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Chapter Twenty-six

The cart rumbles over the hard-packed earth, and as we round a bend in the road, my stomach drops. Wooden houses appear through the trees, their thatched roofs distinct against the afternoon sky. This isn’t a Grivvet settlement as I’d assumed—it’s a human village. The same village where I sought refuge during my escape, where Jonah betrayed me, and where I learned humans don’t see me as one of them anymore. The realization hits me like a physical blow, and I stumble slightly in the traces, earning a sharp tug on the reins from Skarn’s son.

“Steady!” he calls out, his voice cracking with the excitement of commanding us. The bit digs into the corners of my mouth as he pulls, reminding me of my place.

I want to turn and run, but the harness holds me fast, the shafts of the cart pressing against my sides. I am trapped—not just by physical restraints but by the reality of what I’ve become. There is nowhere to flee. No one would help me here if I did.

The village grows clearer as we approach, and I recognize the central well, the small market square, and the path leading to Jonah’s house where I’d hidden, believing I might find safety among my kind.

How naive I’d been.

Women gather at the well, clay jugs balanced against their hips as they chat. Children chase each other along the fence lines, their laughter carrying on the afternoon breeze. Men load carts with goods or stand in doorways, smoking pipes and discussing the day’s business. All normal human activities, and a reminder of the life I once had. The life I’ll never have again.

They notice us before we’re fully in the square—a Grivvet cart pulled not by oxen or horses but by two naked women in harnesses. The conversations pause. The laughter dies. Eyes turn toward us, widening with a mixture of disgust, fascination, and cruel amusement.

“Grivvets coming to the market,” someone mutters, loud enough for me to hear.

A woman near the well cups her hand to her mouth, whispering to her companion. “Filthy creatures,” she says, though whether she means the Grivvets or us pony-girls isn’t clear.

Skarn guides us deeper into the village square, and more people stop to stare. My skin burns beneath their gaze, not with the fire of the brand but with shame so acute it feels physical. I try to lower my head, to hide my face behind the curtain of my auburn hair, but the bridle forces my chin up, the blinders limiting my vision to what lies directly ahead.

A small boy tugs at his mother’s skirt, pointing at us with unabashed curiosity. “Look at the funny horses!” he exclaims, his voice carrying across the suddenly quiet square.

His mother shushes him quickly, pulling him away. “Don’t stare,” she hisses. “It’s not proper to see things like that.”

Not proper to stare at animals? Or not proper to look at naked women? I wonder which bothers her more—our nudity or our status as beasts of burden. Either way, she doesn’t see me as human. No one here does.

An old man sitting on a bench outside what looks like a tavern spits a stream of brown tobacco juice onto the ground. “Fine looking mare right there,” he says to no one in particular, his rheumy eyes fixed on my body. “Good haunches and ass. Strong back.”

His words strike me like physical blows. He’s assessing me as livestock, noting the qualities that would make me valuable as a beast of burden or breeding stock. There’s no recognition in his gaze, no acknowledgment that I might understand his words or feel shame at his appraisal.

Two men pausing in their work lean against a cart, watching us pass with undisguised interest. Their eyes linger on our exposed breasts, which bounce slightly with each step despite the restraining harness. One nudges the other with an elbow.

“Bet she’s strong enough to handle a stallion,” the bearded one says, loud enough for me to hear.

His companion laughs, a coarse sound that scrapes against my ears. “Imagine what she fetches at market. Good breeding stock there. I’m almost jealous of the stallion that gets to stick its cock in that.”

Heat floods my face, shame burning through me until I think my skin might melt from the inside out. I want to scream at them that I’m human—that beneath the bridle and harness and brands, I’m a woman named Aveline with thoughts and feelings and a life before all this, but the bit holds my tongue prisoner, transforming any attempt at speech into animal sounds that would only confirm their perception of me.

I struggle to control my breathing as we pull the cart through the square, the metal bit pulling at the corners of my mouth with each inhale. My chest is heaving from the long journey, making my breasts shake with each exhale. My vision blurs with unshed tears, the village becoming a smear of colors and shapes. I blink rapidly, unwilling to give them the satisfaction of seeing me cry.

Beside me, the other pony-girl seems unbothered, her body moving in the perfect rhythm of pulling. She doesn’t react to the stares or comments. Her face remains blank, lost in the task of pulling.

I’m almost envious of her. I wish to feel nothing right now, but the thought of that also terrifies me more than the brand or the whip ever could.

The harness creaks against my skin as we continue through the village. The two straps between my legs don’t hide anything and expose me just as much as the traps of a saddle, showing off my marks, and of course the tail plug. It shifts inside me as I walk, which I kind of like, but it is also a constant reminder of my transformation from woman to beast.

I am not a woman visiting a village, nor am I a prisoner being paraded for humiliation. I am a horse pulling a cart, and the eyes that follow me see nothing more than that—a useful animal, a possession, a curiosity perhaps, but not a fellow human deserving of dignity or compassion.

The truth I’ve been fighting crashes down on me with crushing finality: there is no place for me among humans anymore. The marks on my body have rewritten who I am in their eyes. I am property now — literally and permanently, and this realization, more than the whip or the brand or the bit, is what finally breaks something deep inside me.

“Whoa,” Skarn commands, pulling back on the reins. The bit digs painfully into the corners of my mouth as I obey, coming to a stop in the center of the village square. Skarn jumps down from the cart, followed by his son. He loops our reins around a wooden hitching post, the kind meant for actual horses. “Stay,” he says, the command unnecessary with our reins secured. He doesn’t bother with further instructions—we are animals to him, expected to stand patiently like the beasts we’ve become. I watch helplessly as they walk away, leaving us displayed in the open square for anyone to gawk at.

The sun beats down on my naked body, sweat trickling between my shoulder blades and down the valley between my breasts. Without the movement of pulling the cart, there’s no breeze to cool my overheated skin. I stand motionless in the harness, the leather straps creaking slightly with each breath. Beside me, the blonde pony-girl stares straight ahead. She’s so still I wonder if she’s asleep.

At first, the villagers maintain a respectful space, pointing and murmuring to each other as they gawk at us. A man with flour-dusted hands—the baker, perhaps—steps closer, peering at our harnesses with undisguised curiosity.

“Never seen them up close before,” he says to a companion. “The Grivvets keep them on their farms, and don’t come to town often.”

His words sting more than they should. I should be used to this, but I want to scream this at him. The bit transforms my anger into a pathetic whimper that only amuses the growing crowd.

A group of young men approaches from the tavern, ale mugs still in hand, their faces flushed with drink and excitement. They circle the cart, eyeing us with a hunger that makes my skin crawl. One—a tall youth with straw-colored hair—reaches out tentatively, as if testing whether he’s allowed to touch us.

“Go on,” another encourages him. “They’re just animals. Like patting a horse.”

His hand touches my shoulder, fingers tracing the strap of the harness where it cuts across my skin. I flinch at the touch, but there’s nowhere to go, no way to escape while bound to the cart and hitching post. His touch grows bolder, sliding down to cup my breast, squeezing the flesh as if testing its firmness.

“Nice and soft,” he announces to his friends, who laugh and move closer.

The other pony-girl receives the same treatment as more hands reach for us—rough, calloused palms and fingers that stroke and pinch and prod at my exposed body. One man runs his palm along my back, following the curve of my spine down to where the tail emerges from between my buttocks. Another stands before me, his fingers cruelly twisting my nipple until I make a high, horse-like sound of pain around the bit, my eyes watering from the sharp sting.

“They really do sound like horses,” someone says with a laugh.

I shake my head, trying to dislodge the hands on my body, but the movement only makes my breasts bounce, encouraging more touches. The harness holds me firmly in place, the leather straps and metal rings jingling with my desperate movements.

Beside me, the blonde pony-girl remains still, accepting the violations like she’s used to this. When hands grope her breasts or stroke between her legs, she doesn’t react—doesn’t flinch or whimper or try to pull away. It’s as if she’s not really there at all. Her body exists for others’ use, and she’s surrendered any claim to it.

The men grow bolder, encouraged by our inability to resist. One crouches between us, peering up at our exposed genitals where the harness straps frame rather than conceal.

“Look at this one,” he calls to his friends, his fingers suddenly pressing against my labia, spreading them to reveal the marks branded there. “She’s wet. They like being handled like this.”

Shame burns through me, hot and sickening, as I realize he might be right. The constant stimulation of the plug, and their touches—makes my body respond even as my mind recoils in horror. I squeeze my eyes shut, unable to bear the humiliation of my body’s betrayal.

“Filthy,” a woman spits from the edge of the crowd. She pulls her young daughter away, covering the child’s eyes. “Don’t look at them.”

Another man joins the one crouched between my legs, his breath hot against my thigh as he examines me like livestock at an auction. “The marks are different,” he observes. “This one has more. One is a new brand—still pink around the edges.”

His companion grunts in agreement, fingers probing carelessly against the sensitive, recently branded flesh. I jerk forward involuntarily; the bit cutting into the corners of my mouth as I try to escape the intrusive touch. The metal rings of my harness jingle with the movement, the sound delicate and feminine against the crude laughter of the men.

“Skittish one,” someone comments. “Not broken in proper yet.”

