
        
            
                
            
        

    
Becoming a Roman Ponygirl
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Chapter 1

Pompa

Lucinda

I stood on the steps below the upper border wall of the Senate complex. It was a better vantage point than anyone else had, aside from the Senate members themselves. The steps were reserved for those who worked in the Senate and their families. My father was a scribe and archivarius for the Senate, so no-one questioned me being in my vaunted observation position. Beside me stood my father and younger brother.

Ever since the divine intervention more than a century ago, the Pompa had taken on extra significance. Religious festivals had always been taken seriously in Rome but when the Gods themselves dwelt amongst mortals then their significance in the City was paramount.

It had been during the reign of the mad emperor Caligula that everything had changed. Caligula had publicly declared himself be a living god. Many had wondered if the Gods would be angered at such presumption, but all were too afraid of the emperor to voice this fear.

But, within a week the sky was rent with fire and lightning and the twelve true Gods descended! People cowered in fear as twelve beings, wreathed in light and power set foot upon Roman soil and marched into the Senate building. There, it was said, Caligula was turned into a small pile of dust and all the powerful men of Rome grovelled in terror.

Jupiter lay down a new law for the city of Rome. All of history, the Gods said, was a Great Path. A divine path. It was the duty of city after city to take up the mantle of divine favour to keep the world on its true course. One by one the cities of men had failed, Babylon, Thebes and Athens had been blessed and trusted by the Gods. One by one they had failed due to the ambition and greed of small-minded men.

Now it was the turn of Rome to carry the burden of divine favour. Only this time the Gods would not seek to influence events from afar. They would not take the chance that fallible mortals would fail once again.

They began by setting a new standard for all Roman law. It was divided between purely earthly matters, which basically was the existing body of law with a few changes, and laws related to the divine, morality and what was considered worthy in the eyes of the Gods.

What it turned out the Gods favoured, all were surprised to learn, was not sacrifice or worship, but service. The Gods, it was revealed, were all about getting things done. Someone earned divine favour, they said, if what they did was of service to another. Not gifts, not payment, not burned offerings but …effort! Worthy it was to help another, even more worthy was it to be of service to Rome but greatest of all was to be of service to the Gods and the divine path.

The consequences of this were profound. Gone went ritual sacrifice in temples. Instead, people offered their own time to work for the temples and the city. This caused vast improvements in the city within months. Reduced crime, greater prosperity and far greater equity.

Another consequence regarded animals. Dogs, cats and above all, horses were declared sacred. They represented service and the Gods explained that they had been created to serve the Great Path by serving mortal men. Horses, we were told, were created by Apollo and Venus. They were the living embodiment of the concept of service. Overnight the eating of horseflesh was forbidden, and the killing of dogs, cats or horses was outlawed except to ease an animals last suffering.

No-one objected, of course. Not just because this was the express will of the Gods, but also because it made sense. The Gods had an objective, a goal for the entire world. Of no use for that were burnt offerings, empty words or more gold decoration on a temple or statue.

Religious festivals and parades, the wonderful Pompa, stayed. Celebration was encouraged. About a decade after the arrival of the Gods the temples of Apollo and Venus instituted the Equi Humani Divinus. To honour and celebrate the service of horses. Young men and women volunteered to live and serve the temples as human ponies. We were told this was a practice done on other worlds and in vast reaches of the Olympian Realms. Those deemed worthy and accepted by Apollo and Venus lived as if they were horses. The power of the Gods transformed them. They had horse’s tails and hooves. They pulled carts and chariots carrying priests in the Pompa.

On the occasions when the Gods themselves took part in the celebrations then Apollo and Venus travelled in their mighty glowing chariots and were pulled by these human horses. It was a blessed position. Ensured of the God’s favour and a favourable afterlife. It was rumoured that they were allowed to travel with the Gods to their other worlds. To realms reserved only for the divine Gods and the immortals who served them.

Most of those who presented themselves did not make the grade. Their motive had to be pure, their dedication to serve Apollo or Venus had to be honest. Some of these ponies had, after many years, retired to normal life. They retained their tails and hooves and were revered and honoured in society, second only to the Gods themselves and above the rank of even any priest or senator. Their hair was turned pure white when they retired from divine service. Their counsel was sought by senators and commoners alike. Afforded a generous stipend they lived out the rest of their lives in comfort.

It was the Equi Humani Divinus that I most wanted to see. I could not really explain it but every time I saw them I was entranced. I stood on the steps as the first ranks of the Pompa moved past. Rows of minor priests and priestesses and other functionaries. Some in chariots, some on horseback. Strong men with poles carrying ornate golden effigies of the Gods came next.

Behind them came temple musicians. Rows of them, male and female, playing tibia, syrinxes and lutes. The cheering of the crowd was so loud it was hard to make out what tune they were playing until they passed right in front of us.

Behind them came the high priests. The first of which were the priests and priestesses of Jupiter and Juno. But behind them came the high priests of Apollo and Venus. The high priest of Apollo was a very old man named Apinaeus. He stood proudly in his chariot, which was pulled by a team of six Equi Humani. Six beautiful girls harnessed as ponies. Their hooved feet, it was said, were shod with silver and the distinctive sound of their hooves made me believe that was true.

They wore elaborate leather body harnesses and that connected them to the shafts of the chariot. Their arms were held behind them in leather cuffs. Their bridles were decorated with silver and gold, and bits were in their mouths. At the ends of which were the rings to which their reins were attached. All six ponies’ reins were held by the drivers who stood in front of the high priest in the wide four wheeled chariot.

The ponies moved in perfect unison. The wind was blowing and their wonderful real tails were flying. Behind the high priest’s chariot came three more senior Apollonian priest chariots each pulled by four more of the human ponies.

Behind them came the chariots with the priesthood of Venus. These were pulled by male Equi Humani. It was a joke told very much in private that it was the sexual preferences of Apollo and Venus that determined the genders of their human ponies. No-one would ever utter such a thought in public.

There was always a rumour that others among the Gods would begin recruiting their own Equi Humani but that never came to fruition. Apollo and Venus had been the ones who created horses, and they were the ones who wanted them honoured.

I glanced at my father and caught him looking at me.

“What is on your mind, daughter?” he asked.

I looked at him, “What do you mean, father?”

“I saw where your attention was. You had eyes only for the Equi Humani.”

I nodded, “Yes, you know I find them impressive.”

“As does everyone.” he said, “It is gratifying that such commitment to the service of the Gods exists. They are an inspiration!”

I didn’t say anything but just nodded.

“Have you given more thought to what your mother and I discussed with you?” he asked.

“Yes, my father.”

“And what is your decision? You know you are of age now.”

What he was referring to was a discussion that had been repeated numerous times in the last year. As my twentieth birthday drew close it had become more significant. My interest in Equi Humani had been encouraged by my father and mother for the last few years. They had probably harboured ambitions for years that I would one day be willing to present myself as a candidate. If I was successful it would mean a great deal to my family. To have a family member accepted would advance my family in Roman society tremendously. My father, already being of some standing, might even hope for a place in the Senate.

But it was not something that could be forced. My family knew that. No matter what they wanted, I could only be accepted if my desire to serve was pure and freely chosen.

This was the doubt in my mind. I wanted to do it. I wanted it with every fibre of my being. But did I want it for selfish reasons? Did I want it so it would benefit my family? If that was true then I would surely fail. It was not known how the selection was done but it was widely known that none with any falsehood in their hearts, or any selfish ambition, had any chance of being accepted. Every year hundreds of young men and women presented themselves as candidates but very few were accepted. Even if my heart was pure, surely my chance was slim.

My wider family and my friends all had their own opinions. They all knew girls who had been rejected, and they talked about the reasons why. What was it in their hearts that had led to rejection. My head filled with their opinions and advice I did not know what to think. My twentieth birthday arrived and I became of age to be a candidate. My family applied no pressure, not overtly, but I could see the hope in their eyes.

I searched my heart and tried to ask myself, am I worthy? Is my intent pure? It seemed impossible that it was. I knew in my heart that I wanted to be a human pony because I loved how they looked. I had always loved horses. They were beautiful. All the more so that it was now known that they were of divine origin.

That they were so created was obvious once you thought about it. Their physical form was perfect to serve humanity. Whether carrying a rider or pulling a cart. Their temperament was ideal also. Horses were essential to the Empire, indeed to everything in the modern world. They were also beautiful. They possessed a grace that no other creature could match.

I put off the decision day after day until the day of the Pompa. Seeing the Equi Humani once more decided my mind. I knew that I was going to be rejected but postponing it was pointless. I was who I was. I could only do my best.

I looked at my father and said the words he wanted to hear, “I am ready.”


Chapter 2

Candidate

There were many temples to Apollo in the city, including the large one in the centre close to the Forum. The one that housed the Equi Humani, however, was on the outskirts of the city. A large spawling complex of numerous buildings on the flattened top of a low hill. It had been built by Apollo himself, it was said. The temple accepted applying candidates on the first day of the month, during the days of summer. When the next such day came round my father and I made the trip up the hill to the temple.

The road up to the temple was not too crowded. There were other candidates with their families, plenty of them in fact. There were no rules about what candidates should wear. I had chosen the plainest linen tunic, tied at the waist with a simple chord. I saw some girls wearing elegant dresses, their hair carefully braided. Should I have done that? No, what was in the heart was what mattered, surely, not what clothes were on your body. Equi Humani did not wear fine clothes, or any clothes at all.

At the temple entrance I had to bid farewell to my father. He alone had accompanied me and would wait to hear my fate. In all likelihood I would be seeing him again very soon and we would sadly make our way back home. I assumed that in the unlikely event of my acceptance they would let him know.

I hugged him tight and then walked up toward the temple gate. Other candidates walked with me up to where two young priests were stood waiting. They were looking intently at each of us as we entered. They did not ask us anything as we walked past and I wondered what their job was. I heard a candidate behind me ask another, “What were those priests doing?”

“My parents explained it to me,” the second one answered, “They are watching for any candidates who are making a second attempt, which is forbidden.”

“They have all our faces memorised?”

“That is what is said, yes. Perhaps a gift from Apollo gives them perfect memory.”

It had never occurred to me that someone might try to apply more than once. What would be the point? I wondered. Past the gate I followed the candidates ahead of me toward a large temple building. A flight of stone steps led up to a single plain door. A queue had formed and I joined the back of it.

Steadily the queue moved forward and after some minutes I stepped through the door and found myself facing a marble table behind which sat an old male priest and a young scribe.

“Name and family?” asked the priest.

“Lucinda, daughter of Carolus Linaeus.” I replied, nervously. The scribe made a note on a page of parchment.

“Carolus Linaeus …the Senate archivist?” asked the priest.

“Yes, sir.”

“Your father and family are known to us.” the priest said with a genuine looking smile, “We bid you welcome Lucinda. Please take the door on your right.”

I followed where he indicated and entered a large room with rows of wooden benches. There were maybe fifty or sixty girls there, already seated. I found an empty spot and sat down.

There was an air of subdued anxiety in the room. After a few minutes a slim, dark-haired girl entered and took the seat next to me.

“Greetings,” she said, nervously.

I smiled at her, “Greetings to you,” I replied.

There was a pause before she asked, “What happens now, do you know?”

I shook my head, “I have only been here a few minutes, and nothing has happened yet.”

More girls entered the room until more than a hundred were seated and the room was starting to appear quite full. At this point another door opened on the far side of the room and a plump older priestess with greying hair stepped through. She had in her hand a long page of parchment.

“As each of your names are called, you will follow me.” she instructed in a voice dripping with authority. She consulted her parchment, “First is Anali, daughter of Sevenus Boralo.”

Self-consciously, a girl stood up and left the room, following the priestess. The door closed behind them. After a few minutes the door opened again and the priestess re-appeared. She called another girl who rose and followed her out of the room. Of the first girl there was no sign.

“Do you have any idea what happens through that door?” asked the dark-haired girl.

“I assume that is where we are assessed,” I replied, “Though no-one knows how that is done. None who are rejected ever say. That is what my father tells me.”

