a team.”

The way he says my name—my pony name, not my real name—carries no more emotion than if he were identifying a tool or piece of equipment. His clawed fingers run along the straps of my harness, testing tensions, checking buckles. I stand perfectly still under his inspection, understanding that any movement might be seen as resistance.

“The brand looks good,” his son comments, staring between my legs at the mark his father burned into me just yesterday. “Do you think we’ll get a lot of coin for her? Or are we keeping her for breeding? Can I have one of her foals?”

His questions flow quickly from him as his excitement grows. Skarn doesn’t answer right away, just gives a thoughtful grunt and scratches his chin with one claw.

“Depends,” he says finally, “on the breeding test. If she breeds with a stallion and the seed takes quickly, we will keep her until she has the foal. If not, then I will list her for sale. The buyers will pay more, especially with this coloring.” He strokes the auburn hair that falls over my shoulder. “But that won’t be for a while. There is still much to be done to this horse.”

The boy leans in closer and stretches out a finger to poke my breast. “She has good teats. Can I try milking her when she’s full?” He looks up at Skarn with wide, greedy eyes, his excitement so real I flinch back, only to remember I can’t move far with the harness tight around my chest.

Skarn laughs, a short, barking sound. “I’m happy you are so eager to learn pony-girl husbandry, but first you will help with the easy chores, and learn how to tame the ponies. This farm will be yours one day, and you have a lot to learn.”

I see the son pouting, but Skarn shakes his head, still smiling at his son. “How about this? If you learn quickly, I’ll let you pick the stallion to mount her.”

My heart is racing at all this breeding talk, my thoughts drifting back to the breeding scene I saw during one of my training sessions. I don’t want that. Do I? My stomach warms as I remember the excited sounds the pony-girl was making as the stallion bred her.

“Deal!” the boy shouts, making me jolt, and Skarn pats my chest. “Shhh… easy girl.”

“Son, calm down or you might scare the poor thing. It’s time to go.”

Sharn and his son move out of my field of vision, but his hand stays on me as he walks towards the cart. He stops and reaches for the horsehair tail hanging behind me, giving it a firm tug. The plug shifts inside me, sending a jolt of sensation through my body that makes my breath catch. It’s not entirely pain, though there is discomfort. There’s something else—a strange, unwanted pleasure that makes heat rise to my cheeks.

“The tail sits well,” he tells his son. “See how her body accepts it? That’s the sign of a good pony-girl. Some take weeks to adjust, but the best ones take to it naturally.”

He tugs again, harder this time, testing how securely the plug sits. Another wave of sensation rushes through me, and I can’t suppress a small whimper around the bit. The sound seems to satisfy him, and he lets go.

“Can I drive?” his son asks eagerly, eyes lighting up.

“Yes, it’s time you learned to handle a team properly.”

They climb up onto the wooden bench. The vehicle dips under their slight weight, the shafts pressing more heavily against the harness where it crosses my shoulders and back. Beside me, the other pony-girl adjusts her stance slightly, distributing the weight with practiced ease. I try to mimic her, understanding now why the harness is designed as it is—to spread the burden across our strongest muscles.

The reins snap taut, pulling the bit against the corners of my mouth. Above and behind us, Skarn instructs his son on proper handling.

“Firm but not harsh,” he says. “They need to feel your guidance clearly.”

The whip cracks in the air above our heads, the sound alone enough to make my heart race. It doesn’t strike us, but the message is clear—move or feel its bite.

“Forward!” Skarn’s son commands, his youthful voice cracking with excitement.

I lunge forward awkwardly, unprepared for how different this is from carrying a rider. The cart’s weight drags at the harness, requiring far more strength than I expected. Beside me, the other pony-girl moves smoothly, her body knowing exactly how to push against the burden. Our mismatched efforts cause the cart to jerk forward unevenly, the shafts pressing painfully against my side.

“They’re not in sync,” the son complains, tugging at the reins in frustration.

“The experienced one knows what to do,” Skarn explains. “The new one must learn to match her pace. Watch.”