Another man circles behind me, his interest caught by the horsehair tail hanging between my buttocks. He grabs it, giving it a sharp tug that makes me cry out around the bit as the plug shifts inside me, sending shockwaves of sensation through my core, and none of them bad.

“Look how wet it’s getting,” calls the man still crouched between my legs, his fingers sliding along my folds. “The filthy creature enjoys having a tail up its bum.”

I don’t. I don’t enjoy any of this; I want to scream, but it would be a lie. Their touches, though unwanted, excite my body. It’s confusing my mind how I hate and like something at the same time. The plug even feels nice, much to my disgust, and I’m going to miss the fullness when it’s removed.

“Worth every copper, I’d wager,” says the one who pulled my tail, giving it another tug just to watch me jerk and whimper.

A woman pushes through the crowd, her face twisted with disgust. “Have you no shame?” She demands of the men. “Touching those... things in broad daylight? There are children present!”

Her outrage isn’t for us—isn’t for the violation of our bodies or the theft of our dignity. It’s for the public nature of the spectacle, the impropriety of it. We aren’t people deserving of protection; we’re obscene objects that should be hidden away. The leather straps of the harness creak as I tremble, my body shaking in fear.

I’m relieved when the crowd disperses and Skarn returns to the cart, his arms laden with wrapped packages. His son follows behind, clutching a small cloth bag that smells of spiced meat. They load their purchases into the back of the cart, the wooden planks creaking beneath the added weight. I stand perfectly still, tears still damp on my cheeks, my body aching from the villagers’ rough handling, but neither Skarn nor his son look at me.

Suddenly a familiar voice calls out to Skarn, and my blood runs cold. I know that voice. I’ve heard it whisper false promises of help and tasted his lies on my tongue.

Jonah.

“Skarn!” he calls, striding across the square. “Good to see you in the village.”

The sight of him sends a wave of memories crashing through me: his woodshed where I hid, his bread that I ate, his hands that violated me before he sold me out.

“Jonah,” Skarn acknowledges with a nod. “Good hunting season?”

“Can’t complain.” Jonah’s eyes slide over to me, recognition sparking in them. His mouth curls into a smirk. “Glad you got your runaway horse back. She caused quite a stir when we found her.”

The casual way he refers to me—not as a woman, not as Aveline, but as a horse—makes me flinch. The bit cuts into the corners of my mouth as I clench my jaw, fighting back fresh tears.

“She thought we wouldn’t notice she was a pony-girl and could pass as human,” Jonah continues, his tone mocking as he gestures toward me. “Stupid filly.”

I tremble at his words, remembering how desperately I’d believed someone would help me. I’d thought my humanity would matter more than the marks on my body. How wrong I’d been.

Skarn’s face remains impassive, amber eyes giving nothing away. “She learned there is no place for a marked pony-girl among humans,” he replies, his voice steady and matter-of-fact. “The treaty is clear. Once marked, there is no going back. She’ll be a pony-girl for life.”

The treaty. An ancient agreement between humans and Grivvets, establishing boundaries and rules of captured women.

A villager I don’t recognize—a weathered man missing a few teeth—spits on the ground near my hooved boots. I don’t know when I started thinking of them as hooves rather than feet encased in special shoes, but the thought slips through my mind unquestioned.

“Humans don’t wear the mark,” the villager says gruffly. “They’re animals—property. Same as an ox or plow horse.”

His eyes hold no pity, no recognition of me as a fellow human who might understand his words or feel their sting. To him, I’m just another beast of burden, as different from him as the chickens pecking in the dust nearby.

Jonah keeps his gaze on my naked form as moves behind me, out of my sight. The blinders prevent me from tracking him, and the restraints keep me from turning my head. I can only stare straight ahead, helpless as he examines me from all angles.

“Anyone who’s seen a pony-girl knows better,” Jonah says, his voice coming from behind me now where I can’t see him. “There’s a difference between us and them. They’re stock, nothing more. An object used for pleasure or service.”

The way he says pleasure makes my stomach twist in shame. I let him use me. Maybe I am nothing more than what he says.

I feel his presence at my back, though he doesn’t touch me. His breath disturbs the fine hairs at the nape of my neck. I wonder if he remembers my real name or if he paid any attention when I told him about my parents’ farm, and my dreams of becoming a trader.

I guess it doesn’t matter. It was all a waste of time and hope because he never saw me as a person at all. I was just property to be used and returned from the moment he found me in his shed.

“How long does it take to get them to forget their humanity?” Jonah asks Skarn, curiosity edging his voice. “To accept that they’re animals.”

Skarn, checking the fastenings on the harness straps, shrugs. “Some cling to memories for a while, but all of them let go, eventually. It’s easier that way for them.”

“Better for everyone,” agrees the weathered villager. “The past is better left behind.”

“They adjust to their new purpose,” Skarn continues, his clawed fingers adjusting a buckle that had loosened during the village stop. He speaks as if I’m not present, as if I can’t hear or understand their conversation about me. “This one is strong—she pulls well.” Skarn adds, talking about the other pony-girl. “Fully tamed now, and I plan to breed her in a few months.”

Breed. The word sends a different shudder through me, but not all of it is fear. The thought should horrify me, but my body responds to the suggestion with an unwanted warmth between my legs.

The blond pony-girl makes a horselike sound of excitement, and Skarn chuckles, patting her on the shoulder. “Naughty mare. Always excited for a stallion.”

Jonah laughs, “They’re almost tempting enough for a human to mount them.”

Skarn expression changes in an instant. Frowning at Jonah, he says, “They’re Grivvet property, and every male is warned by the laws of the treaty that if they spill their seed inside a Grivvet pony, they lose their freedom as well. Did you want to become a stallion? I have a few empty stalls.” He adds with a smirk.

What? This is a part of the treaty I didn’t know about. Does Jonah spending his seed down my throat count? Could I get my revenge by telling on him?

I whinny trying to spill Jonah’s secrets to Skarn, but unfortunately I can’t talk and I’m ignored. Jonah talks over me. He chuckles, but his face is filled with disgust. “I was only jesting. I have my pick of the village ladies and wouldn’t mount an animal.”

Liar.

Jonah laughs, slapping the wooden side of the cart. The sudden sound makes me start, the harness jingling with my movement. “You’ve got two fine beasts here, Skarn. Best keep their reins tight.”

Skarn nods, untying our reins from the hitching post. “Have a good day, Jonah, and thanks for finding my wayward horse.”

As he climbs back onto the cart bench, I feel something finally settle over me—not like a physical weight, but like the closing of a door that can never be reopened. The village I once saw as potential salvation is just another place where I’m property. The humans I thought might recognize me as one of their own see only a piece of Grivvet property.

The blinders limit my vision, but I can still see the central well where women gather, still glimpse children playing near the edge of the square. Normal human lives continue while mine has been transformed beyond recognition. I will never be one of them again.

“Forward!” Skarn commands, and my body responds automatically, leaning into the harness as the cart begins to move. Beside me, the blonde pony-girl matches my pace perfectly, our steps synchronized through training and shared purpose.

We leave the village behind, the wheels of the cart crunching against the dirt road. With each step, each jingle of the harness, each swish of the tail between my buttocks, Aveline recedes further into memory. In her place stands Emberlily, the pony-girl—property of the Grivvet who marked her, bound by treaty and custom to a life of service.

And no human will ever see me as anything else again.


Chapter Twenty-seven

The cart rattles along the forest path towards the farm, wheels bumping over exposed roots and stones. My legs burn with exhaustion, muscles trembling with the effort of pulling the heavy load back. I’d give anything for a rest, but Skarn presses us forward with each crack of the whip. Sweat drips from my brow, stinging my eyes and trailing down my naked body in salty rivulets.

The afternoon sun filters through the trees, dappling the road with shifting patterns of light and shadow. Under different circumstances, I might have found the forest beautiful if I was taking a leisurely walk, but now I see only the distance still to cover, feel only the weight dragging at my harness, and hear only the labored breathing of the pony-girl beside me and the crack of the whip above my head.

My mind feels as exhausted as my body. The village visit has drained something vital from me—some last reserve of hope or resistance that had survived through this ordeal. Seeing the humans treating me as an animal, hearing Jonah and Skarn discuss my status as property so matter-of-factly, has crushed something I didn’t even realize was still alive within me.

We turn onto the last stretch of road leading to the farm, the wooden posts of the fence line appearing through the trees, and I whinny in excitement. The farm is no longer just a place of captivity; it’s becoming home, the only place I belong in this new life.

“Almost home, son,” Skarn says to his son.

“The horses pulled well today.” His son responds.

“Yes, they did good.”

The praise shouldn’t matter. It shouldn’t send that small flutter through my chest, that tiny glow of satisfaction. Yet it does, my conditioned body responding to his approval like a starving creature to the scent of food. I hate this response, yet I can’t seem to stop it.

The farm gate stands open, welcoming us home. We pull the cart into the central yard, muscles straining with the final effort to bring it to the designated spot. Skarn tugs gently on the reins, the bit pressing against the corners of my mouth in the signal to stop. I obey immediately, grateful for the chance to stand still at last.

“Whoa,” he commands, though it’s unnecessary. We’ve already halted perfectly, our bodies trained to respond to the slightest pressure on the bit.

Skarn jumps down from the bench, circling to stand before us. His amber eyes study us—not our faces, but our bodies, checking for signs of injury or strain. His clawed hand reaches out, patting my side as I tremble in the harness.