My father also said that the applicants probably have no memory of the process. Their knowledge of it removed by Apollo or Venus. He guessed that if people know what the assessment involved, they might try to prepare or find some way to cheat the process. I did not really believe that. How could anyone cheat a God? I bet it was a secret of the Gods that they just wanted to keep secret.

One by one the candidates were called but none returned. Obviously not all could have been accepted so I assumed that the failed candidates must be leaving by another route.

Then the door opened and the priestess called out “Lucinda, daughter of Carolus Linaeus.”

My heart leaped in my chest as I rose to my feet. Walking nervously, I followed the priestess through the door and heard it close behind me. I was led down a plain passage to another door. The priestess stopped beside it and turned to me.

“Lucinda, daughter of Carolus Linaeus. Through this door lies your test. Face it with courage. Do not try to lie or evade. Whether you succeed or fail, you must never reveal what you see inside this room. Apollo sees all, remember that.”

When she finished, the door opened, though no hand I could see had opened it. I stepped through the door, and it closed behind me. When I turned to look there was no-one. Why I should be surprised by a door that opened and closed on its own I do not know. I was in the temple of a God!

The room was small. The floor, walls and ceiling were all covered in black marble. The only source of light was a glowing sphere, perched atop a cylindrical marble plinth. The sphere was maybe a hand across and it glowed with a white light. It was bright but not too bright to look upon.

“Come forward child,” said a soft female voice.

I looked around but could still see no-one.

“I am right in front you, Lucinda. Step forward.”

Right in front of me? The only thing in front of me was the glowing sphere. I stepped forward and looked at it. Was this thing …talking?

“You begin to understand, child. My name is Oracle. I have served our lord Apollo for a million years. …Are you ready to serve?”

I hesitated then said, “Yes, …yes I am!”

“Place your right hand upon me.”

I extended my hand. There was no heat coming from the sphere. I had never seen a source of light that was not also hot. This was clearly the work of divine powers. I steeled myself and rested my hand on the sphere.

It actually felt ..cool. Then my hand tingled. I went to pull it away, but it would not move. It was stuck to the surface of the sphere.

“Calm yourself, child. Relax your mind and trust in Apollo.”

I did my best to obey. Whatever was happening was the will of Apollo. I had to trust that. With difficult I calmed down and tried to relax. I let go of worrying and just gave in to whatever would happen.

“That’s better,” said the voice approvingly, “New we can begin.”

Suddenly the room faded away and I could see horses. Wild horses running in a field. Then a new vision took its place, horses running along a beach, their hooves throwing up sprays of water. I was enthralled. The horses looked so graceful and powerful. They were filled with the joy of just being alive.

That vision faded and I saw a horse pulling a cart, then another pulling a chariot. Vision after vision washed over me. Horses working, carrying riders and being ridden into battle. Then the subject matter changed. I was shown the Pompa. The Equi Humani pulling a cart. Then I saw images of them in what must be the interior of the temple grounds. They were living in stables, being trained and being worked. They were living just like real horses. This felt ...right. Some people had claimed that within the temple the Equi Humani were free to live just like normal people, that their service was just for show. Now I knew different and I was overjoyed. The Equi Humani meant something. They were the living symbol of service. Their entire lives dedicated to honouring the epitome of service, the horse. They lived as horses did and that made their service true and honest and genuine.

Then the visions shifted. I saw myself! I saw my family having a meal together. I saw my father working in the Senate archive. I saw my mother cooking. I saw my brother looking bored at his studies. The visions changed again. This time there was just one image, Apollo himself. He was standing before me and looking down at me. I wanted to throw myself to my knees in supplication, but I could not move.

Next the visions faded. My mind seemed to drift. Then ..pain! Indescribable pain. I wanted to scream but I could not. My mind was filled with light and that excruciating, agonising pain. What happened? Had I displeased Apollo. Was this punishment? I prayed for forgiveness. For whatever I had done wrong I was truly sorry. The pain coalesced in my back and legs and grew even worse. I wept and suffered. Surely what came next must be death. I had not just failed, I had offended a God! My family, my poor family. What would they think of me? Then my agony began to recede. I wasn’t dead. The pain and the world with it slowly faded away.

I woke up on the floor. I ached all over. I lay on the black marble and dared not move. I was alive! Apollo had spared me. I whispered a prayer of thanks to him. I thanked him for sparing me the death I must have truly deserved.

But what happened now? Did I just slink away? I shifted my position, rose onto one elbow and tried to look for a door, for an exit that would allow me to crawl away and hide my shame.

Then I saw my legs. My feet were gone! Instead, I had horse’s hooves! I felt with my right hand behind me and yes, I had a tail! This was impossible! I had done it! Somehow I had been accepted. It did not seem possible. I was filled with an overwhelming joy. I couldn’t believe it. For a moment I feared that this was another vision, another test. But ..no. The marble was real and cold beneath me. This was real. I started to cry and hated myself for being so weak.

“Well done, Lucinda,” said the Oracle, “Welcome to our family, welcome to the service of lord Apollo.”


Chapter 3

First Steps

Oracle said nothing more and I did not know what to do next. I was still in a state of shock. I was now an Equus Humanus! I had done it! How I had done it, I had no idea. I guessed it was not a like test from a tutor. I would not get a slate telling me where I got questions right or wrong.

First, I felt I needed to get to my feet …to my hooves. I scrambled to my knees and did my best to put my hooves flat on the floor and stand up. It felt very strange. Human feet were clearly superior to hooves when it came to balancing. But then, horses had four of them. I only had two. For some silly reason I thought this was terribly unfair.

With great difficulty, I managed to stand up. But when I tried to take a step, I fell over. How in Hades was I going to be able to walk? What kind of a Equus Humanus was I going to be if I could not even take a step. I crawled awkwardly over to the plinth and rested my hand on it. Would it be an offence to use the plinth of Oracle to help myself get to my feet? I guessed that it would be, so I took my hand away. I would need to stand on my own.

While I wondered how to do it, I felt behind me and examined my tail. I could feel it! I could move it. It was ..me, it was part of me. The revelation of what it was like to have a tail was joyous. I laughed out loud. Now, if I could only get my legs working…

A door behind Oracle opened and two women who I assumed were priestesses walked through. One was young and the other was of middle years and both had kind faces. They looked down at me on the floor and smiled.

“Welcome, Lucinda,” said the older one. A portly dark-haired woman with a round, motherly face, “My name is Aliana and I am mistress of Equus Humanus Divinus in training. You are now in my care.” She indicated her fellow priestess, “This is Scyllene, one of our trainers, she will be taking personal care of you for the next few days.”

Scyllene was slim and much taller than Aliana and had short auburn hair. Her face was set in a wide welcoming grin.

“Hello, Lucinda. I expect everything feels very strange now, doesn’t it.” she said.

I could still feel tears on my face. Here I was, on the floor, in front of priestesses of Apollo. I felt my face flush with shame.

“I am sorry, I am so sorry, but I cannot even stand. I am not worthy to be an Equus Humanus.” I wailed, then felt even more ashamed because of how pathetic I sounded.

“Oh Lucinda!” said Aliana, “Of course you are worthy! All new Equi Humani are unable to walk at first. It takes practise to get used to your hooves. Here, let us help you.”

A flood of relief swept through, mingled with embarrassment for my tears and pathetic performance. The two priestesses helped me to my …hooves. Then, taking one slow, hesitant step at a time, I made my out of the room via the door they had used. They each held firmly to one of my arms to steady me.

They took me to a small quiet room with a bench seat. They had me sit on the bench and then started examining me. Both women paid close attention to my hooves and calves, which now looked exactly like those of a horse.

“Definition is excellent,” said Aliana, “She has a good wide form and a very healthy looking frog. She will need shoeing as soon as possible to protect her.”

“The farrier should be our first stop,” agreed Scyllene, “The stone floors would damage her hooves in less than a day otherwise.”

Next, they had me stand and Scyllene supported me while Ariana looked at my tail. I had not really had much chance to look at it. I could not turn enough to see it very well. It felt wonderful. It also felt …right, as if it would be wrong if it wasn’t there. I felt Ariana’s hand probing at where my tail emerged from the base of my spine. The touch of her hand was oddly reassuring.

“Excellent form, of course,” she said, “Good muscle and solid feeling bone. The hair colour is unusual.”

Hair colour? I turned as much as I could and flicked my tail into view. I had assumed it would be the same colour as the dark hair on my head, but it was an incredible mixture of red and gold and all shades between.

“Lucinda, the colouring is known as Flame,” explained Ariana, “There have only been three other Equi Humani with this colour and two of them are males. One of whom is now retired. The other is a female and she too is retired.”

“But, why ..why does it not match the colour of my head hair?” I asked.

“But it does!” laughed Scyllene, and she lifted some of my hair from the side of my head and moved it so I could see it. I was astonished. The hair on my head was the same incredible Flame colouring.

“You will look magnificent in the Pompa,” said Ariana with a smile.

“But I can barely walk,” I said.

Scyllene patted me on the shoulder, “Of course, you have months of training ahead of you Lucinda. First, you will need to learn how to walk using hooves instead of feet. Then you must learn to walk well, with grace and precision! Only then will you begin your working training.”

“But first, you will need a name. The name that will be entered in the Divinaria.” said Ariana.

“I cannot be called Lucinda?” I asked.

“Of course not. That is a mortal name.” said Scyllene with a snort.

“But …I am a mortal.”

“Not anymore, not really.” said Ariana, “You are now numbered among the beings who have divinity within them. You are part of the supernatural world. You will need a suitable name, worthy of recording in the Divinaria, the annals of all such beings.”

It could scarcely believe it. No-one had ever mentioned this to me before. Did the public not know this?

“I don’t understand,” I said, “Will I not age and die like others?”

“Age? …not so much no, but yes, if you stay in this world then one day you will die. But unlike us poor mortals you will face no judgement. Your exalted place in the realms beyond is assured. Worry not about that. Instead, prepare yourself. Your naming must come first and the only one who can do that is Apollo himself.”

“You mean?”

“Yes,” said Scyllene, “You are about to meet your God!”


Chapter 4

Apollo

I had seen Apollo a few times before. In the Pompa when he had ridden in a golden chariot pulled by four Equi Humani. I had seen him once when he, Mars and Mercury had come to the Senate.

Like all the other Gods he was larger than life. At least six cubits tall, he towered over mortal men. His physique was powerful and he had golden hair that, like the rest of him, seemed to glow. He was handsome in an unearthly way. The idea of meeting him in person was overwhelming.

Ariana and Scyllene helped me hobble along another passageway. We reached a very tall, ornate door. Outside it stood a tall, bald, powerfully built and severe looking man. He was not dressed as a priest but instead wore a silvered lorica and a belt holding a fearsome looking gladius. I felt my knees weaken at the sight of him. He looked like he could behead all three of us in a heartbeat.

However, as we drew close, he smiled and bowed to us. Then he reached out and opened the door. We all walked through and there stood Apollo. He was standing at a massive table in a room decorated in variations of white and green marble. It had a feeling that was luxurious and austere at the same time.

Scyllene and Ariana fell to the knees and bowed their heads. I was so unsteady that I did the same without needing any prompting.

“Arise Lucinda,” said Apollo. His voice sounded beautiful and powerful at the same time. Like an avalanche of liquid gold.

Scyllene and Ariana helped me to my feet but once I was upright, they knelt once again. I stood unsteadily on my hooves and just hung my head.

“Look at me, Lucinda. You are here to receive your name.” he said and I hesitantly raised my head to look right at him. He approached me to within a single pace which made me crane my neck back to see his face.

“My Oracle was impressed with you,” he said, “She thought you the most perfect candidate we have seen for many years.”

I was too overwhelmed to speak, but the doubt and surprise in my face must have been obvious. He laughed, “The best Equi Humani look exactly like you do when they are chosen. Oracle confirmed that you have reverence for horses. You admire their grace as much as their perfect form and temperament for service. Your desire to serve is as sincere as your respect for the horse your role will honour.

“But you have a greater role. The Equi Humani teach the people the value of service freely given. The Great Path demands that all of mortal humanity learn this message. They must put away selfish greed and ambition and offer their service …to one another, to Rome and to us!”

I nodded, which seemed the safest thing to do.