The whip cracks again, and fire explodes across my shoulder blade. A cry escapes me, the sound muffled by the bit. It didn’t hurt as badly as yesterday, but the threat is enough to make me try harder.

“Move with your teammate,” Skarn instructs, his voice calm despite the violence he’s just inflicted. “Feel her rhythm. Match it.”

I push harder, desperate to avoid another stroke of the whip. My eyes find the other pony-girl’s legs, watching how she steps, the pace she sets. I force my body to mirror hers—right foot, left foot, a rolling motion that maximizes power while conserving energy. Gradually, our movements align, becoming a single coordinated effort rather than two separate struggles.

“Better,” Skarn approves as the cart begins to roll more smoothly. “See how they find the rhythm together? That’s good teamwork.”

We pull the cart out of the farm’s yard and onto a dirt road that winds through the forest. The going is easier on the packed earth, but the weight still strains my muscles. Sweat breaks out across my skin despite the cool morning air, trickling down between my breasts and back.

Behind us, Skarn and his son fall into casual conversation, as if being pulled by two naked women is the most normal thing in the world. Which, for them, it is.

“The auction next week should have excellent stock,” Skarn says, his voice relaxed. “I’m looking for a new stallion. Something strong and virile.”

“Will you breed it with the chestnut mare you bought last month from our neighbor?” his son asks.

“Perhaps. Her conformation is excellent. Sturdy legs, magnificent chest. She was pony-born and came from a good bloodline. I know she’ll produce quality foals, and they’ll grow up to be yours someday to breed or sell once you take over the farm.”

They’re talking about other humans, I realize with a sick lurch in my stomach. People like me, captured and branded and renamed, reduced to breeding stock for the production of more captives. The casual cruelty of it—the complete erasure of humanity—hits me harder than the whip ever could.

“Who is that?” The son points ahead, where another cart approaches on the road, pulled by a single muscular pony-boy.

The cart we’ve spotted draws closer. An older Grivvet sits at the reins, his cart loaded with goods for trade. He slows as we approach, raising a hand in greeting.

“Skarn! Good to see you on the road.”

“Tullik! How goes the trading?”

They exchange pleasantries, discussing prices and goods and the weather. The other Grivvet’s eyes slide over me and my teammate without interest or acknowledgment, as if we’re not worth noticing. His own pony-boy stands still in the traces, eyes forward, as invisible to the conversation as we are.

“New team?” Tullik eventually asks, nodding toward us.

“Just breaking them in,” Skarn replies. “The blonde is experienced. The auburn is fresh—marked for riding yesterday, first cart pull today.”

“Good muscle tone,” Tullik observes, finally looking at me directly, though his gaze holds no more recognition of my humanity than if he were assessing a true horse. “Breeding quality.”

“That’s the plan. After she’s fully trained.”

They continue talking, other Grivvets joining the impromptu roadside meeting. More carts arrive, more pony-girls and pony-boys standing silent in their harnesses while their masters chat about trades and auctions. Not once does any Grivvet address or even look at us as anything but property.

The realization settles over me with crushing weight: In this world; I have truly become nothing more than an animal. Not metaphorically or as hyperbole, but in the most literal sense. The marks on my body, the bit in my mouth, the tail in my ass—these aren’t just symbols of my captivity but physical transformations of my status from human to beast.

To these creatures, I am a horse. Not a person playing a role or being punished, but an actual animal. The casual conversations happening literally over my head about my breeding potential, my training progress, my value as property—these aren’t just degrading talk but the reality of how I’m seen.

We stand in the traces, sweating under the morning sun while our masters talk above us. I wonder how long I can keep that tiny flame of humanity alive when the entire world—Grivvet and human alike—sees only a pony-girl where a woman once stood.

To Be Continued…

In the next installment, Aveline is forced to face the humans as a fully dressed pony-girl, and learns a harsh lesson about her new reality. It’s also time for her to meet the pony-girl vet. When he’s done with her, there will be no going back…

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
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Tricked on the Farm

Back To The Farm.

Life Under the Dome Series:
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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
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The Mating Arena Part One: OGRE
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