“You did well, mare,” he says with the same tone one would use for a favorite horse. His touch is neither cruel nor kind—simply proprietary, a master checking his property. “Looks like you’ve earned another mark.”

I shiver despite the heat of exertion, fear coursing through me at those casual words. Another mark. So soon? The marks I bear already—the ones on my labia, the riding symbol so recently added—throb with phantom pain at the thought of enduring the branding process again.

At Skarn’s nod, handlers approach to untack us. Their movements are quick as they unbuckle straps and remove the complex harness piece by piece. The leather peels away from my sweat-slicked skin, leaving cooler air to raise goosebumps across my exposed flesh. Each piece is hung on its proper hook or draped across the cart bench for cleaning later.

My handler—not the rough one from this morning, but my regular one with his gentler touch—removes the bridle last. The bit slides from between my teeth, leaving my jaw aching from hours of holding it in place. I work my mouth slowly, tongue exploring the space suddenly available to it, but make no attempt to speak. What would I say? Who would listen?

“Now for tail,” my handler says, his voice matter-of-fact as he moves behind me. “You’ll soon wear your tail daily once you get used to it, but not at night.”

I brace myself, leaning forward slightly as I’ve been taught. His clawed hands grip the base of the horsehair tail, and with a firm, steady pull, he extracts the plug from my body. The sensation is strange—a sliding pressure followed by a sudden emptiness that leaves me feeling oddly bereft. For all its humiliation, the tail had become a part of me throughout the day, its presence constant and defining. It only adds to my transformation, but I’m looking forward to wearing it again.

“Good mare,” he praises, setting the tail aside for cleaning. “First cart pull complete. You learn quickly.”

The blonde pony-girl is similarly untacked beside me, her vacant expression unchanged by the removal of her equipment. I wonder again how long she’s been here, how many marks she bears. I look down and see two marks, but there could be more.

On her shoulder is another brand that I don’t carry. It’s Skarn’s farm brand. It’s reserved for the pony-girls he doesn’t sell. The ridges of it are thick, probably made by a really branding iron and must have hurt terribly.

My handler clips a lead to the collar that remains around my neck and the thick shackles on my ankles to hobble me and prevent me from kicking. He then leads me to the feeding trough. Other pony-girls already kneel there, their faces buried in the mixture of grains and vegetables that makes up our diet. I join them without hesitation, hunger overriding dignity as I bend to eat without the use of my still-bound hands. The food is bland but filling, and my exhausted body craves the nourishment after the day’s exertion.

After feeding comes washing. My handler leads me to the washing post, where buckets of water wait. The cold liquid raises goosebumps across my skin as he sponges me down, removing the sweat and dust of the journey. His touch is impersonal but thorough, cleaning every part of me. Once, this routine humiliated me beyond words. Now, I realize how much I look forward to it.

I let him place a clean bridle onto my head when he’s done and open my mouth automatically to receive the bit. This makes my handle grin wildly and offers me a Sugarroot, which I take greedily from his palm.

“Vreen Desik,” my handler commands when the washing is complete, and he takes me to the edge of the yard.

I squat beside the post, my bladder releasing immediately at the familiar command. This too has become routine—this surrendering of basic bodily functions to another’s control. I no longer feel the burning shame that once accompanied the act. It’s simply what pony-girls do when commanded.

Clean, fed, and emptied, I’m led back to the stables as evening falls. The familiar smell of hay and leather greets me as we enter, the sounds of other pony-girls settling for the night creating a soothing backdrop of rustles and soft whinnies. My stall—third from the end on the right—waits with fresh hay and a filled water trough.

My handler removes the reins from the bridle and leaves me bound and silenced, as always. “Rest,” he says softly. “You did good. Skarn is very happy.”

The stable door closes behind my handler, the latch sliding home with a familiar click. I curl onto my side in the fresh hay. The straw beneath me scratches against the raw spots where the harness rubbed, but the discomfort is almost welcome.

The trip to the village changed me. I won’t forget who I was, who I am deep down, but if I want to survive and find my place in this pony-girl world, then I need to face reality.

Tears wet my cheeks as I lie in the darkening stall. Not the violent sobs of earlier days, but quiet tears that track silently down to dampen the hay beneath my head. I cry for the girl I was, for the future I’ve lost, for the humanity that slips further away with each new mark branded into my flesh.

This will be the last time I cry for the old me. Aveline is who I was. Emberlily is who I am now.


Chapter Twenty-eight

Weeks have passed since my failed escape. The cart-pony mark between my legs is still healing, the skin tender and raised but nowhere near as bad as the day it was done. I've noticed each new mark changes my body further, the lips of my sex are puffing outward. I don’t know if it is just a coincidence from the damage to the skin but this displays the brands more prominently. I've stopped fighting now. There's a strange comfort in routine, in knowing what each day will bring—mindless work where I don’t have to think, just feel the commands through the bit.

This morning, my routine is broken when Skarn himself appears at my stall door, and the sight of him makes my heart skip.

Farm masters don't fetch their own horses so this must be something important. His amber eyes study me as he unlatches the door, the metal hinges creaking in the morning quiet.

"Emberlily," he says, my pony name falling from his lips with casual ownership. "Up."

I rise immediately from my bed of straw quickly. Even with my wrists bound behind my back, the task is easy. Skarn clips a lead to my bridle and tugs gently, guiding me from the stall.

The air outside carries the scent of dew-dampened grass and burning coals—a combination that makes my stomach tighten with apprehension. The farm yard looks as it always does: handlers leading pony-girls to their daily tasks, the training circles already occupied with newer acquisitions learning their place.

He takes me to the edge of the yard. "Vreen Desik," he commands. The Grivvet words now triggers an immediate response.

My bladder releases at once, urine splashing against the hard-packed dirt between my feet. There's no embarrassment anymore, no burning shame at performing such a private function on command, in full view of anyone passing by. It's simply what pony-girls do when ordered.

I can’t even go now without hearing the word. A few nights ago I was bursting in my stall, and no matter how much I tried, my body wouldn’t release without command.

When I finish, he nods with satisfaction and reaches into a pouch at his waist. My nostrils flare at the familiar sweet scent before I even see it—a Sugarroot. My mouth waters instantly, a conditioned response I can't control.

"Good mare," he says, holding up the treat.

I take it eagerly between my teeth, working it around the bit with practiced ease. The sweetness explodes across my tongue, sending shivers of pleasure down my spine. My eyes close briefly as I savor it, hating myself for craving this reward even as I understand its purpose. These roots have rewired my brain over weeks of careful training, linking obedience with pleasure until the two become inseparable. I know this, and still I crave them, still I feel that rush of gratitude when one is offered.

The Sugarroot dissolves quickly, leaving behind that familiar warm glow that spreads through my limbs. I lick my lips, catching the last traces of sweetness, only dimly aware that Skarn is leading me again. My focus returns sharply when I realize where we're headed—the restraint rack beside the glowing pit of coals.

My steps falter, an instinctive hesitation at the sight of that wooden frame where I've been branded before. The marks between my legs throb with phantom pain at the memory. Skarn notices my reluctance and gives the lead a gentle but firm tug, reminding me of my place. I continue forward, legs trembling slightly beneath me.

A Grivvet I don't recognize waits beside the rack. He's larger than Skarn, with heavy arms corded with muscle and a broader chest. His amber eyes are lighter, almost yellow in the morning sun, and he wears a stained leather apron. A small wooden case sits open on a table nearby, with strange metal implements gleaming inside.

"Behave for the vet, Emberlily." Skarn says, handing my lead to a waiting handler.

The vet. The word means little to me in my pony-girl existence, but something in his clinical gaze as he studies my body sends a chill through me. A sound escapes around my bit—a nervous whinny I didn't consciously choose to make. The handlers move in immediately, guiding me toward the wooden rack with firm hands.

"Drakk," one commands, and I sink to my knees automatically before bending over the wooden platform.

The handlers work silently, tightening straps around my ankles, thighs, waist, and back. My arms are still bound behind me, forcing my chest to jut forward as they secure the last of the restraints. The collar encircles my neck, connecting to the frame with a short chain that holds my head in place. In mere moments, I find myself completely immobilized, bent over the rack, my breasts hanging beneath me, helpless and exposed, unable to shift more than an inch in any direction.

The vet approaches, his heavy footsteps vibrating through the wooden frame. I tense, expecting rough handling, but his touch surprises me when he reaches my head. His clawed hand strokes my hair with unexpected gentleness.

"Don't worry, girl. We'll fix you right up," he coos, his tone exactly what one would use with a favorite mare. Not patronizing, but genuinely soothing, as if calming a nervous animal. It's the voice of someone who genuinely cares for the animals under his charge.

The contradiction twists something inside me—the kindness in his tone paired with the complete absence of recognition that I might be anything other than the animal he sees. His gentle touch speaks of genuine care for my wellbeing, even as he prepares to treat me as a beast to be examined and modified.

Skarn nods approvingly at the vet's manner. "She's been performing well. Adapted to cart-pulling quickly. Good temperament overall, though she tried to escape once." He speaks as if I cannot understand, as if I'm not present except as a body to be discussed. “That’s why she missed your last visit.”

"Ahh… it happens. They don’t understand in the beginning, but it seems to be tamed now.” The vet comments.