He smiled, “These are your first moments as one of my Equi Humani. You can barely walk yet. You are like a newborn foal. Trust your trainers and obey them and all will be well. Your name will be name Solamina. Let that name go forward in eternity.”

And that was that. Ariana and Scyllene got to their feet and helped me from the room. Apollo returned to examining parchments on the table. We walked through the same door through which we had entered, and I was helped, hobbling along, to pass through the labyrinth of the temple complex. Deep inside we arrived at an open space. It was a wonderland. An extensive garden surrounded by a single covered walkway and long low buildings. It reminded me of a traditional Roman villa, only on a vastly larger scale.

The first thing I saw were Equi Humani! Three of them! Each was being led by their reins by an attendant wearing either a dark or light blue uniform tunic. At our appearance they headed in our direction. The leading attendant held up a hand in greeting as he approached.

“A successful candidate?” he asked, beaming.

“Yes, obviously, Marius” replied Ariana, “This is Solamina and our lord Apollo says that even Oracle was impressed by her.”

Ariana and Marius continued to talk but I wasn’t listening. I was looking at the Equi Humani. I had never been so close to one before. Then I mentally slapped myself. I was now one of them! These were my fellow ponies!

As much as I was looking at them, they were looking at me! The one whose reins Marius was holding was a tall, athletic girl with long blonde hair and a blonde tail. She smiled at me around the bit in her mouth and I smiled back. The other two ponies, who both had darker hair, were also looking at me with what I read as welcoming expressions.

I was in the presence of girls who could move with amazing grace, so I did my best to stand up straight and not stumble. They must know that I was the new girl so would understand. After all, when they first were selected, did they not find it hard to walk on their hooves?

Scyllene said, “Ariana, we need to get Solamina settled in,” and took my arm. Ariana stayed with the other trainers and ponies to continue their chat.

Scyllene helped me hobble along a path. The vast space felt so open and pleasant that it was hard to believe it was inside a temple complex. Scyllene was patient with me, and also very skilled. She anticipated when I was losing my balance and prevented me from falling.

I felt so useless, “This seems impossible,” I said, “How will I ever be able to move like they do?” I added pointing back at the other ponies.

Scyllene shook her head, “When they arrived, they stumbled just as much as you are doing. There is no rush. Just believe that you will learn. I am taking you to the farrier and then to a room where you can rest.”

“Not a stable?”

She laughed, “That comes later, and yes, the Equi Humani do live as ponies all the time. When you are ready, that will be your life. I know that you will have no problems with it, the Oracle never makes a mistake.”

She helped me to a room halfway along the side of the covered structure. It was a pair of large rooms that were set up as a farrier’s workshop. Inside there was a hot forge and a huge man was working on shaping pieces of shining metal.

“Menarus!” said Scyllene, “This is Solamina, and she needs her first set of shoes.”

Menarus was a giant of a man. He had a bald head and a huge black beard. He towered over me. Aside from Apollo himself I had never met anyone so tall. He was also broad and incredibly muscular. He wore very little. Only some rough canvas breeches and a leather apron. I looked at his feet and did a doubletake. His feet were hairy and had large claws! He wasn’t human.

Scyllene saw where I was looking, “Solamina, this is Menarus. Farrier to the Equi Humani and also a demigod. His father is Vulcan.”

“I am sorry for staring, my lord” I said to Menarus, “I am not used to seeing those who are not …human.”

Menarus laughed a huge roaring laugh, “Oh little pony! Your eyes will soon be opened. First of all, young filly, you are not human! Not anymore. You are as much a part of the divine world as I am. I am half human. Most of the priests, priestesses, attendants, trainers and strators here are human, but there are others here who hail from divine realms. You need to learn that you belong to a different world now.”

I wasn’t human? I guessed I wasn’t. I had been told that I was now, at least in part, a divine being, something supernatural, but it really had not sunk in.

Menarus knelt and examined my hooves. He lifted my right hoof and ran his finger around it. My hoof looked like a toy in his massive hands. Scyllene held on to me tightly as I balanced on one hoof.

“Good form and no veining,” he muttered, “A little wider than usual, but that is a good thing. Though I will need to forge shoes anew.”

He rose and moved to the forge, he raised a hand and the forge fire blazed more brightly. The coals glowing with an almost infernal red glow. His display of supernatural power impressed me. Even though I had just been the recipient of an incredible supernatural change myself.

Scyllene had me sit on a stool and then she pulled up a second one and sat beside me. We watched as Menarus worked. He selected a fresh bar of shiny silvery metal and placed it in the forge.

“What are the shoes made from?” I asked Scyllene, “Is it silver?”

“Hades no!” laughed Menarus, before Scyllene could speak, “Silver is far too soft. It is also a poison in some realms. If you entered Kolistari with silver shoes you would kill the grass you walked on. No, the metal we use is called Tears of the Stars. It comes from the heavens and falls to the earth when needed, summoned by my father. It is stronger than any other metal in this world.”

While we watched Menarus work, I whispered to Scyllene, “What is Kolistari?”

“It is another world,” she replied, “It is one of the realms that belongs to Apollo. Maybe you will see it one day. No mortals are permitted there, but often Apollo takes some Equi Humani when he visits there.”

I was fascinated, there were other worlds! Just like the stories said. Filled with curiosity I asked, “Are there other realms that mortals can visit?”

“Yes, of course. Even we mortals have our afterlives ahead of us, though we, unlike you, must earn our place when we are judged. In Elysium or among the damned in Tartarus. Then they go on to worlds that lie beyond those we know, while some are returned to this world to live again. It is all as the Gods will and what is needed for the Path.”

I nodded. I had heard much the same reasoning when attending rituals in Temples. To be sitting in a temple complex and know that my own afterlife would not be among mortals but among the supernatural, divine inhabitants of those worlds was a shock and revelation even more profound than waking in the Oracle’s chamber and finding I had been accepted as a human pony.

Watching Menarus work was fascinating. The forge was hot and I was soon sweating.

“You should take off your clothes,” said Scyllene.

“I’m not sure that will make much difference,” I replied, “It will still be hot in here.”

Scyllene shook her head, “No, that’s not what I meant. I am telling you to remove your clothes. They will be returned to your family. Equi Humani don’t wear clothes.”

Of course, what had I been thinking! I stripped off my plain tunic and folded it. Then I removed my very plain subligar and put it with my tunic. Scyllene took them from me and tucked them under her arm. Being naked did not bother me at all. Before this day, being naked in front of a man such as Menarus would have embarrassed me. Now I was surprised to find I felt it was fine, …even natural. Had my transformation affected my mind? I guessed it would have had to. Shyness was not a useful emotion for an Equus Humanus, a proud servant of Apollo.

It took Menarus maybe fifteen minutes to make my first shoe. When he was ready, he knelt and used fine silvery nails to fix the elegantly curved horseshoe to the base of my right hoof. I could feel the weight of it but experienced no pain when the nails were driven home. The shoe had a slim flange all the way round that protected the edge of my hoof. That slivery line would be visible when I walked or ran. It was probably what had given rise to the myth our shoes were silver.

‘Our shoes’ I thought, smiling to myself, happy to be properly thinking of myself as human pony.

After another fifteen minutes my second shoe was done and nailed in place. Scyllene had me stand and, with her help, I walked awkwardly in my new shoes. Oddly they made it easier to walk. That seemed odd. If I was having trouble walking with hooves, nailing lumps of metal to their bases, I would have thought, would have made it harder.

I thanked Menarus profusely and, not knowing what else to do to show respect to a demigod, I bowed to him.

Menarus laughed, “Oh, little pony, you are so delightful. You do not need to bow to me.”

My cheeks flushed in embarrassment and I apologised, which just made Menarus laugh again and shake his head. Scyllene guided me from the forge and down the side path toward the long building at the far end of the garden perimeter.

“Menarus seems very nice,” I said, as I hobbled along.

Scyllene smiled, “He may be one of the most powerful demigods in existence, but he is the kindest male you would ever meet, of any race.”

When we reached the end building, Scyllene opened one of the many doors along its length. It led into a small room. Inside was a stool, a small table and sleeping mat on the floor. It was clean and smelled vaguely but pleasantly of cut grass.

Scyllene helped me into the room, “This will be your room while you are in training. Please rest in here and I will bring you something to eat. Once you have done that you should sleep. Your transformation will have exhausted you.”

Indeed, I did feel tired. I sat down on the sleeping mat and Scyllene left, closing the door behind her. There were a couple of holes high in the door that let in some light, but that was all so the room was in semi-darkness. I lay down on the mat. It was actually very comfortable.

I did not have long to wait as the door opened and Scyllene entered with a urceus of water and a bowl of what smelled like some kind of oatmeal, though when I tried some of it I found it was much richer and better tasting.

“What is it?”

“It is called mercarac,” said Scyllene, “It is made using a grain from lands far to the east. It is flavoured with spices and beer. It is the basic food that is fed to Equi Humani. Eat it up, and  I will bring you another bowl in the morning. You will need the energy.”


Chapter 5

First Day

In my simple room I did not sleep easily. My tail and hooves felt strange when I was lying down. Nothing hurt of course, but a few times I rolled over onto my tail or caught one hoof against the other or the side of my calf and the oddness woke me up. Each time I awoke I had a moment of confusion and then realisation as I remembered where I was and what had happened to me.

I awoke for the last time to see light streaming in through the holes in the door. I moved into a sitting position, shifting my tail so it was in a comfortable position. I pulled up my knees and wrapped my arms around them.

As I sat there, I felt the urgency of a full bladder. Looking around I saw the dim outline of a wooden bucket in the far corner. I assumed it was meant for my use, but I was not sure. So far, I had really not been told what was expected of me and what rules I had to obey. Was I allowed to pee in the bucket or was that a terrible violation? Was the bucket meant for washing?

Well, whether it was or not I needed to go! I did not trust myself on my hooves yet, so I crawled over to the corner, squatted over the bucket and relieved myself. Just as I was finishing the door swung open and there stood Scyllene, holding more food and water.

She saw me in the corner and just smiled. “When you have eaten, Solamina, I will take you to be washed. Then we will start working on teaching you how to walk.”

I felt my face flush from embarrassment at having been caught peeing, but Scyllene had not said anything, so I just assumed I was not doing anything wrong. The food was the same thing I had eaten the previous evening, and the water was clear and fresh. I guessed the temple complex must have its own spring.

I was picking the last crumbs from the food bowl when the door opened again and Scyllene helped me up. A young boy in a temple servants uniform dodged past and picked up the bowl and what was left of my water.

“Thankyou Calinus,” said Scyllene to the boy, “The slop bucket needs emptying too.”

As I hobbled along the covered walkway with Scyllene holding my arm I asked, “Is that boy a slave?”

“Absolutely not!” replied Scyllene, sounding horrified, “You surely know what the Gods think about slavery! Everyone who lives and works here gives their service voluntarily.”

She was right, and I immediately felt bad for asking. Slavery went against the God’s instructions on the value of service. Only service freely given had value. A slave had no choice in the work they did. For this reason, the Gods decreed that no-one could be born a slave. Slavery still existed, as a punishment for criminals and as the fate of prisoners taken in battle, but no-one born to slave parents was doomed to a life of slavery. They were born free.

I kept my mouth shut until we reached what was obviously the wash house. This was quite a large building and inside I saw that two other Equi Humani were already there. Attendants, who were all female, were using buckets and baths of heated water to wash the ponies’ bodies. There were two attendants to each pony and the ponies themselves were doing nothing but relaxing while the attendants did all the work. The ponies, of course, were always naked and I noticed that even while being washed they still wore simple halters on their heads with lead reins that the washing attendants kept hold of.

“This is one of the nicest parts about being an Equus Humanus,” observed Scyllene, “You get expertly washed and massaged every day and you don’t have to lift a finger yourself!”

Two young attendants approached me and Scyllene gave them their instructions. With great gentleness they took my arms and helped me over to a clear area where fresh buckets were waiting.

They gently guided me down onto a stool and then began wetting cloths from a large bucket of warm water and gently wiping my arms and upper body. I really wanted to take a cloth from them and start doing it myself, but I caught Scyllene’s eye.

“Just relax and the let the equiso work, Salomina. They know their jobs and it is not appropriate for a pony to wash themselves.”

This was something I needed to get used to. I was not human any longer. This was not just because I was no longer mortal, as had been explained, but also because my role was to honour the service of horses and the great wisdom and power of the Gods who had made them.

This realisation made me feel a great sense of contentment. Almost a sense of relief. My life and my future were all settled now. Before, it had been assumed that I would marry. It was only I and my family wishing me to submit myself to the temple as a candidate that had postponed that fate. Even though my father was not an especially wealthy man or from a powerful patrician family, his position at the Senate meant that our family’s social circle had expectations. Now I was free from all that. I was free from the expectations not just of my family but of Roman society.

Only the will of Apollo ruled my life now. Though in practice I bet the will of people like Ariana and Scyllene would matter a great deal too.

Once the equiso had cleaned the worst of the dirt from my upper body they had me stand so they could clean the rest of me. One of them had to hold on to me to keep me from falling while the other worked.  They seemed untroubled by how wobbly and useless I was.

“Scyllene,” I asked, turning to her, “How many Equi Humani are there?”

“There are forty-seven in total, forty-eight now, including you,” she answered. “Forty-one of whom are resident in the temple complex at the moment.”

“Where are the others?” I asked.

“In the temple complex of Venus,” she explained, “They are training alongside the Goddess’s own Equi Humani for an event in a few days’ time. It is quite common for the two temples to make use of one another’s ponies when the need arises. It is also good for the happiness of both groups of Equi Humani to be allowed to spend time with one another.”

Oh! That sounded …appealing. Getting to spend time with male ponies! I had not known that was even possible. The fact the two temples lent their Equi Humani to each other was news to me. I wondered what ‘spend time’ meant. Did it just meant we pulled the same chariot or did it mean something more? I found myself blushing at the thought and I saw Scyellene smile. I changed the subject.

“So how many girls get accepted each year?” I asked.

“Usually just one or two. You are the first new acceptance for a full year. Three of our oldest Equi Humani retired over the same period, and two more the year before that so our numbers are below what we would like. We normally need over fifty, or maybe even more, to fulfil every obligation we have.”

“Is it more than just the Pompa?”

Scyllene nodded, “Much more! Even just in this world there are events within the temples themselves, and the other Gods regularly make requests of Venus and our lord Apollo for Equi Humani at their own events. Plus, there are occasions when our lord has need of you in other realms. In truth we need far more than fifty. Ariana says we need at least a hundred, but Oracle just does not approve enough applicants.”

“Why is that?”

“Oracle never makes an error. If she denies an applicant, it is for good reason. She has never approved a girl who later turned out to be unsuitable. We may wish that more were approved but no-one questions Oracle. What she sees, our lord Apollo knows. So, if he thought she should approve more he would say so.”

The attendants brought a larger bucket of hot water and used it to wash my hair and then my hooves. Having them do this and not do anything to help the process myself felt very strange. I had not had someone else wash me since I was a small child.

I was sat back on the stool having my hair combed when another question occurred to me, “Scyllene, why am I naked with no bridle or harness or anything?”

“One thing at a time, Solamina. You haven’t learned to walk yet. There is no point in putting any tack on you until you can move properly. When you can walk and run with confidence then we will take you to the sutor to get your harnesses and bridles made.”

Once I was clean and dried off, Scyllene helped me to my feet and led me out of the wash house. As she did so I thanked the two attendants who had cleaned me. The two girls looked surprised and confused and said nothing.

“What is wrong with them?” I asked.

“Ponies do not thank attendants, Solamina,” explained Scyllene, “You are new, so you don’t yet know. Did you notice that the other Equi Humani in there were totally silent?”

I nodded.

“They won’t speak. That is because their role, …your role too, is to honour the divine concept of service by living and serving like a horse and being treated like one in return. Horses do not talk.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Should I be keeping silent?” I asked, feeling like a fool.

“No, …at least not yet. You need to learn and that means it is good that you ask questions. But when you are ready you will be harnessed and bridled and then you most certainly should not talk.”

“Never?”

She smiled, “Never where anyone can hear. If our lord Apollo wishes to speak with you then you must talk, obviously. When ponies are alone together sometimes it is understood that they will talk, if they can. The bits in their mouths make it difficult. Of course, if anyone approaches, they must fall silent. Once you are fully ready to take up your role as an Equus Humanus Divinus then …no talking.”

I understood and nodded, “I understand.”

“Good, now let us start the process of teaching you to walk. I am getting tired of holding you up everywhere we go.”

Scyllene guide me further along the side of the building until we reached a corner. On turning the corner, I saw we were heading for a circular building, tucked into the corner of the park-like space. The doorway was open and the interior seemed open. It was liking walking into a circular farm building.

In the centre was a cylindrical wooden pillar and from it, quite high up, extended a wooden beam. It was connected to the pillar by some kind of metal collar. About ten cubits along the beam there were hung a complicated collection of chains and springs. On the walls were rows of hooks holding what looked like leather tack.

“This is our training chamber,” said Scyllene, “We built it to help Equi Humani get used to walking with hooves and to improve their gait and coordination. You will be spending a lot of time in here in the first weeks of your training.”

She helped me over to a wall. I managed to stand upright without her help while she selected a leather harness and lifted it from its hook.

“This is a support harness,” she explained, “It will connect to the springs. When the beam rotates you will be able to walk with the springs holding some of your weight. The harness will also prevent you from falling. This is the best way we have for teaching you to walk with your new hooves.”

She told me to put my hands on my head then began fitting the harness on me. I felt a little thrill as this was the first time, as an Equus Humanus, that I had worn any kind of tack. Every step brought me closer to being the real thing, an elegant, graceful pony who could walk and run with speed grace and precision on her hooves.

The harness was quite restrictive. It had heavy straps that went around my waist, sides and over my shoulders and had padded straps that went between my legs. Once all tacked up, I was helped over to the beam. Scyllene, with practised ease, connected springs to the shoulder straps of my harness and to points on the back of my harness. Then she adjusted something I felt the springs tighten and start to exert a supporting effect, making me feel lighter.

Once she was happy that all was as it should be, Scyllne stepped back, “Take a few steps forward,” she commanded.

I leaned forward a little and beam started to turn. I was able to walk unsteadily while just about keeping my balance. It was made harder by having to pull the weight of the beam.

“Stop, that looks good,” said Scyllene.

Well, I thought, what happens now? Scyllene walked over to the pillar and did something I could not see. Suddenly the beam began moving on its own! The springs pulled me forward and I had to walk to keep from being pulled off my feet. Something was moving the beam, but I could not see how it was being done. Was this magic? Maybe some kind of divine power?

Whatever it was, I found it much easier as I didn’t have to pull the weight of the beam. The springs held me and made me feel much lighter. I was still wobbly on my hooves, but the reduced weight made it much easier to stay upright.

As I walked my confidence slowly grew. I learned that walking in hooves was a very different thing from walking with human feet. Before, my feet had done a lot of the work of keeping me balanced when I walked. Hooves were totally different. I had no heel and my hooves had no flexibility when in contact with the floor. I had to do much more work in placing my legs exactly so that I remained balanced. The margin for error was small.

I kept going for a long time. I was only walking and that was not hard work. Scyllene sat on a stool and watched me. She never took her eyes from how I was doing. Occasionally she would offer advice or praise me for how I was doing.

Eventually she called a halt, moved to the pillar and stopped it moving. Once I was standing still, she patted me on the arm and gave me a drink of water from a cup. While I stood, she made an adjustment to the springs and suddenly I felt a little heavier.

“You are doing well,” said Scyllene, “I will lower the springs a little so that they don’t help you as much. That is how this works. Bit by bit we reduce the assistance until you can walk on your own. The process normally takes three or four days.”

I just had to ask, “How is the beam rotating? What is making it move? Is it divine magic?”

Scyllene laughed, “Ha! No. There is a water reservoir at the edge of the roof. When I pull a  lever on the pillar the water flows over a small water-wheel. There is a wooden shaft that the wheel turns and that turns the beam. If the water runs low, we have attendants who carry buckets up to the roof to refill it.”

“That sounds like hard work? How many buckets does it take?” I asked, curious as to the details.

“To completely refill the reservoir? Hundreds!”

“And they do all that just to help me learn to walk?”

“Of course. It is valuable work and the attendants do it knowing they are being of service to the lord Apollo.”

“I should thank…” I began to say, then remembered what Scyllene had told me earlier. She saw me hesitate and smiled and nodded.

“You begin to understand,” she said, “You are slowly learning your place. Your role may be as a beast of burden, but the significance of your role is divinely exalted. It matters! You are above all mortals now, myself included. There is no priest, senator, warrior, king or landowner who stands above you. Your name has been entered into history, into the annals of the divine, not just of this world but all the realms beyond. The attendants who work here and help to care for you are privileged to do so. They all come from the highest levels of Roman society and from the best families in the provinces. They bring honour to their families by serving here and credit to themselves in the eyes of the Gods. Even if the Equi Humani could thank them they would not need such thanks.”

I nodded, everything that happened this first day was a lesson I needed to learn. Scyllene set the beam moving again and I walked on. Feeling a little heavier made it harder to walk again and I set myself to work as hard as I could to master this most basic of acts. One I thought I had learned as a small child and now had to learn all over again.

We stopped for a brief meal which was fed to me by Scyllene while I was still harnessed to the beam, then we continued. By the time she called a halt she had altered the springs another level and I had been walking for hours.

“You have done well, Solamina,” she said as she detached me from the springs, “Very well indeed. Most new Equi Humani only manage one easing of the springs on the first day.”

I had done well? That little bit of praise made me flush with delight. I was able to walk unaided over to the wall where Scyllene removed my harness. She did not hang it back up but shouted for an attendant. A young man appeared and took the harness, promising to have it cleaned in time for tomorrow.

We walked out of the building and headed back the way we had come. I was able to walk much better but was still a little unsteady at times and Scyllene kept hold of my arm to steady me. I looked up at the sun and realised it was well into the afternoon.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“To get you measured for your first set of tack,” she replied, “The lorarius will need exact measurements and she may as well get them now. I suspect you will learn quickly and will need for full tack sooner rather than later.”

The lorarius had rooms a short distance from the smith’s forge. Scyllene took me straight in and the first thing that struck me was an intense smell of leather. The workroom was filled with the wonderful scent of worked saddle leather. The lorarius herself was an older woman who had short grey hair and skin that looked like the leather she worked with. I thought she might be a demigod or something, but she looked entirely human.

“Nimera, this is Solamina, the new pony.” said Scyllene, introducing me.

“Yes, I know,” said Nimera, “I saw her walk past yesterday. I see she is moving better already.”

Nimera’s voice sounded like she was chewing on gravel. She walked up to me and started looking me over. She was stooped in posture and was half a head shorter than me, but I still felt intimidated.

Scyllene stepped back so that Nimera could walk all the way around me. At what point, I wondered, was she going to measure me? Then a felt her hands on me, forcing my arms away from my sides. I let her do it and moved my arms out of the way. Then I felt her hands on my head, poking and feeling and then putting both hands on each side of my head. I glanced at Scyllene but she was just stood patiently waiting, with a slight smile on her face.

After a few minutes of this, Nimera walked back to her workbench and carried on working on the leather strap she had been stitching before we had entered. She seemed to have no further interest in me. Scyllene took me by the arm and led me outside.

“What was all that about?” I asked, “I thought she was supposed to measure me.”

“She did!” replied Scyllene, “Trust me, she now knows your measurements perfectly. It’s her gift. When she makes your harness, it will fit like you would not believe. The same goes for your bridle. Now, let’s get you some food.”


Chapter 6

Meeting Tolasera

I was fed another meal of the exact same mash as before and then an attendant took the empty bowl away. Scyllene waited until the attendant had left and then said, “Solamina, I want you to wait in here for a moment. I am going to bring someone here to talk to you. Her name is Tolasera and she is one of our most experienced Equi Humani. She will have permission to speak so the two of you can talk freely. She will be able to answer questions the rest of us cannot. Feel free to ask her anything.”