“I'll do a full examination and make the recommended modifications," the vet replies, his eyes already assessing my body with professional interest. "She looks to be in excellent condition."

"I'll leave you to it, then," Skarn says, turning to go. "The handlers will assist with whatever you need."

As Skarn walks away, I'm left secured to the frame, completely at the mercy of this stranger who sees me only as a valuable animal to be maintained. The Sugarroot's warmth still flows through my veins, keeping panic at bay, but beneath it lurks a deep unease about what "modifications" might mean. What further transformations can they make?

The vet circles me slowly. I've become accustomed to being studied, but something about his detached scrutiny makes me feel more like property than ever before. He reaches for a small metal instrument from his case and approaches my head.

"Let's start with the basics," he says to the handler standing nearby, not to me. "Hold its head steady, please."

The handler complies, gripping my bridle to prevent any movement. The vet's fingers are surprisingly gentle as he tilts my head to the side. He inserts the metal instrument into my ear, peering inside with narrowed eyes. The intrusion is uncomfortable but not painful.

"Ear canals clear," he notes aloud. "No signs of mites or infection."

He moves to my other ear, repeating the examination with the same methodical care. His breath smells of mint and something medicinal as he leans close. I remain perfectly still, understanding that cooperation means less discomfort. When he finishes with my ears, he pries my lips back from the bit, examining my teeth and gums with a small hooked tool that scrapes against enamel.

"Teeth in good condition," he comments. "There is some wear on the back molars from the bit, but we can fix that."

What does he mean by fix it?

The vet continues downward, his hands moving over my shoulders and arms, testing joints and muscles with clinical precision. He checks the bindings at my wrists, ensuring they haven't caused damage to my skin or circulation.

"Lower arm muscle wasting, but that is normal. They don’t need them anyway. I do see lots of muscle development in the shoulders which is great." He tells the handler. "The cart pulling is building good upper body strength."

His examination moves to my chest next. His fingers press against my ribs, counting them through my skin, then cup my breasts, weighing them in his palms. The touch isn't sexual—it's assessing, like a farmer checking the quality of produce at market. He squeezes them firmly, watching my face for reaction as his clawed thumbs brush across my nipples.

"Good mammary development," he says. "Should be adequate for feeding foals if she's bred."

The casual discussion of my potential for breeding sends a shiver through me that has nothing to do with cold. The thought of being mated like an animal, my body used to produce offspring that will share my fate as property, should fill me with horror. Instead, a treacherous warmth blooms between my legs at the mention of breeding.

The vet moves to my lower body, checking my legs for soundness, testing each joint from hip to ankle. His touch is thorough but impersonal, like a mechanic inspecting the parts of a machine. He pays particular attention to my feet.

"Calluses are developing nicely," he notes. "No signs of thrush or other infection."

He moves between my spread legs. My breath catches as his hands part my labia, fingers spreading me open to examine the brands etched there.

"Skarn's work is excellent as always," he comments, tracing the raised symbols with one claw. "The cart-pony mark is healing well. No signs of infection."

His finger probes deeper, sliding inside me without warning. I cry out around the bit, the sound emerging as a high-pitched whinny of complaint. The vet ignores me, continuing his internal examination as if I were incapable of objection. His finger rotates inside me, pressing against my walls, checking for something only he understands.

"Good muscle tone internally," he tells the handler. "Responsive, too." He adds when my core floods with my wetness.

It gathers where his fingers explore, my flesh warming and softening around the intrusion and letting him slide deeper. I can't stop the response any more than I can stop my heart from beating.

The vet notices immediately, of course. He withdraws his glistening finger and shows it to the handler. "Very responsive," he says with satisfaction. "That's a good sign for breeding potential. Some struggle with accepting the stallion, but this one should transition easily to breeding stock when the time comes."

Heat floods my face at his words, humiliation mixing with the unwanted arousal still pulsing between my legs.

"Her mane needs fixing," the vet observes, returning to my head. "The mare looks wild and unkept. A pony of this quality needs to look the part."

“Yes, sir.” A says and begins gathering supplies at his instruction. He sets them all on the table near my head. I see a razor, a comb, and a small clay pot that gives off a sweet, herbal smell when opened. The contents: a pale green paste with dark speck that shimmer in the morning light.

"Overall condition is excellent," the vet concludes, stepping back to address the handlers directly. "Skarn maintains his stock well, and it should fetch him a good price, but only after all the modifications are done."

He turns to his wooden case, selecting several items I can't see clearly from my position. When he faces me again, I catch the glint of metal—hollow needles and what look like heavy rings. My heart rate spikes, breath coming faster around the bit as I realize what's about to happen.

"She needs proper attachment points," he explains to the handlers. "The rings will make it easier for her owner to secure her."

Without warning, he reaches under me and pinches my left nipple between his thumb and forefinger, tugging and rolling it until it hardens into a tight peak. The sensation sends conflicting signals through my body—discomfort and arousal mingling in a confusing cocktail. When he's satisfied with the response, he positions a hollow needle against the stiffened flesh.

"Take a deep breath, horse," he instructs.

The vet doesn't count down or offer warning. One moment the needle hovers against my skin, the next it punches through the sensitive tissue of my nipple.

Pain explodes through my chest, bright and searing. I scream around the bit, the sound distorted into something inhuman as I jerk helplessly against the restraints. Before I can process the first shock, he's already moving to my right nipple, repeating the process with the same efficient motion. Fresh pain blooms, tears springing to my eyes and spilling down my cheeks.

The vet works quickly, threading thick metal rings through the fresh wounds. The rings feel impossibly heavy, pulling at the tender flesh with every breath I take.

"Good mare," the vet soothes, his hand patting my flank as I tremble and sob around the bit. "All done now. These will heal quickly."

He wipes away the blood with a clean cloth, applying a strong-smelling salve to the pierced areas. The ointment stings at first, then brings blessed numbness to the throbbing tissue.

"She took that well," he tells the handler. "She really is quite tame. Whoever purchases her will be pleased."

His praise shouldn't matter. It shouldn't ease the pain or make me feel a flicker of pride at enduring well. Yet somehow it does. The gentle stroke of his hand along my side calms my breathing, slows my racing heart.

"She can be tied properly now," the vet continues, admiring his work. "The rings will allow for better control and the collar can go.”

A handler steps forward and removes the heavy collar that I barely notice anymore, but as soon as my neck is free, I sigh in relief.

“Now, let's fix that mane."

He steps aside, making room for the handler with the shaving implements and mysterious paste. My chest still throbs with each heartbeat, but I've survived the first modification. It won't be the last—I understand that now. My transformation into Emberlily is nowhere near complete.


Chapter Twenty-nine

The handler moves to my head while the vet continues examining my lower body. I can feel the new rings in my nipples with every breath. I barely have time to adjust to the pain before the handler unstraps my bridle, removing it carefully while leaving the bit in place between my teeth. With my head now accessible, he picks up the comb from the table of supplies. The teeth scrape against my scalp as he begins to work, detangling my auburn hair with methodical strokes.

“We’ll give you a proper mane now,” the handler says. “Be a pretty horse. The prettiest, and every Grivvet will be envious of master Skarn.”

I blush at the praise as the comb tugs through knots. This simple act of grooming is comforting, and I enjoy the feeling of the comb against my scalp. I close my eyes, surrendering to the strange intimacy of having my hair tended to while I lie bound and pierced. The handler’s clawed fingers work with surprising dexterity, separating strands, gathering sections.

“You’ve got a beautiful color,” he murmurs, more to himself than to me. “Nice, rich auburn. The buyers will all go wild when they see it.”

He separates my hair, isolating a thick section that runs from my forehead down the center of my scalp to the nape of my neck. This central strip, about three inches wide, he combs repeatedly until it lies smooth and straight down the middle of my head. He separates the rest of my hair to either side, keeping it out of his way with small clips.

“Central mane section is isolated,” he informs the vet. “Beginning braid work now.”

His fingers move in a complex pattern, dividing the central section into three strands near my forehead. With quick, precise movements, he weaves them together, pulling tight enough that I feel the tug against my scalp. The braid forms slowly under his skilled hands, growing longer with each crossover of hair.

“Tight braiding ensures the mane stands properly,” he explains to a younger handler who has approached to observe. “See how it creates a ridge? When complete, it will be a proper pony-girl’s mane.”

The younger handler watches with interest as the braid takes shape down the center of my head. I stare at the wooden beams of the rack’s frame, focusing on a knot in the wood rather than the strange sensation of my humanity being literally reshaped strand by strand. This isn’t the worst thing they’ve done to me—not by far, but my hair was the last part of me that still looked human, still resembled Aveline rather than Emberlily.

The handler continues braiding all the way to the end of the central section, securing the finished plait with a small leather cord. When he steps back to assess his work, I can feel the stiff ridge of hair running from my forehead down my neck like the mane of a horse.

“Perfect central line,” he says with satisfaction. “Now for the sides.”

He picks up the razor, a straight-edged blade that catches the morning light. My heart should race at the sight, but I feel strangely detached as he brings it to the side of my head. The first pass of the razor against my scalp makes a soft scraping sound. Auburn locks fall to the ground around me, landing on the wooden platform of the rack in sad, severed clumps.