With that she left and closed the door. I settled myself in a sitting position on my sleeping mat and waited. I was filled with excitement. I was about to meet an Equus Humanus, for real and in private. That fact that I was myself an Equus Humanus did not temper how I felt.

The door opened and Scyllene entered holding the reins of a beautiful dark haired pony. When they were both in my room, she removed the bit from Tolasera’s mouth. Then she left the room and closed the door behind her.

Tolasera was wearing her body harness and bridle, and her arms were still bound behind her. I felt that maybe Scyllene would have released her, but obviously that was not allowed. Tolasera smiled at me and moved to sit down next to me. She moved amazingly gracefully and settled into a cross legged position with incredible ease, despite being bound.

“Greetings Solamina,” said Tolasera in a bright, friendly voice, “Scyllene tells me this is still your first full day.”

I nodded, “Yes, I was accepted yesterday.”

“It’s all a bit overwhelming isn’t it!” she said with a friendly smile.

I nodded, “Though everyone I have met has been really friendly.”

She looked doubtful, “Have you met Nimera?”

I nodded.

“And you thought she was friendly?”

I smiled, “OK, maybe not her then. But Scyllene is nice.”

“Even though she is still quite new, Scyllene is one of the nicest of the trainers,” she said, “But don’t confuse kindness for weakness or leniency. When she is working us, she is as hard as anyone. My butt has felt her whip before!”

“They whip you?”

“Of course, but only when it is merited, never otherwise! The standards we are expected to meet are so high they cannot allow any error to go uncorrected. Our lord Apollo expects us to perform our service perfectly. The whip is not used often, but it is used!”

“May I ask how long you have been here?” I asked.

“Just over forty years,” she said with a proud smile.

“Forty years!” I exclaimed, “But you look no older than me!”

“Of course not. Was it not explained to you? While we serve the Gods as Equi Humani we do not age. It is only if we retire to the human world that the years catch up with us.”

I was confused, “You said if, ..if we retire?”

“Not all of us choose to retire,” she explained, “Some choose to continue as Equi Humani in other realms. Those that do, remain ageless. That is what I will do.”

“You have been to those other realms?”

“Oh yes, several times. I have even been to Olympus. That is where I hope to go. That or one of our lords’ private worlds.”

I was in awe, “You have been to Olympus?”

“Yes, it is …beyond words. I hope to serve in the Olympian stables there.”

“Still pulling a chariot? Or a cart? Still in harness?”

“Of course. How else? This is what I am. This is what you are too! When you presented yourself as a candidate did you not realise that?”

I nodded, of course I knew that. I changed the subject, “Are we bound at all times?” I asked, pointing at her arms.

“Most of the time. We do not sleep bound exactly like this of course, but we are still bound. Our role is to be ponies, who do not have hands. Hence if we were to use our hands that is an offence to what we are meant to be and the divine reason we give the service we do.”

“Do you …ever regret coming here?” I asked.

She shook her head emphatically, “Never! You have no idea how fulfilling this life is. I was just the daughter of a plebian labourer. Now I am an immortal, higher than any mortal and in service to the Gods themselves. I serve the Great Path. This life may involve being bound, worked and, occasionally, whipped but there are so many parts of it that are wondrous.”

I smiled slightly, “Have you spent time with the male Equi Humani?”

She laughed, “I wondered when you would get around to that question. Yes, the two temples exchange us regularly. I am taken to the temple of Venus at least once a year and their Equi Humani come here often too. I hear that some will be coming next month. We are stabled together and are allowed to spend time together.”

“Do you ever ..?”

“Mate with them? Yes of course!” she said with a grin, “It is healthy for us to do so. It is encouraged by the trainers.”

Oh, wow! I had wondered if my life was going to be celibate but now …wow. I recalled how the male Equi Humani had looked when they pulled the chariots of Venus and her priestesses. I felt a stirring of desire at the thought of one of them ..and me..

“You are blushing!” giggled Tolasera, “That is so cute.”

“I am not!” I said defensively.

“Yes, you are! Tell me, …are you a virgin?”

I blushed harder and nodded.

“Aww, don’t worry. The boys are the best. They are gentle and caring.” she said with no hint of mockery. That made me feel a little better.

Curiosity got the better of me, “Do you do it, ...like this..?” I asked and pointed at her harness and bound arms.

She smiled, “Yes, both of us are harnessed and bound when we mate. It works out fine, trust me.” she laughed, “We are not released from our harnesses and when we mate with a male pony he is still bound also. A trainer or strator has to assist us in …getting together. Even if that just means undoing our crotch straps.”

My mind tried to picture how that happened and the expression on my face as I thought about it made her laugh out loud.

“Aww you are just a babe, Solamina,” she said, “Don’t worry, everyone will look after you.”

“Well, this place is certainly full of surprises. I have a lot to learn.”

She nodded, “But the learning is fun. Just work hard, give your best effort and trust the people here. When you are ready, you will be very welcome among our number. We need all the help we can get.”

“Yes,” I said, “Scyllene said that the temple was short of ponies.”

“Very short.” affirmed Tolasera, “If all we did was Pompa and events within this temple and the temple of Venus then it would not be too bad. But we get lent out to the other Gods regularly and we are needed in other realms more and more. There are not nearly enough of us.”

“So, if there are not enough Equi Humani, what gets …left undone?”

“Ah, that question. I think that some of the requests from other Gods have been refused in recent years, because we had no Equi Humani to spare.” she explained, sounding suddenly downbeat and serious, “We think that or lord Apollo hates having to refuse his fellow Gods but there are only so many of us. I heard Ariana say that Mars had demanded six of us for an event at his temple complex in the south and that Apollo had had to refuse because none of us could be spared. Mars said that Apollo should accept more candidates, but Apollo had declared that the criteria for acceptance could not be relaxed. The rumour is that there has been bad feeling between them since.”

“But ..they are the Gods!” I exclaimed, “They all are working for the Great Path. I cannot conceive that they fight among themselves.”

“They don’t fight!” she said quickly, “But there are feuds and resentments as often as there is cooperation. After a while here you get a real insight into the lives of the Gods and other immortals.”

I was stunned, though another question prompted itself, “If the other Gods want the services of Equi Humani, why don’t they recruit their own?”

Tolasera sighed, “Ah, …its complicated. Horses were created by Venus and Apollo and Equi Humani were created by them to honour both the divine nature of service and the divine service of horses and thereby we also honour Venus and Apollo. If any other God accepted mortals and made them Equi Humani it would be …offensive and insulting to Venus and Apollo. That’s assuming they could even do it. What Oracle and our lord do in selecting and transforming us is not easy. I think that Venus and Apollo appeased their fellow Gods many years ago by agreeing to lend Equi Humani to them. But now both temples have too few of us. When I was accepted there were seventy of us here. Now there is less than fifty and more demands are made on us all the time.”

“What does that mean for us?” I asked.

“It means work!” she said, fiercely, “That’s what it means. It also means that we are often the focus of a lot of attention from the other Gods and the immortals who work for them. Things can get complicated. Well, not for us really. We do as we are told, but we get to hear the intrigue and divine …arguments that go on around us.”

“It sounds …stressful?”

“I am sure it is, but not for us. The politics of the divine world is complex. We hear all kinds of things. Not just here but when we are in the temples of other Gods too. People say things where we can hear and forget that we understand. We cannot repeat them of course, but we learn a great deal. The Gods value us, they love how we look and what we do, but they don’t worry us what they say in front of us.”

“They like how we look?” I asked.

“Of course!” she laughed, “We are magnificent, are we not! You will be popular. Your flame colouring will catch everyone’s eye. The other Gods will likely request you by name once they see you. Your life is going to be interesting.”

That stunned me, “They will ..ask for me?”

“Oh yes! The Gods love us. We are the living embodiment of service. The very thing they declare to be of most value. The thing they want mortals to learn. Plus, of course, we are sexy as Hades!”

My eyes must have betrayed my shock, “Oh! You are so innocent!” exclaimed Tolasera with a smile, “Don’t change! Your colouring, your beauty and your delectable innocence will make even Vulcan desire you, and he is the only God who never requests us.”

“Desire me? The Gods don’t …do they?”

She rolled her eyes, “Yes, they do! Of course they do! We are members of the divine host, so we are fair game, as far as they are concerned. But our status means that they have to treat us with more respect than they do mortals. They tend to treat mortals with much less respect. I am sure you have heard the stories about Jupiter, especially. He is the father of more than half of all the demigods! With us, they are far more careful, respectful and kind.”

Having just got used to the idea of mating with the male ponies I now knew that the Gods themselves could choose to lie with me. My world and my future were vastly more than I thought they were going to be. But, ..she had said…

“You think I’m beautiful?” I asked. Tolasera herself was stunningly pretty. How could she think I was even remotely as attractive as her. I had always considered myself terribly plain.

“Look in a mirror. When we are transformed, we are remade. Don’t tell me, you thought you were not beautiful before?”

I nodded.

“When you get the chance, look in a mirror, or a pool of water. You are breathtaking!”

I felt myself blush again. I was really doing that a lot while talking to Tolasera. Then one obvious question came to me.

“Can we …become pregnant?”

“No, not as a rule. Though if Apollo willed it we could. I was told than he prevents us conceiving. Not because he is cruel or anything, but because he cannot afford to lose one of us while she bore a child and cared for it. He would never take a child from its mother so if any of us became with child we would have to retire as an Equus Humanus.”

That was all sounding too …heavy for me. I wanted to get back to more practical advice, “So, when I am able to walk and run without stumbling, …I stay in a stable?”

“Yes, a really nice one. We are Equi Humani, it is what we volunteered for. After forty years I am still glad I made it here. You will feel the same. The Oracle never makes a mistake. If it chose you, then you belong here.”


Chapter 7

Training

The next day I was back in the training ring building, harnessed up to the springs. I steadily gained confidence with walking and Scyllene seemed pleased with my progress. I still needed the springs though. Perhaps to stop me from feeling too cocky she had me try to walk while tethered to the beam but without any spring support. I managed a dozen paces before I stumbled and fell. I ended up hanging from the tethering straps and feeling like a fool.

The training was effective but a little boring. The highlights of the day were being fed and watered halfway through the training and a visit to the wash house when the day’s training was done. On the way back to my room, I asked her how long my training would last.

“Learning to walk with hooves normally takes three days, like I said,” she explained, “You are a little ahead of schedule as you are nearly there after two days. Learning to run takes longer. Getting you to be able to run safely will likely take another week. Once you can walk and run confidently, we will transfer you to the stable block.”

“That’s when I get my harness and bridle?”

She nodded, “That’s right.” she patted my arm, “Enjoy having these unbound for now because that will soon change.”

Yes, that had been much on my mind. What was it going to be like having my arms bound all the time. When I had spoken to Tolasera, my eyes had constantly strayed to looking at her bound arms. I had even offered to release her arms at one point so she could stretch them. She had looked at me in horror and told me to never suggest it again. The fact that an Equus Humanus was bound was fundamental. Even when we slept in the stables, I had learned, we would still be bound.

To be like that, essentially tied up, for years. Tolasera had lived for forty years like that. She showed no signs of it being a problem. She even wanted a life in other realms, continuing as an Equus Humanus. I presumed that she would be in the same bondage for that too. For how long? Forever? I admitted to myself that the idea of being bound was …intinimidating. That it would be for years and years was hard to imagine.

I had stood on those Senate steps and watched the Equi Humani. I had wanted to be one of them with every fibre of my being. Now it was reality had I changed my mind? How had I felt when I saw Tolasera? I realised that on seeing her harness, bridle and bound arms I had felt …envy. I had felt inadequate sat next to her, without any tack at all.

The realisation hit me. It washed over me like a tide of relief. This was my life. This was what I wanted. Oracle had chosen me and Oracle never made mistakes. Once I was a trained and working pony it would all feel right. I did not just believe it, I knew it. I smiled to myself

It took me nearly the full three days before Scyllene declared that we could move on with my training. It was time to start running. The springs were tightened again and bore more of my weight. The speed of the beam was increased and for the first time I ran as a hooved pony.

It felt worse than when I had started walking. The balance problem seemed much worse. The force of my hooves striking the ground meant that if I was even a little out with my footwork, or rather hoofwork, I would skid or stumble. I lost my footing time and again, even when I wasn’t running very fast.

Scyllene was patient and kind. When I had been dreaming of becoming an Equus Humanus, I had wondered if they were whipped by the trainers and drivers. I had not yet seen any sign of a whip, much to my relief. Tolasera had said that the whip was sometimes used but maybe that would come later. I had been likened to a newborn foal, learning to walk and run for the first time. It was cruel to whip a newborn, yes?

One day we trained until late before Scyllene took me to the wash house. She no longer needed to help me walk. I was confident enough now in walking around on hooves that she could trust me not to fall on my face. The daylight was fading and when we entered the wash house there were no other Equi Humani there. Four attendants were still present. Two were clearly waiting for me, while the other two were cleaning up. There was a large bath of still water near the entrance and as I walked past it, I paused to look down at my reflection.

The face that looked back at me was not my own. Tolasera had been right. I was beautiful! The face I saw was …sort of me. I could see myself in it, but it was me, remade. I had been recreated as something new. It wasn’t just the tail and hooves. It wasn’t just my calves and hair, it was all of me, and I was wondrous!

“Is something wrong?” asked Scyllene, walking up to standing next to me.

“I’m not me anymore.” I heard myself say, “I mean, I was never this beautiful.”

Scyllene smiled and patted me on the shoulder, “You are now what the lord Apollo wanted you to be. You are what Oracle saw inside you. You see yourself now and think that it is not really you. But it is you. Oracle chooses, she does not impose worthiness on you. She identifies it. This that you see now is what she saw in you when you first came here. The power of our lord Apollo made what Oracle saw real.” Then she took my hand and led me away from the water and over to the attendants who were waiting to wash me.

Seeing myself in the pool, and hearing Scyllene’s words, boosted my confidence. When I ran in the training room, I visualised what I must look like. I told myself that I wasn’t being vain. I was recognising what I had been given. I was honouring my lord and the Oracle by accepting and rejoicing what they had seen in me. If I became the best pony I could be that would just show how wise was my lord and the Oracle who served him were in choosing me.

The days went by and my ability to run slowly improved. Bit by bit my ability and my confidence grew and the springs that held me were loosened bit by bit. It took a couple of weeks, but the day came when I was able to walk and run with confidence. It felt wonderful to run for the first time with no support. I felt like an eagle that had just learned to fly. Scyllene took the harness off me for the last time and led me out of the training room and into the open air.

“That’s the easy bit done,” she said, “Now the real work begins!”

I looked at her questioningly and she laughed. “Let’s go get you washed up and fed. Tomorrow your tack will be ready. Also, from tomorrow, you will be joining the others in the stables.


Chapter 8

Tacking Up and Settling In

The following day Scyllene brought my food and drink. Then she led me to out of my room and we headed across the open park-like area. I had assumed that I would be going to see Nimera, the lorarius, but instead she took me to the buildings on the opposite side of the park. These were a collection of long, single storey structures that lined the far side.

“Are these the stables?” I asked.

She patted my arm, “Yes, today you begin your true life as an Equus Humanus.”

When we entered though a wide door, I was struck by the noise and the smell. The noise was of many people working or talking and the smell …well a mixture of hay and leather. I had been in real horse stables before, and the smell had been very different from the smell that I encountered in the Equi Humani stable block.

The interior of the stable block was a long gallery of stalls in two rows, facing each other. There must have been more than sixty of them, stretching away from where we stood. There were trainers and attendants walking about and several Equi Humani were being led about by their reins. More were looking out of their stalls. Everyone’s attention was turned on us. I felt myself blushing.

A very thin and tall man walked up to us. His face was lined and seemed devoid of fatty tissue. Instead, it looked to be made of old ropey muscle, like he had dried out in the sun. He was wearing robes of a design I did not recognise. He was not a priest but the dark blue robes he wore were decorated in gold. His hair was long and snow white, pulled back in a braid. A style I had never seen before on a man. As he moved, I saw something move behind him. It was a tail! Not one like my own but more one like one that belonged on a cat. Here then was another immortal. A being from the divine world and in service to our lord.

The immortal looked at Scyllene, “Trainer, has your charge performed to expectations?” he asked in a voice so deep it seemed to make the stone floor vibrate.

“She has excelled, Magister Tobarus. Solamina will be a credit to your stable.”

He turned to look at me, “I see our lord has favoured you.” he rumbled with an expressionless face, “My name is Magister Tobarus Marcellus. I am the master of these stables and all of you are under my authority. Scyllene will return to her regular duties. As you will now be joining your fellow Equi Humani she will still have training duties with you, as will my other trainers. She will now take you to your stall and tack you up. Welcome to our family here. Work hard and give nothing less than your best and neither I nor our lord will have reason to punish you.” With that ominous pep talk done he nodded to Scyllene and then stalked away.

Scyllene grabbed my hand and led me along the left-hand row of stalls. We passed a couple that were unoccupied and then some that had harnessed and bridled ponies in residence. They moved to the front of their stalls and stood looking out at me as I walked past. We came to an empty one which had obviously been cleaned and readied for me. It smelled of hay and straw. For some reason that smell was …reassuring. I felt like it was the smell of home.

Scyllene opened the stall door and I followed her inside. On the back wall of the stall, hanging on hooks, was what was obviously my newly made tack. There were several harnesses and bridles all looking clean and perfect. I wanted to reach out and touch them, but Scyllene was already picking one of the harnesses off its hook and turning to me.

“Arms up, Solamina,” she said. Her voice was all business. I thought the momentous moment when I was bound to my new life might have merited more …ceremony? Maybe? I put my arms up and she started to fit the new harness on me. When the leather first touched my skin it sent a shiver through me. A thrill that was both surprising and delightful.

I could see that the harness was very different from one I had worn while learning to walk and run. It was more substantial, more complex and more beautiful. While the training harness had been utilitarian, this harness was elegant. It had curves that fit my body exactly. As it was tightened around me, I felt a flush of pleasure that I found hard to explain. The pressure of a harness was so …confining and it had been made so perfectly to my exact measurements that it felt utterly delightful. When the straps went between my legs that delight reached a peak and I was sure I was blushing as bright as a bonfire.

Another thing this harness had that the training one hadn’t was restraints for my arms. There were built-in wide cuffs on the sides and at the back. Scyllene guided my arms into position and the cuffs were secure around my upper arms. Then my forearms were folded behind my back where the wrists cuffs were tightened and I was suddenly helpless.

That was it. That was the moment when my freedom ended. I could have removed the training harness, if I had wanted to. I could not escape from the bondage in which I now found myself. I tentatively tugged and wriggled with my arms, but they were held so firmly that escape was inconceivable.

“Keep still, Solamina,” ordered Scyllene. I did as I was told and she took a bridle from a hook and carefully arranged the straps so she could fit it to my head. I held still as the bridle was lowered into place. First, she secured the chin strap and then tightened the forehead and side straps. More straps hung at the sides and Scyllene attached a metal ring to one side. A leather and metal bit was attached to the ring. The centre of the bit bulged with a leather covered pad. When the bit was put in my mouth the pad was quite filling. There was no real way I could speak with it in place. The ring at the other end was attached to the side straps and everything was tightened so the bit was secure there was no way I could force it out of my mouth.

I really ached to see how I looked. There was nothing nearby that could show me my reflection. I resolved to keep an eye out for pools or mirrors. While I was self-absorbed in such vain thoughts Scyllene was attaching reins to the rings at the ends of the bit filling my mouth.

She then tied the reins to a ring-bolt on the front wall near the stall door. I thought she might leave but instead she spent time brushing my hair and tail. Once she was satisfied with my appearance, she checked the hay and straw on the floor of the stall. I looked down at it myself. There was plenty of it and in one corner it was covered in a very new looking woollen blanket. I guessed that was my bed. The sleeping mat I had been sleeping on had been rather thin. The blanket over a deep bed of straw and hay looked more inviting.

There was no bucket for me to use. I guessed that if I needed to relieve myself then I would do what a horse did and just do it in the straw. I mentally picked out a spot as far from my bed as possible.

Having done all she needed to do, Scyllene turned to me, “Salomina, from this moment on you will be cared for and trained by all the staff here. You will still see plenty of me and if you obey, work hard and be all that Oracle saw in you, then you will do well.” She patted me on the bottom. That was something she had never done before. Then she walked through the stall door and closed it behind her.

I walked to the door and looked over the top. I could see most of the stalls on the far side of the gallery but only the ones directly next to mine on my side. Those stalls that were occupied all had their occupants at their doors looking in my direction. I looked to my right and I saw a pony right next to me. She had got as close to the separating wall as she could get, given that she was tethered like I was. She was beautiful, but then, of course she was. Dark haired, like most of the Equi Humani. She nodded at me and smiled around her bit.

The feeling of welcome from her made me feel …accepted. This was my place in life. I was now one of them. No longer separated by needing to learn how to walk. I had no illusions. I had seen how gracefully the others moved in the Pompa. I bet a lot of days of further training lay ahead for me.


Chapter 9

Morning Ritual

That evening attendants came around and fed and watered all of us. The one that saw to my needs was a very young-looking girl. Despite her youth she clearly knew her business. She re-brushed my hair and tail and then retethered my reins to a ringbolt by the sleeping area in my stall. Then she unbound my arms so they she could give them a brief massage. Her hands were strong and skilled as they worked on my muscles.

I did not really feel the need of her attention. I had not been bound very long and had felt no discomfort, pain or soreness. However, I appreciated the attention. Once she was done, she removed the cuffs from the back of my harness and attached them at the front. There were thick straps that held them firmly in place level with my stomach. Then she re-cuffed my arms to my sides and brought my wrists to the front and cuffed them in front of me.

I guessed this would be a much more comfortable way of binding me for sleep. I had not relished the idea of having to lie on my bound arms. The bit in my mouth was changed for one with a smaller bulge in the centre. This also, I assumed, was to help me sleep.

I lay down on the blanket and shifted around until I was in the most comfortable position I could manage. It was certainly softer than the sleeping mat. The gallery was dark but not completely so. Small lamps were glowing, every few paces. From where I lay, I could see their light playing on the wood of the roof above our heads. The sounds of the stables were restful. I could hear my fellow ponies shifting in their stalls. Attendants would regularly walk up and down the gallery and every so often I would see one of them look in on me.

I lay in my stall, my mind filled with a thousand thoughts. I still had so many questions. What would the days ahead bring? More training surely, but what would that be like? How long would it be when I would be put to work? How long before I would be pulling a chariot in the Pompa? When I did would my father be watching, standing on the Senate steps? Would he even recognise me? I looked so different.

Had he been told anything, about how I was doing? I bet he hadn’t. Scyllene had told me one day that for families in Rome who had daughters or sons who were Equi Humani it was hugely significant. A fact of great pride and bringing a real gain in status. But within the temple, the family of any particular Equus Humanus were never discussed. That was our life before and that life was over. Our families played no part in the rest of our lives. Where we came from did not matter. We could be daughters of paupers or Senators, even daughters of prisoners or slaves. It all mattered not. Once Oracle had decided, that was all that mattered. Scyllene told me that I should only think of my fellow Equi Humani as my family. They were my sisters now.

Despite my active mind I must have dropped off at some point because I was awoken by the sound of doors opening and closing and feet walking up and down the gallery. I struggled into a sitting position and then got to my feet …or rather hooves. My tether meant I could not get to the door, but I could look over the near dividing wall into the next stall.

The pony in there was just getting to fer feet, just like I had done. Her sleeping corner was just on the other side of the wall, so we had slept within a pace or two of each other. I watched as an attendant entered her stall and began grooming her. I was beginning to understand the different uniforms worn by the staff in the temple complex. The attendant wore a pale blue tunic which told me she was a strator, a groom. When I had first met Scyllene’s I had mistaken her for a priestess. I had since learned that her dark blue tunic designated her as a trainer.

The door to my stall opened and a strator entered. The same girl who had cared for me the previous evening. Without a word she began cleaning me up. I had acquired quite a bit of hay and straw in my hair and tail, so she had to brush it all out carefully. While she did so I watched my neighbour having the exact same thing done for her. She looked over at me, smiled and winked. A felt a rush of pleasure and camaraderie and smiled back.