I watch my hair—Aveline’s hair—drift down like autumn leaves, but I don’t cry. I’ve cried for so many losses already: my freedom, my name, my dignity, my humanity. This is just hair. Just another step in the process I’ve been undergoing since my capture.

“Clean strokes,” the handler instructs his younger counterpart. “See how the skin appears when done properly? Smooth as a river stone.”

Stroke by stroke, the razor removes all traces of hair from the sides of my head, leaving only the braided central ridge intact. Cool air touches my newly exposed skin, raising goosebumps along my neck and arms. The sensation is strange but not unpleasant—a lightness, an openness that makes me feel oddly vulnerable yet streamlined.

“Shaving complete,” the handler announces, rubbing his palm over the bare skin to check for missed spots. “Ready for the permanent solution.”

He reaches for the small clay pot, removing its lid to release that strange, sweet smell I noticed earlier. Using a wooden spatula, he scoops out some of the pale green paste. It glistens with an oily sheen in the morning light. The small flecks of something crystalline catch the sun.

The paste touches my freshly shaved scalp, cool at first against the bare skin. The handler spreads it in careful, even strokes, covering every inch of the shaved areas on both sides of my head. For a moment, there’s just the cool sensation of the mixture against my skin—then the burning begins.

It starts as a tingle, like the prickling of blood returning to a numbed limb. Within seconds, it intensifies to a fierce, searing heat that seems to penetrate below the skin to the roots beneath. I whimper around the bit, but I’ve had worse pain, and the uncomfortable sensation brings no tears.

“Burning means it’s working,” the handler explains to his apprentice, ignoring my distress. “The paste kills the hair follicles permanently, ensuring the sides remain bare.”

Permanently. The word echoes through my mind, cutting through the burning pain with the clarity of a bell. This isn’t a shaving to be repeated weekly or monthly. This is forever. No hair will ever again grow on the sides of my head. Only my “mane”—that stiff central ridge—will remain.

The burning intensifies for several more minutes, then gradually begins to subside, leaving a cool sensation after. The handler wipes away excess paste with a damp cloth, his touch gentle against my smooth scalp.

“There,” he says with satisfaction. “A proper pony mane.”

The vet approaches to inspect the work, circling my head with approving eyes. “Excellent. The permanent mane will reinforce her equine identity. It’s an important psychological component of the transformation. Even other humans will tell right away what she is even when she is not tacked or manages another escape.”

I understand what he means. Every night I stare at my naked, toned body, and it becomes harder to remember myself as human. I can’t even remember what I looked like wearing clothes.

The handler steps back to admire his work, nodding with satisfaction. “The auburn central mane contrasts nicely with her skin tone. Very striking.”

They discuss me as if I’m not present, as if I can’t understand their words or feel their implications. Perhaps that’s easier for them—believing I’m just an animal who doesn’t comprehend human speech. Or perhaps they simply don’t care.

Each change is permanent. Each modification moves me further from the woman I was, closer to the pony-girl they want me to be. The transformation continues, bit by bit, piece by piece.

“Let’s continue.” The vet says. “I have a few more horses to see today.”

Continue? What else could they possibly do to me?


Chapter Thirty

The vet circles around to my head. His clawed fingers reach for my bit, and I feel a flutter of panic in my chest. What else could he possibly do to me? First the nipple rings, then my mane, and now he’s removing my bit.

“The bit is already wearing down the molars. Best to fix it properly now before it becomes a problem.”

My heart hammers against my ribs as he slides it free. For a brief few moments, my mouth is my own again. I could speak, could cry out, could beg for mercy—but the sound that rises in my throat dies before it reaches my lips. Pony-girls don’t talk, and it’s not worth the punishment to do so. What would I say anyway?

The vet reaches into his case and removes something that gleams dully in the morning light—a metal device with curved arms and a screw mechanism in the center. He positions it at my mouth, his other hand gripping my jaw firmly.

“Open wider,” he instructs, as if I have a choice.

When I don’t immediately comply, his thumb and forefinger pinch the hinge of my jaw painfully, forcing my mouth to gape. The metal device slides between my teeth, cold against my tongue. With a few turns of the screw, the arms of the device expand, forcing my jaws painfully apart until my mouth is stretched so wide my jaw joints creak in protest. Drool immediately pools beneath my tongue, unable to swallow properly with my mouth forced open like this.

“Good,” the vet murmurs, peering into my forced-open mouth. “As I noticed earlier, the back molars show some wear from the bit already. This happens, but if not dealt with, the horse could crack a tooth.” He glances at the handler. “The solution is simple to prevent it from happening, and the horse doesn’t need those teeth anyway.”

Don’t need these teeth? What does he mean?

The vet reaches back into his case, retrieving a small ceramic bottle with a nozzle. “This will make it easier,” he tells the handler, not me. “They tolerate the procedure better when sedated.”

He positions the nozzle up my nostril, his other hand holding my head steady. “Breathe in,” he commands, then tips the bottle upside down.

A fine mist of particles enter my nose, and I inhale them on the next breath. They sting, and I try to jerk away, but the restraints hold me firmly in place. Almost immediately, warmth spreads through my sinuses and into my brain. My thoughts begin to fragment, breaking apart like ice on a spring river. The world takes on a strange, shimmering quality, colors bleeding into each other at the edges of my vision.

The vet’s face looms above mine, his features distorting slightly as if seen through flowing water. His mouth moves, but his words sound distant, underwater.

“... fully effective in about thirty seconds,” he’s saying to someone I can no longer see clearly. “Keeps them conscious but disconnected from the pain. Much easier than full unconsciousness.”

Time stretches and contracts around me. I’m floating somewhere above my body, still aware but detached, as if watching myself from a great distance. I see the vet retrieve more tools from his case—something metal and curved, forceps perhaps, and other implements I don’t recognize through my drugged haze.

The first extraction comes as pressure rather than pain—a strange, grinding sensation as something deep in my mouth shifts and cracks. My body jerks against the restraints as he yanks, but my mind remains oddly calm.

“First one’s always the hardest,” the vet says, holding something small and white before dropping it into a metal basin with a tiny, musical clink.

I feel a tug on the other side of my mouth, more pressure, a sudden pop and release. Another tooth joins the first in the basin. Clink. The sound seems to echo through my skull, reverberating in the newly created empty spaces.

“Third one coming out now,” the vet narrates, more for the handler’s benefit than mine. “See how the bit has worn a groove here? That’s why we remove them. The bit will sit properly now.”

I gag as blood pools at the back of my throat, but the vet is prepared. A handler tilts my head to allow the blood to drain out rather than down my throat, catching it in a cloth held beneath my chin. The sensation is unpleasant but distant, happening to someone else’s body while I float above, untethered.

Clink. Clink. Clink.

Each extraction adds to the growing collection in the basin. I lose count after six or seven, my drug-addled mind unable to keep track. My body continues to jerk with each removal, but I feel disconnected from these involuntary responses. Through half-closed eyes, I watch the vet work.

“Almost done,” he says after what could be minutes or hours. “Just two more on the left side.”

The pressure comes again, then releases. Clink. Final extraction. Clink.

“There,” the vet announces with professional satisfaction. “All the molars removed. No more grinding, no more wear.”

He reaches for a jar of thick paste, scooping out a generous amount with two fingers. The paste smells medicinal—herbs and something metallic—as he spreads it over the bloody sockets where my teeth once were. The substance numbs on contact, bringing blessed relief to the dull ache that’s beginning to penetrate my drugged state.

“This will stop the bleeding and prevent infection,” he explains to the handlers. “It also promotes healing. The gums will toughen up nicely within a few days.”

He begins to loosen the metal spacer, carefully removing it from my aching jaw. My mouth wants to snap shut immediately after being held open for so long, but I find I can’t fully close it. Something feels wrong. My tongue probes the empty spaces, finding only tender, paste-covered holes where my molars once were.

“Use a soft bit for a day or two,” the vet instructs, wiping his hands on a clean cloth. “But she’ll be fine after that. Better, actually. The bit will sit properly without those teeth in the way, and she can be ridden longer without having issues.”

He pats my cheek, the gesture almost fond, like a farmer might pat his animals when they obey. “Good horse. You took that well.”

Through my drugged haze, I understand the terrible significance of what’s just happened. My teeth were extracted not because they were diseased or damaged, but because they interfered with the equipment used to control me. I’ve been changed again. This time, to better accommodate the bit that silences me and controls me while symbolizing my status as a horse.

As the drug begins to wear off, reality seeps back in around the edges of my consciousness. With it comes pain—dull, throbbing aches where my teeth once were, radiating through my jaw and up into my temples.

“One last thing, and you can take her back to her stall.” The vet says from behind me before I feel his hands on my ass.

He spreads my cheeks. “Standard protocol for all new livestock. Deworming. I’ll do it today, but it will have to be repeated in a fortnight.”

I feel something press against my anus. “Parasites can ruin even the best stock if left unchecked.”

He pushes it inside me, and there is a squirming sensation deep inside as the capsules settle. The vet wipes the excess gel that coated the dewormer away and gives my buttocks an approving slap. “All done.”

He moves in front of my head and holds out a Sugarroot. “Good mare.” He coos.

Despite my sore mouth, I inhale the treat, letting it melt on my tongue. I deserved it after all this.

As my mind clears, awareness returns like water seeping through cracks.