When I had been staying in my small room, I had been trying to care for my own hair and tail, at least as much as I could. Scyllene had not given me any cleaning or grooming things. I had used my fingers to untangle my tail and keep my hair under control. I knew that whenever I went to the washroom, both my hair and tail would be carefully and expertly washed and brushed. Yet I still tried to do as much for myself as I could. It was the way I had been raised.

But now, in my stall, I could do nothing. I was bound and helpless. Like my neighbour I just stood and let the strator get on with her job. When she had finished, she looked in the opposite corner of my stall. She bent down and I was sure I could hear her sniff. Was she checking to see if I had relieved myself there?

When she turned to me her face was one of disapproval. She did not say anything, but I guessed she had expected me to have peed or defecated during the night. She untied my reins and led me over to that corner. Then she loosened the crotch straps of my harness.

With a gentle pat on my rear, she looped my reins over a hook in the stall wall and stepped back. I looked at her and she just looked right back at me, folded her arms and tilted her head to one side.

I think she wanted me to do a pee. I had not had a pee for ages, I realised. My bladder was bursting. But having to pee in from of someone while bound was …difficult. I decided the best thing to do was turn my back on her and try not to think about it. I turned around, spread my legs and bent down a little. Adopting a semi squatting position. I also closed my eyes as that seemed to help.

As soon as I started to pee, I felt a rush of relief. As I emptied my bladder I felt my tail move. It made me hesitate for a moment then I realised that the strator was holding my tail out of the way. She was making sure not even a drop splashed onto it. This simple act of care touched me more than anything else that had happened since I was bound.

When I finished, I stood next to the steaming straw and looked around. The stall door was open and another strator was handing my attendant a bucket of water and a cloth.  With these she proceeded to give me a basic wash, concentrating on between my legs. I felt a little embarrassed at first, but when I gave it some thought I understood. I was, in effect, an animal.  A member of the league of divine immortals I may be, but I was also harnessed and living in a stable expected to do work pulling chariots and carts.

I could not see to my own needs anymore. I would be cleaned, fed and watered by my human carers. The strators had the job of making sure we were well looked after and we ourselves did not have to take any active part in the process. All we needed to do was let it happen.

After I had been cleaned, the strator began to brush my tail again. While she was doing this I looked over the low wall into my neighbours stall on the other side. I could see that they too had just been assisted in peeing in the corner. Their strator had cleaned her and was now brushing her tail. It was like we were synchronized.

The strator seemed to be struggling with a tangle in her pony’s tail. She was using some kind of wooden comb to try and pull at the knot of hair. I winced as I knew how sensitive our tails were, and I could see that the pony was not enjoying it. Suddenly her hoof lashed out and struck the stator in the stomach. She grunted and was thrown back off her feet, hitting the stall door as she fell.

She yelled a stream of swear words and struggled back to her feet. She advanced on the pony with one hand raised when a sharp voice yelled “Stop, Jilena! Get out here now!”

The strator turned, as did I and there was a stocky, grey haired woman in dark blue looking at her over the stall door. Jilena lowered her head and walked out of the stall. As soon as she did so the older woman slapped her across the face very hard. It sounded like a whip cracking.

Jilena stumbled backwards, holding her face, “She kicked me!” she wailed.

“What were you doing when she kicked you?” growled the older woman.

“I was just grooming her tail, she had a bad tangle in it.”

The older woman reached through the door into the stall and picked up the comb the girl had been using, “Was this what you were using?”

Jilena nodded.

“And you were pulling on the tangle with this?”

Again Jilena nodded, only much more hesitantly.

With amazing speed, the old woman slapped her again, “You cruel fool! The tail of an Equus Humanus is sensitive! You pull on a tangle with a comb, and you will cause her pain. No wonder she kicked you! You deserved it! You cure a tangle with your fingers, carefully, gently and taking as much time as it needs. You never, ever pull on Equus Humanus’s tail! Also, I saw you raise your arm! Were you going to strike her?”

Jilena looked guilty, but she was holding her stomach where she had been kicked so I did feel at least a little sympathy for her. She didn’t answer the older woman but instead just hung her head lower.

“You were! I knew you were! You will get out of these stables! Report to the healer to check your stomach then you will hand in your strator uniform and take a grey cleaner’s one. Maybe a few months sweeping the paths will teach you a lesson. It is a privilege beyond words to be caring for an Equus Humanus! You do not deserve such a privilege!”

She continued laying into the poor girl. I could sense the strator who was grooming me wince at the severity of it. Eventually poor Jilena was allowed to flee the stables. The grey haired woman yelled orders and a new strator rushed into the kicker’s stall to finish off her grooming. I saw that she began working on her tail with fastidious care.

The strator finished with me, tethered me to the ringbolt near the door and departed. I moved to the door and looked out into the gallery. I saw that most of my fellow Equus Humanus were doing the same thing. They all looked as if they were waiting for something. I wondered what for only a moment before realising we had not been fed or watered.

We did not have long to wait. Attendants arrived with bowls of the usual mash that were steaming slightly. Even though the food was repetitive I had come to really enjoy it. The same strator who had groomed me appeared with my bowl and a jug of water and a cup.

She removed the bit from my mouth and used a wooden spoon to feed me. This was a strange feeling but also appropriate. Why, or even how, would a pony use their hands to feed themselves? I finished the whole bowl which seemed to please the strator. They seemed to be working according to strict rules. Would she have got into trouble if I had not eaten it all?

I was really thirsty and managed to drink almost all the water in the jug. I was just finishing when two people in dark blue tunics arrived at my stall. My strator put my bit back in my mouthwork and got out of the way. The blue uniformed trainers entered my stall. One was a tall man with short grey hair. He wasn’t bulky but he looked wiry and strong with workman’s hands. The woman was much younger. She had long sandy coloured hair and a trim, athletic figure. She smiled at me when she entered while the man had no expression I could read.

“How did Solamina sleep?” asked the man, talking to the strator.

“Very well master Belaxus,” answered my strator, “I looked in on her a few times and she was well settled.”

“Is that unusual?” asked the female trainer, “Are new Equi Humani usually unsettled on their first nights in a stall?”

“Yes, though they settle down after a few days, Tullia.” said the man, “If Solamina is already sleeping well, that is a good sign.”

Tullia nodded and untied my reins. Without another word they led me out of my stall and led me down the gallery.


Chapter 10

Training

Tullia and Belaxus led me down the gallery in the opposite direction from the main entrance. I had assumed that there was nothing of interest down there but as we passed through a connecting door at the end, we entered a large and extensive wooden building. Inside I saw a larger version of the washroom I had known before. That made sense, when I saw it, as I had never seen very many Equi Humani at the other washroom yet had been told that there were nearly fifty of us. I had also been washed every day so if all the others were washed just as much then there being another, larger, washroom somewhere made sense.

Further along in this large structure was a workshop where the Temple’s many carts and chariots were being maintained. Beyond this was a place where those same chariots were stored. This was where there were wide doors leading out into a large outdoor area.

I was led through these doors by Tullia. The space was big. Larger even than the open area of the Forum. The surface was a mixture of hard packed earth with a sandy covering and stone paving. Near the doors was a long wooden railing. I was led to this, and my reins were tied to it. Then Tullia uncuffed my wrists from the front of my harness and rebound them to their original position folded in the small of my back.

While she was doing this Belaxus emerged behind us. With him was a grey-tunic wearing attendant pulling a chariot. It was a small, simple and undecorated chariot that looked well used. I guessed that my training in pulling chariots was about to begin and this was the novice’s vehicle for new ponies. The shaft at the front of the chariot, which on such a vehicle would usually be set for two horses or ponies to pull was set for only a single one. It had a U shaped end piece with I guessed would align with the sides of my harness. I looked down at the wide waist belt of my harness and there were solid looking leather loops and metal rings that looked they were meant for attaching me to the shafts of a chariot.

I felt a growing excitement. I was looking forward to this! This was the next step in becoming a fully-fledged Equus Humanus. The two trainers did not seem to be in any hurry. After retrieving the cart, Belaxus headed back inside. He was gone several minutes and when he emerged, he was holding what looked like a new bridle. If it was going to be used on me that meant he would have had to go back to my stall to get it.

Obviously, I had not worn it before so when the two of them removed the old bridle I was curious about what would be different about the new one. Looking at it, it did look more complex. As they fitted it in place around my head I could feel that it was a little heavier and there were extra thin straps that went from near the bit rings to the bridge of my nose and another down the centre of my brow that connected to them. The other straps around my head seemed thicker and were cinched a little tighter.

I guessed that the difference in head shape between a real horse and human meant that bridles had to be designed differently. I knew that horses had different bridle and harness designs for different tasks. Was the one I was now wearing specifically designed for controlling me when I was pulling a chariot? I was very curious about this. I wanted to know the details of how my tack functioned, why it was designed the way it was and how it worked in practice. From the variety of tack that had been created for me and the complexity I had seen in both the tack work room and the workroom spaces in the stable block there was obviously a great deal to know if someone was going to work with, drive or train an Equus Humanus.

I smiled at where my train of thought had taken me. I WAS an Equus Humanus. I would never be required to know anything about the tack that was used on me or training methods or how to drive a chariot. I was the subject of all of that. I was the beast of burden who needed to be trained and controlled. My role was to be a representative and a celebration of the divine principle of service and the service of horses specifically. I should be thinking like a horse. I had just seen an Equus Humanus kick someone. An action that would have been terrible for a human to do but was entirely acceptable for one of us. The victim was the one deemed to be at fault because what she had been doing had hurt the pony.

Did that mean if someone did something I didn’t like, could I just kick them? Now that was a thought! I eyed my two trainers and visualised how I would kick them if I felt the need. The pony who I had seen kick had done so very fast, almost like it was instinctive. Had she aimed or just reacted? I was almost tempted to give it a go but then thought no, I was going to be good and cooperative and the best pony I could be …unless someone did something out of line.

While I had been contemplating violence Tullia had been putting my new bit in my mouth and securing it. It felt different from the two I had experienced before. Rather than being a simple bar it had a subtly curved shape that fit my mouth better. It also seemed to have a stronger metal core. Two small straps in each side were used to secure it so it sat very firmly in my mouth. It was pulled into my mouth more tightly than the other bits and I could feel something metallic protruding into my mouth and pressing on my tongue. It was not uncomfortable, but it made making any kind of noise impossible. I guessed the extra straps to hold the bit were to keep the metal thing in place and keeping me quiet.

Or was it for another purpose? They would be using reins to control me, did this type of bit make them more effective? I guess I would find out soon enough. Tullia led me over to the chariot and Belaxus lifted the shaft so that its arms were level with my waist. The woman backed me between the two metal arms and then did something on each side that locked my harness to them. I took a step and the chariot moved with me. In effect we had become one.

The reins attached to my bit were longer than had been used on me before. I guessed that was so that they would reach all the way to the driver’s platform. I felt the weight of someone climbing into the chariot. As I could see Tullia stood nearby, I knew this was Belaxus. I felt the reins snap and Belaxus shouted ‘Incede!” and I started walking forward. The chariot was remarkably easy to pull, even with someone in it. I walked forward in a straight line for a few paces before I felt pressure on the right side of my mouth. It wasn’t painful, but my head was turned a little to the right. I took the hint and turned in that direction. I heard a grunt of what might be approval from behind me. I walked on and every so often I felt pressure on side of my mouth or the other and I obediently turned in response.

While I was doing this, I was just walking normally. After I had been pulling the chariot around for nearly an hour, Belaxus guided me back to the starting point, where Tullia was waiting.

“She has a sensitive mouth,” said Belaxus, getting out of the chariot and handing the rains to Tullia. I noticed, for the first time, that Belaxus was carrying a whip. It was a long thin thing that looked like it would really hurt if used. He hadn’t used it so far, but he handed it to Tullia so I guessed I should not take things for granted.

“Oracle is never wrong, though her form is terrible.” replied Tullia.

“She’s new, it always takes weeks for that to develop,” explained Belaxus, “She is responsive, that is what matters now. I want you to take her for a while and see how she handles a little speed.”