“Time to return this one to the stable,” my regular handler says, his voice oddly gentle compared to the violence just inflicted on my body. “She needs rest.”

Another handler approaches, carrying my tail—the horsehair extension attached to the smooth plug that marks me as equine property. The sight of it sends a confused mixture of dread and anticipation through me. I hate what it represents, yet my body has been conditioned to associate it with certain sensations that aren’t entirely unpleasant.

“Position,” the handler commands.

My hips shift automatically, tilting upward as much as the restraints allow, presenting myself for the tail’s insertion. The handler applies something cool and slick to the plug, his movements efficient and impersonal. There is no hesitation, no acknowledgment that he’s about to penetrate a woman’s body—just the practiced motion of a worker performing a routine task with livestock.

“Easy,” he murmurs as the smooth, oiled plug presses against my rear entrance.

My body remembers this, and knows how to accept it now. The initial pressure gives way to a yielding as the plug slides inside, stretching me in that now-familiar way. My muscles clench around the narrower neck once the widest part passes through, securing it in place. The horsetail hangs heavy against the backs of my thighs, another symbol of what I’ve become.

“Master Skarn says you are to wear your tail at all times from now on, unless someone takes it out for you to make waste.” He says, and even though it makes me look more like a pony-girl and less human, I’m not opposed to it. The fullness feels pleasant.

My bridle is put back on, and my bit is replaced with a softer one that, unsurprisingly, sits perfectly into place where my teeth once were. One by one, the handlers remove my restraints. When the last restraint falls away, “up,” my handler commands, with a clear expectation of obedience.

The handler clips a lead to my bridle and gives a gentle tug. “Stand.”

I slide off the rack on unsteady legs, my knees threatening to buckle beneath me. The world swims for a moment, then steadies as I find my balance. The tail shifts inside me with each slight movement, as if it belongs there.

My legs shake beneath me, muscles weak from being restrained for so long, but the second step comes easier. By the third step, I’m moving forward with the handler, allowing the lead to guide me across the yard like normal.

Each step brings fresh awareness of how my body has changed. The horse-like mane swings against my back, stiff and strange where once my hair flowed freely. The metal rings in my nipples catch the midday sun. I must admit, they look pretty. The tail sways between my legs, sending delicious sensations throughout my body.

The empty spaces in my mouth alters the way my tongue sits, the way air flows when I breathe, but I have to acknowledge it makes the bit feel better, and I can close my mouth completely now.

We cross the yard slowly, the handler patient with my stumbling gait. A newly captured girl is still fighting against her restraints, but stops her struggles momentarily to stare at me with horror dawning in her eyes. I wonder if she can see her future when looking at me—the mane, the piercings, the docile acceptance of being led like an animal.

I want to warn her, to tell her to fight harder than I did, to never accept the Sugarroots or praise that slowly rewrites your mind, but would it matter anyway? There is no escape from this place, from this life. The village proved that.

My handler guides me past the training pens toward the stable block. He doesn’t speak to me beyond basic commands, but I’m used to it now.

Another handler passes us, leading a pony-girl I recognize from feeding times. Her eyes meet mine briefly, then slide away, uninterested. She’s been here longer than I have, her body more thoroughly transformed. Metal rings like mine gleam in her nipples, but hers are connected to the lead as the handler guides her. Her mane is longer, more established, rising proudly from her shaved scalp.

The stable looms before us, its wooden structure familiar after weeks of captivity. The smell reaches me first—hay and leather and sweat, mingled with the distinctive musk of pony-girls. Once, that smell revolted me. Now, it registers as “home” in some primitive part of my brain, triggering a sense of relief I hate myself for feeling.

As we approach the stable entrance, I quicken my pace slightly, eager for the dim quiet of my stall, for the familiar press of hay against my skin. The stall door clicks shut behind my handler, and I collapse into the fresh hay.

The stable is dark and quiet around me, the afternoon light filtering dimly through high windows. The soft sounds of other pony-girls fill the silence—gentle whinnies.

I press my cheek against the cool hay as my tongue probes my mouth, exploring the strange new topography where my molars used to be. The empty sockets pulse with dull pain, and the medicinal paste is bitter against my tongue, so I stop.

The metal rings through my nipples make my breasts look bigger and my nipples pointer. They draw attention to my chest more than my nakedness could.

I groan when the straw pokes the tip of my nipple. It sounds more like a broken whinny that perfectly expresses the creature I’m becoming.

With each modification, they stripped away another piece of who I was. Even if I somehow escaped this place—which the village proved impossible—I would carry these changes forever. The world would see only what I’ve become, never who I was.

I can’t stop it. I have no control here. The changes are as real and permanent as the physical modifications visible on my body.

I try to remember my old self—the auburn-haired farm girl with dreams of seeing the world beyond my family’s land, but the memories feel distant now, like it was someone else’s life.

This is my life now. They are transforming me piece by piece into a true animal. Not merely in how I’m treated or how I’m seen, but in the most literal sense possible. They are remaking my body to better perform its assigned function, discarding any part of me—teeth, hair, dignity, humanity—that interferes with that purpose.

My body is adapting to these changes easily. I find a strange comfort in the routine of pony-girl existence. It’s simple and requires only obedience.

Is Aveline still here at all?

The answer eludes me as exhaustion finally overtakes me, and sleep approaches.

As consciousness slips away, one final thought surfaces: tomorrow, I will leave this stall as a real pony-girl. There is no going back. The world—both Grivvet and human—has already decided what I am.

Property.

Livestock.

Horse.

Emberlily.


Chapter Thirty-one

I stand in my stall, eyes fixed on the wooden door, ears straining for any sound from the yard beyond. My hooves shift in the fresh straw, impatient after weeks of enforced rest. The bit sits comfortably in the gap where my molars once were. The spaces in my mouth where my teeth were extracted are just empty gaps now, the gums toughened into hard ridges that accommodate the bit perfectly.

My arms, bound behind my back as they have been since my capture, no longer ache at the position—my body has forgotten what it feels like to reach forward, to grasp, to touch. I am a pony-girl now, in form and function, and the straw-scented quiet of the stable has become both my prison and my comfort.

Morning light filters through the windows, casting long rectangles across the wooden boards. The farm is waking up. I can hear the distant sounds of handlers preparing for the day’s work—the clank of metal buckets, muffled voices, the creak of cart wheels. My body responds to these familiar sounds with a quickening pulse. It’s been too long since I’ve done anything except sit in this stable or stand idle in the pasture with the other pony-girls.

The healing process has been tedious. After all my modifications—the mane, the piercings, the removed teeth—Skarn ordered me kept in the pasture and stall for rest. No riding, no cart pulling, no training. Just endless days of standing in fields or lying in straw, my purpose temporarily suspended while my body adjusted to its new form. The nipple rings no longer throb with each heartbeat, having healed into permanent fixtures of my anatomy. The braided ridge of my mane swings against my back when I move, the sides of my head permanently smooth where the handler applied that burning paste.

I turn in a tight circle, my tail swishing against the backs of my thighs. The plug sits inside me, as familiar now as the bit in my mouth or the bindings on my wrists. I’ve worn it constantly since the vet’s visit, removing it only when necessary for bodily functions. At first, the constant presence was a humiliation. Now, it feels strange to be without it, my body recognizing the fullness as part of my pony-girl identity.

Another circle. Then another. The stall suddenly feels too small, the walls too close. I’ve been cooped up too long, and my muscles—carefully maintained through gentle pasture exercise—crave the exertion of actual work. I can’t believe it, but I miss the sensation of a rider’s weight on my back, or the stretch and burn of my muscles when pulling a cart.

I miss the purpose that comes with service. What would the old me think of such thoughts?

Aveline.

The name surfaces briefly, like a bubble rising through murky water—then bursts. That farm girl with her dreams and fears seems impossibly distant now. A character from a story told long ago. Her body has become mine, reshaped by Grivvet hands into something new, something equine. Her mind lingers only in fragments, growing fainter with each passing day.

My ears prick at the sound of voices drawing nearer. Skarn’s distinctive tone, sharp and authoritative, accompanied by another I recognize immediately—Fenrik, my regular handler. My heart quickens at the familiar timbre of his voice. He’s been kind to me, by Grivvet standards. Patient during my training, gentle when cleaning my body. I’ve grown fond of him, and his approval matters in ways the old me would never understand.

Their voices grow clearer as they approach the stable.

“... need you to take a message to Tuvvik in town,” Skarn is saying. “And bring back the herbs I ordered. Take a pony—the exercise will do one of them good.”

“Which one would you suggest, Master Skarn?” Fenrik asks, his voice closer now.

“Your choice. Just not the new mare—she’s still too green for town. Maybe Emberlily. She’s been resting long enough.”

My name—my pony name—sends a shiver of anticipation through me. I step closer to the door of my stall, ears straining to listen.

“Good choice,” Fenrik agrees. “She’s been on pasture rest for almost three weeks now. The wounds from her modifications are fully healed, and she could use practice on the road.”

Their footsteps enter the stable, accompanied by the soft jingle of tack. The familiar scent of my handler reaches me before I see him—that mixture of oil and sweat and the sugarroots he keeps in his pockets to reward good behavior. I whinny softly, unable to contain the sound that rises in my throat.

“Someone’s eager this morning,” Skarn comments with a chuckle, his amber eyes finding me as they step up to my stall.

Fenrik pauses, studying me through the slats. “She’s always been a smart one. Probably heard us talking about her.”

They talk as if they’ve forgotten I can understand speech. If they were speaking Grivvet, then I would be clueless, but they were speaking in English.

“Just make sure she’s fit for the journey. Town’s a good two - hour ride.”

“Yes, Master Skarn.” Fenrik nods respectfully as Skarn continues down the stable aisle, then turns his attention fully to me.

I stand still as he unlatches the stall door, swinging it open with a creak of aged wood. His clawed hand holds a lead of braided leather with clips. I lower my head for him to clip the lead onto my bridle, but he quickly clips it to the rings in my nipples, which he’s never done before.

It’s clipped through both rings at once, and the sudden tension at the tips of my breasts is intense—not quite pain, but a bright, pinching pressure that quells all thought for a moment. My handler must see my eyes widen, because he laughs softly, a chittering sound, and then strokes my mane with the flat of his palm.

“Easy, Emberlily. You’re not in trouble. This is your new lead, that’s all.” He gives a gentle tug, and the ache in my nipples transforms into a deep, insistent throb that radiates through my chest and into my core.

Oh! The pleasurable sensation mixed with a bite of pain moves through my body like a ripple on a pond, but the warning is there. If I disobey, there will be more pain than pleasure.

“You’ll do nicely for today’s trip,” he says, his hand moving to pat my flank. “It's been a while since you’ve been out, hasn’t it? Had to make sure you were fully healed. We don’t abuse our animals here.”

A soft whicker escapes me, and I can’t help leaning forward into his touch, my body responding to the prospect of leaving the stall, of finally doing something again. I’m desperate enough to do anything for the promise of freedom, however limited, even ignoring the fact he referred to me as an animal.

I’m used to it, and it's no good being offended. It’s what I am to them.

Fenrik notices my enthusiasm and chuckles, the sound warm in the cool morning air of the stable. “Bored with the pasture, are we? Good girl.” His clawed fingers scratch lightly at the base of my mane, finding that perfect spot where my neck meets my skull. “You’ve been patient. Time to earn your keep now.”

The praise flows through me like honey, warm and sweet. My muscles relax beneath his touch even as anticipation builds in my chest. The bit feels suddenly lighter between my teeth, the bindings on my wrists less restrictive. I follow the gentle tug on my lead without hesitation, stepping out of the stall that has been my entire world for weeks.

The simple act of walking beside Fenrik down the stable aisle feels momentous, like crossing a threshold into a new phase of existence. My pony boots make clop, clop sounds as I move. They have been kept on my feet unless I’m getting washed now. They’ve become a part of my body as much as the ponytail.

I keep my posture perfect, head bowed, chest out, and move quickly even with the shackles binding my legs.

Always restrained. It’s been a constant in my life since captivity, and another aspect I’ve grown used to.

Something stirs inside me at the prospect of seeing more of this world where I now exist. It’s not hope of escape—I’ve learned that lesson too thoroughly to hope for that—but perhaps it’s curiosity. I want to grasp the broader context of my captivity, to understand the hierarchy of this Grivvet society that has claimed me as property.

The old me would be ashamed, but at this moment, following Fenrik into the yard with the morning sun warming my skin, I am excited to be ridden.


Chapter Thirty-two

Other handlers glance our way, nodding to Fenrik but paying me no more attention than they would a tamed horse. We approach the tacking post—a sturdy wooden beam with iron rings mounted at various heights. I’ve been secured here countless times before and know what is expected of me, but still I wait for the command.

Fenrik reaches into his pocket and pulls out a fine silver chain with small clips at each end. It looks less bulky than the leather lead, and shines under the morning sun.

“Drakk,” Fenrik says, and my knees bend instantly. I sink to the ground in the proper position—thighs spread to shoulder width, back straight, head slightly bowed. The posture is so deeply ingrained now that my muscles find it without conscious thought.

Fenrik crouches before me, his amber eyes level with mine. There’s no cruelty in his gaze, just fondness. He often tells me I’m his favorite horse in the stable.

His clawed fingers are surprisingly gentle as he attaches one end of the silver chain to the ring in my left nipple. A small tug of pressure, the click of the clasp locking into place. He threads the chain through one of the lower iron rings on the tacking post, then attaches the other end to my right nipple ring.

“There,” he says, standing back to assess his work. “No more need for collars for you, eh? Much more efficient this way. The chain may be thin, but the pain is greater if the horse moves.”

He’s right. The slightest movement pulls at my nipples, sending sparks of sensation racing through my chest. It’s a perfect restraint—I have no choice but to remain absolutely still, or else cause myself discomfort. The tension in the chain is calibrated precisely—not painful when I’m motionless, but immediately responsive to any shift in position.

“Good mare,” Fenrik murmurs, seeing my immediate stillness. “Makes tacking much easier when you can’t fidget.”

He moves away to gather the riding equipment, and I focus on my breathing, careful not to move my chest too dramatically with each inhale. The sounds of the farm continue around me—the distant clatter of the kitchen, the rhythmic hammering from the stable where repairs are underway, the occasional whinny of another pony-girl. I can’t look around or risk a sharp tug on my nipples, so I remain still like the tamed animal he expects me to be.

Fenrik returns, arms laden with the riding tack. He sets each piece on a nearby bench in the precise order he’ll need them. First the saddle—its leather is dark and supple from regular oiling, the seat worn to a perfect smoothness from use. Next, the various straps that will secure it to my body. Finally, a more elaborate bridle than the simple one I currently wear.

“You look good. Like a trained pony,” he comments, running a hand along my flank. “Completely tamed.”

His approval brings warmth to my cheeks, a flush that spreads down my neck to my chest. I shouldn’t like how he’s appraising me like livestock, but I can’t stop the pride that fills me. The conditioning runs deep—Sugarroot rewards and gentle words have rewired my responses until Grivvet approval feels like the most natural thing to crave.

Fenrik set the saddle gently onto my back, careful not to disturb the chain at my front.

“Arms still comfortable?” he asks, checking the position of my bound wrists beneath the saddle.

I nod, surprised he’d even ask. My comfort has never been important, and my fondness for him grows a little more because of his concern, but he shouldn’t have worried. My arms have been bound for so long that the position feels natural; my shoulders adapted to the strain.

The saddle’s weight presses down, a familiar pressure that spreads across my back. Fenrik works methodically, securing the chest strap first. The leather band passes just beneath my breasts, tightening until it’s snug but not cutting. The pressure pushes my breasts upward, making the chain between my nipple rings taut, and sending a pleasant buzz through my body, and I’d blush at the wetness growing between my thighs, but there is no shame here.

Next comes the girth strap around my waist, cinching the saddle firmly in place. Fenrik’s fingers check the tension, slipping beneath the leather to ensure it’s tight enough to hold but not so tight it will chafe during the journey.

“Now for these,” he murmurs, reaching for the two narrower straps.

These are the most intimate parts of the tacking process—the straps that run between my thighs, framing my sex. Fenrik’s hands are impersonal as he threads them through the rings on the saddle, but I can’t hide the shiver that runs through me as his fingers brush against my inner thighs.

He notices my reaction and sees my body’s arousal to being tacked. He clicks his tongue softly. “That’s a good girl. It’s a good thing to enjoy being saddled.”

He looks me in the eye with a mischievous glint. “Maybe you are in heat. Does Emberlily need a stallion between her legs?”

The words shock me enough that my breath hitches, and the chain at my chest gives a sharp tug at the abrupt movement. I wince, and then immediately blush at my reaction. The old me would have bristled at the implication, maybe even spat in Fenrik’s face. But the heat that blooms between my thighs at the suggestion betrays me—and he sees it. His nostrils flare, picking up the scent of my arousal, and he grins so wide his pointed teeth glint in the morning sun.

“Ah—you’d like that,” he laughs, voice low and pleased. He gives my breast a gentle squeeze, rolling the nipple ring between his fingers, sending another pulse through my body that makes my sex clench around the tail-plug.

He slips two fingers between my thighs, just above the strap he’s threading, and finds the proof of my arousal with an easy, practiced touch. "Naughty pony. Don’t worry, Skarn is so impressed with your training and quick taming that he is considering getting a foal or two from you before selling you. Your turn for breeding will come soon enough, I’m sure, and I’ll get to keep looking after my favorite pony for a little longer."

I’m not sure what to think of that, but it doesn’t matter. I’m just a pony-girl, and things like that are not up to me. He removes his hands before I can get even more excited and slaps my rump just hard enough to sting and make the muscles there tense.

Fenrik leaves me flustered and gets back to work. He tightens the straps between my thighs with particular care, pulling them until my labia are spread slightly apart, displaying the brands that mark me as trained. The cart-pony symbol is still pink around the edges, not fully healed but no longer painful. The riding mark beside it is older, the lines darker and more defined. Together, they tell the story of my training, visible to anyone who cares to look.

With the saddle secured, he turns his attention to my tail. Instead of removing the plug I currently wear, he produces a more elaborate horsehair tail from his equipment—fuller, longer, more elegantly groomed than my everyday tail. This one is for display, not just function.

“Hold still now,” he instructs as he carefully removes my everyday tail.

The sensation of emptiness is brief but profound, my body missing the familiar fullness instantly. Fenrik applies a sweet-smelling oil to the new, bigger plug. He positions it carefully, and I feel the pressure as it pushes inside me. My muscles remember the shape, yielding to accept the intrusion. Once seated, the new tail hangs heavier against my thighs, its luxurious horsehair tickling my skin when it sways.

“Almost done,” Fenrik says, moving to my head. “Just need to change your bridle.”

The riding bridle is more elaborate—the leather decorated with small metal studs, the cheek pieces wider and stiffer. It’s designed to give the rider more precise control, with the rings positioned to maximize leverage. Fenrik slides it carefully over my head, removing my simple bit and replacing it with the riding bit in one smooth motion.

It slips perfectly into place. This bit is heavier, with a curved shape that presses my tongue down more firmly. It’s designed for longer periods of wear, distributing pressure more evenly across my mouth. Fenrik buckles each strap with care, adjusting the tension until everything sits perfectly.

“There we go,” he says, stepping back to admire his work. “Such a pretty girl.”

From a pocket in his leather apron, he produces a Sugarroot. My mouth waters at the sight, saliva gathering around the bit. He holds it before my lips, and I gobble it down quickly. The sweetness floods my mouth, sending a familiar warmth spreading through my body. My muscles relax further, the tension I didn’t realize I was holding melting away.

“Good girl,” Fenrik praises, his clawed hand stroking the side of my face. “Ready for a day’s work?”

I blink slowly in affirmation, unable to nod properly with the chain still connecting my nipples to the post. The Sugarroot dissolves on my tongue, its sweetness lingering as Fenrik unclips the chain from my nipple rings. Freedom from the post brings a different anticipation—not of escape, but of purpose. Of being useful again after weeks of idleness.

Fenrik gathers the reins of my bridle in one hand, his other collecting the last few items he’ll need for our journey. I remain kneeling, waiting for the command that will set us on our way. The saddle’s weight is comfortable on my back, the tail plug a pleasant fullness inside me. I am equipped, prepared, ready to serve.

Fenrik’s weight settles onto the saddle in one smooth motion, his body finding its place on my back with ease. He’s not heavy—Grivvets are smaller than humans—but his weight is significant enough to remind me of my purpose. His clawed feet find the stirrups that hang at my sides, the leather straps pulling slightly against the saddle. I feel his hands gather the reins, the leather strips connected to my bit shifting as he takes them up. A slight pressure on my right side as he leans, balancing himself.

“Up,” he commands, his voice clear in the morning air. His heels tap gently against my sides, a physical reinforcement of the verbal command.

I straighten from my kneeling position, rising to my full height in one fluid motion. The movement is easier now that I’m used to balancing my body without my arms. The bit presses against the corners of my mouth as Fenrik applies gentle tension to the reins, guiding me toward the main path.

My pony boots strike the packed earth with a satisfying clip-clop that echoes in the yard. The sound marks my passage—not human footsteps but the rhythmic beats of a horse’s hooves. We pass other handlers leading pony-girls to their daily tasks. Some wear riding tack like mine; others, the more elaborate harnesses for cart-pulling or field work. None of us acknowledge each other directly. We are equipment in use, nothing more.

Skarn stands near the gate, overseeing the farm’s morning activities. He nods to Fenrik as we approach, his amber eyes assessing me with the critical gaze of a farmer inspecting livestock.

“She moves well,” he comments. “The rest has done her good.”

“Yes, Master Skarn,” Fenrik agrees from his perch on my back. “Her gait is smooth. She’ll make good time to town.”

“Remember to speak with Tuvvik about the breeding program. I want his opinion on suitable stallions.”

Something flutters in my stomach at the casual mention of breeding. The image of being mounted by a pony-boy rises unbidden in my mind. I’ve seen it happen to others—the handlers selecting compatible pairs, the mechanical coupling that follows. If Fenrik is right and my time comes to be mounted, there will be no romance, just duty. The thought should horrify me, but a warm pulse of anticipation flares between my legs.

“I’ll be back before midday,” Fenrik assures him.

A slight pressure of the reins guides me through the open gate and onto the wider road beyond. The farm recedes behind us as we follow the path that winds between fields and forests. My boots strike a steady rhythm on the hard-packed dirt.

The morning air is cool against my naked skin, carrying the scents of early summer—flowering meadows, sun-warmed earth, the green vitality of crops growing in fields. Birds call from hedgerows as we pass, their freedom a concept that no longer provokes envy. What would I do with such freedom now? My body has been remade for this purpose; my mind has followed.

We pass the boundaries of Skarn’s property and enter the countryside proper. Rolling hills stretch before us, dotted with smaller Grivvet farms and patches of woodland. The landscape opens up, revealing a patchwork of fields in various stages of cultivation. Some are freshly plowed; others bright with emerging crops. At each farm, I catch glimpses of other pony-girls working—pulling small plows through vegetable gardens, carrying Grivvet riders between fields, standing patiently at hitching posts while their handlers work nearby.

They are everywhere, these women transformed into beasts of burden. Some wear elaborate decorations—ribbons woven into their manes, colored bands around their upper arms, bells attached to their nipple rings that chime with each step. Others are more plainly equipped, their bodies marked only by the practical tack needed for their work, but all share the same blank expression, the same careful movements, and all bear the brands that identify them as property.

What once filled me with dread now seems like a normal part of life. I no longer see it as something terrible; it’s just how things are in this world.

Fenrik guides me with small pressures of rein and heel, his commands so subtle they barely register as conscious thought. Left turn, slight incline, right turn—my body responds without hesitation, finding the perfect pace to maintain over distance.

A Grivvet farmer works in a field to our right, straightening as we approach. He waves a clawed hand in greeting.

“Fine morning!” he calls to Fenrik.

“Indeed, it is,” Fenrik returns, pulling gently on the reins to slow our pace for conversation. I respond immediately, shifting from a trot to a walk without breaking stride. “Crops looking good this season?”

“Can’t complain. The spring rains came at just the right time.” The farmer’s eyes slide over me with the casual assessment of someone evaluating a piece of equipment. “That’s a fine mare you’re riding. One of Skarn’s, isn’t it? I recognize the mane style.”

“Yes, one of his best this season, I’d say.”

They discuss me as if I’m not present, as if I cannot understand their words. Once, this would have burned like acid in my chest—this erasure of my personhood, this reduction to flesh and function. Now, I find a strange comfort in their disregard. It’s simpler this way. Easier to be the thing they see than to remember being someone else. It’s just easier this way.

The conversation continues briefly—comments about weather, crops, local gossip—before Fenrik taps my sides and we continue on our journey. The farmer returns to his work without a backward glance, my existence already forgotten, as irrelevant as the cart beside his field or the hoe in his hands.

How different from my visit to the human village, where eyes tracked me with disgust or fascination, where hands reached to touch and prod, where the fact of my transformation was a spectacle rather than a mundane reality. There, I was a creature between worlds—neither human enough to deserve dignity nor animal enough to be beneath notice. Here, among the Grivvets, I am simply an animal in their eyes. It’s expected, and normal.

My mind drifts as we travel, the rhythm of my movements lulling me into a state of peaceful detachment. There is a strange freedom in this surrender of will, in the perfect alignment of body and purpose. I don’t have to think, and I don’t have to make choices. Fenrik holds the reins and chooses the path. My only responsibility is to carry him safely, and to respond to his commands.

Time passes in the hypnotic cadence of my hooves against the earth. Fields give way to scattered woodlands, then back to open countryside. We pass a stream where two pony-girls drink, their handlers allowing them a brief rest on what must be a longer journey. Their eyes meet mine as we pass, and I recognize in their gaze the same quiet acceptance I now feel in my heart. We are what we are, and it’s no use fighting against the inevitable.

We crest a hill, and the Grivvet town comes into view in the valley below—a cluster of wooden buildings with smoke rising from stone chimneys. It’s larger than I expected, with streets laid out in a rough grid and a central square where I can see market stalls being set up for the day’s trading. Pony-girls are everywhere, carrying riders, pulling carts laden with goods, standing patiently at hitching posts while their Grivvet owners conduct business. They are as much a part of this landscape as the buildings themselves, their presence unremarkable, but needed.

“Almost there,” Fenrik murmurs, tapping my ass a little harder with the corp to increase my pace. “You’ve made good time, Emberlily.”

The sound of my pony name from his lips solidifies everything. I am Emberlily here—not some captured human temporarily wearing tack, but a proper pony-girl doing what pony-girls are meant to do. The village is my natural environment, as the stable is, as the training pens are. I belong here in a way I never would in the human world again.

As we approach the outskirts of the town, my steps remain steady, my posture perfect. Unlike my visit to the human village, I feel no shame, no dread of being seen, no desperate hope that someone might recognize the woman beneath the trappings of the beast. The Grivvet town holds no terror for me because here, at least, I understand my place.

I am property, yes. I am an animal in their eyes, certainly. But there is a terrible comfort in that clarity, in the absolute certainty of what is expected.

As I carry my rider toward the town, my purpose is obvious, and my role is defined.

I am a pony-girl.

To be continued…

Emberlily has now accepted her place as a pony-girl, but will she remain Skarn’s property or be sold to a new master? The next installment heats up and is a major turning point in Emberlily’s adventure into pony-girl life.
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