As Tullia climbed into the chariot, I realised that I was not the only one being trained. Tullia was young and obviously learning how to be a trainer with Belaxus as her tutor. I did not think she was a complete novice, like me, but her questions made it sound like she had never trained a new Equus Humanus before.

I was determined to not be a novice for long and when Tullia started driving me, I was concentrating hard to make sure I responded well to every signal from the reins. I really did not want to find out what that whip felt like if it was used in anger.

Initially, she drove me at a gentle walk. We did a series of turns and I felt I was doing well. Then she snapped my reins again and commanded me into a run, or should I say a canter. I was confident in my ability to run with my hooves, so I felt comfortable doing so. I had assumed that pulling the cart would be harder while running but it made little difference. Once we had picked up speed it felt much the same.

Then I felt a gentle pressure from the reins to turn right and I tried to obey. It was much harder than I expected. Changing direction at speed with hooves made me worry about losing my footing and of course the chariot had inertia that was working against me trying to turn it. I almost skidded at one point but recovered and once the turn was done, I felt a surge of relief.

Tullia kept me going at the same speed and after a short while commanded a left turn. I was a little more ready this time, but it still felt very difficult to make the turn without having to chop my stride a little to avoid skidding. I wanted to be good at this, I wanted to impress my trainers but instead I bet I looked really clumsy.

Several more turns later she guided me back to the starting position and slowed me to a halt. I had been running for quite a while yet I did not feel very tired, or even needing to breath very heavily. I could feel my heart pumping, but the dominant feeling was one of wanting to go out and do it again, only faster!

“What did you make of that?” asked Tullia.

Belaxus was smiling, “I am impressed! You went faster and longer than I expected, and she did not miss a turn. For a first run at speed, I think that may be unique. Novices always stumble a little turning at speed for the first time.”

“They do? I felt she almost lost it a couple of times.”

“But she adapted and recovered,” said Belaxus, “Did you see her chop her stride a little to avoid skidding? We normally have to train novices to do that! She did amazingly well!”

I was bursting with relief and pleasure at his words. I had thought I had done really badly but Belaxus was pleased with me! Maybe I was expecting more of myself than was reasonable. I was still feeling a buzz from pulling the chariot at speed. Despite the difficulty I had loved it. I loved being harnessed to the chariot and feeling its weight behind me. I was bursting with a desire to get back out and do it again, only better.

Belaxus and Tullia carried on talking and did not show any desire to do any more training. I felt frustrated but thought better about making my feelings known. Then the doors opened and out came Ariana, Scyllene and another blue clad trainer. They were leading three Equus Humanus and behind came two grey-clad attendants wheeling a chariot. It was a larger and nicer looking one that the one I was harnessed to.

I understood what was happening. I was not the only Equus Humanus who needed training. Belaxus and Tulia had probably known that others were due to use the space. The training ground was immense, so I thought it odd that it wasn’t considered big enough for both chariots to use it at the same time.

But then more trainers emerged leading three more Equus Humanus and with another impressive chariot behind them. A few minutes later a third trio of ponies were led out with their own chariot. I now understood, whatever was about to be practised took precedence over my first training session.

The chariots were lined up, and the trainers attached the pony’s harnesses to the shafts. This took a while and I was impressed by how still and placid all the ponies were. This was a good lesson for me. I resolved to pay attention. How these girls were behaving as Equi Humani was what I should be striving for. They had been training for years so would be moving with amazing poise and elegance.

Only they didn’t! Once the chariots were ready and three trainers had climbed in and taken up the reins it was clear this training session was nothing to do with poise or elegance. They set off and rapidly built up speed. They took a corner at a scary pace and headed out across the practice ground. When they reached the far side, they turned hard and headed away toward the opposite corner. All the time, I noticed, they stuck to the packed earth area.

As soon as I noticed this, I realised that the packed earth zone was laid out like a chariot racing track. It was smaller than the Circus Maximus but had the same form. I was stunned. I had never heard of anyone racing Equi Humani. There was no event in Rome where this happened.

After the chariots had completed three full circuits they slowed to a walk and came back to the starting position, quite close to us. Strators rushed out with buckets of water and clothes and began to give the ponies a wipe down. They had been running, I mean galloping, flat out. The speed they had achieved was breathtaking. Scyllene, who had joined Belaxus and Tullia, were discussing the racing.

“Ariana’s three almost did not make that last turn.” said Belaxus.

“Yes, it was close,” agreed Scyllene.

“Is the track they will be racing on the same size as our training ground?” asked Tullia.

“No,” said Belaxus, “At Diana’s temple complex her track is the same size as the Circus. At least that is what I am told. Ariana says it is used for regular chariot races most of the time.”

I was fascinated. I listened in and from their conversation I pieced together that the Gods enjoyed chariot racing, but did not wish to attend the events at the Circus Maximus. Hence Diana’s complex had its own track, and the Gods watched racing there. Belaxus claimed that it was been Venus’s idea to have races using Equi Humani, offering her own for the task. Apollo had not agreed at first but after a few years of watching Venus’s male ponies racing he relented and agreed that he would allow a race using us. The three chariot teams training were due to race at Diana’s track in just a few days.

After a rest the racing ponies were given another training race before they returned to the stable block. As the Equi Humani were being unhitched from the chariots, Scyllene rejoined Belaxus and Tullia.

“How is Solamina doing?” she asked.

“Superbly, she did not even skid when turning at full canter.” reported Belaxus.

“Is she fast, do you think?”

“Possibly, though I am not pushing her yet. This is only her first day.” replied Belaxus, “Why do you ask? You’re not thinking of putting her in for the race training?”

“No, not yet, but Ariana will want to know. Once she reaches Pompa standard then she may want to look at what else she can do.”

I was delighted. I really loved the idea of racing. Also, this was a revelation. Just what other jobs, I wondered, were we required to do?”


Chapter 11

Life as an Equus Humanus

I was taken back to my stall where I was fed and groomed again. I also peed in the corner with much less awkwardness than before. I assumed it would soon feel totally normal. After this I was allowed to rest for a while before being taken out in the afternoon to continue my training. It was Belaxus and Tullia again that took me. While they never spoke to me directly or explained anything, I was able to glean from listening to them that they had been assigned to me as my trainers until I was good enough to join in the regular training done by all the other Equi Humani. They expected this to take at least three months.

Three months of solo training did not sound so bad. It was kind of nice to be getting so much personal attention. In fact, getting personal attention was very much a defining feature of being an Equus Humanus. At the end of the first day’s training, I was taken to the wash house and thoroughly cleaned in the way I had become accustomed to. This time, also, I received a thorough massage rather than the quick ones I had received in the smaller washroom. Those has just been quick rub downs of my back and legs. For this massage my body harness was removed and I lay on a wooden table with a couple of woollen blankets under me. My bridle was left on, and my wrists were cuffed to ringbolts at the end of the table.

I had experienced lengthy massages in my life before. I had attended public baths near the Forum where very good massages were available for women, as well as men. This was the first one proper one I had experienced since becoming an Equus Humanus. The masseur was highly skilled and took her time. Like the staff in the washroom she paid close attention to my legs and back, but this time she also spent considerable time on my arms. At the end she massaged my scalp and neck, which was incredibly relaxing. I loved the whole experience and I really hoped it would be a daily occurrence.

And so it proved. My daily routine was soon established. I would be roused by the same strator, whose name I learned was Lydia and she would clean the straw and hay off me. Then she would groom me properly, make sure I had relieved myself and then cleaned me up. Then I would be fed and watered. Belaxus and Tullia would then take me for my day’s training. Interrupted by a mid-day feed and watering I would be worked for most of the day. After which I was washed, massaged and put back in my stall. Given one final feed and watering and allowed to bed down.

Aside from when my bridle was changed and when I was fed there was always a bit in my mouth. Either the more gentle one I slept in or the harsher one that was used on me in training. Except when I was being washed, my hands were always bound, either behind me for during the day, in front of me for sleeping or to the ends of the table for the massage.

The only break in this was a once-a-week exercise session where my arms were untied and put to work. This was in a small room next to the wash room where there were horizontal wooden bars hanging from the ceiling or attached to the wall. I would be ordered to use my arms to lift myself off the ground and hold there for the count of twenty, or hold myself up against the wall bars and lift my legs so my arms had to bear my weight.

I was also given weights to lift and made to do a variety of stretching exercises. All this, I guessed, was to keep strength in my arms. If they were bound all the time, then they would eventually weaken unless given regular exercise.

Spending almost all my time harnessed and bound should have made me very sore. Even with the time spent being massaged and exercising my arms. I would spend most of every day with my arms bound to my sides with my wrists bound either behind me or in front of me. Yet I felt no soreness at all. It was if my body was ideally adapted to my new life.

Of course, I realised, this was the transformation I had undergone. The one that had given me a tail, hooves, amazing hair and a new beautiful body and face. When I was being washed, I got the chance to examine my body. I was more muscular than before, but also slimmer. I used to have somewhat chubby hips and thighs but now they were …perfect. Also different were my breasts. I had been a little flat chested before but now I had real breasts. They were not huge, …just …right. I was in proportion all over.

I was also stronger. Pulling the chariot was easier than I would have found it back when I was human. Just how strong was proven one day when a young strator I had never seen before entered my stall in the morning to get me up. She was obviously a trainee as Lydia was watching her from the stall doorway.

“You don’t need to worry about Solamina,” said the older strator, “She is very placid and well behaved. She has never kicked anyone.”

The new strator picked all the hay from my hair and tail, then took a brush and began gingerly brushing me. My hair was usually easy to brush, but my tail, because I often lay on it during the night, was usually more of a mess. That particular day it had a nasty tangle. When the new girl went to groom it, the brush caught in the tangle right away. She pulled a comb from her pocket.

“No! Not a comb! Is that a bad tangle?” said Lydia.

“Yes, Lydia,” said the new girl.

“Use your fingers. A comb would tug on her tail and hurt her.”

I was relieved that Lydia was keeping such a close eye on her. The new girl started using her fingers to ease the tangle apart. I had been craning my neck around to keep an eye on what she was doing but now that she was doing it the right way I relaxed and looked forward again. Just a few moments later the girl must have tried to pull on part of the tangle with her fingers to clear it. The pain was severe and before I even realised I had done it I had lashed out!

It was instinct. I had not wanted to do it but the sharp pain in my tail triggered a primal need to defend that part of myself. I kicked out with my left leg and felt my hoof connect with something and I heard a scream. I turned to see the girl rolling on the floor of the stall crying in pain. She was holding her left leg which was lying at an unnatural angle.

Lydia called for help and three more stators rushed over to my stall. Two went to help the wounded girl. The third was the older strator who I had learned was called Hepatia and was in charge of all the strators. She was the one who I had seen slap the girl I seen kicked on my first day.

“What happened?” she asked Lydia.

“Pellena was working on a tangle in Solamina’s tail when she kicked her.” explained Lydia.

“Her leg is broken,” said one of the girls attending to Pellena.

“Pellena!” said Hypatia sternly, “What were you doing when she kicked you?”

“Nothing!” whimpered Pellenia, tears flowing down her face as she gritted her teeth against what must have been incredible pain, “I was untangling a knot in her tail. I was using my fingers.”

“She pulled at the knot,” said Lydia, “I saw her do it just before Solamina kicked.”

“Oh Pellena! The reason you use your fingers and not a comb is so that you don’t pull on her tail. You tease a knot gently, no matter how long it takes. An Equus Humanus’s tail is incredibly sensitive. A tug can feel like a knife cutting into her!”

Hypatia ordered more strators to come and help carry Pellena to the healers. While this was happening Lydia came to examine my tail. She found the knot and examined my tail. The skill of her fingers were a stark contrast to Pellena’s.

“Here is the knot,” said Lydia to Hypatia, “Look here, ..Pellenia actually pulled some hair right out of Solamina’s tail at the root. No wonder she kicked!”

“Why are our current trainees so clumsy?” growled Hypatia and reached around Lydia to stroke my bottom, “Settle now girl, no-one will hurt you now.”

While Lydia worked on my tail Hypatia stayed next to me, stroking me and telling me what a good girl I was. She told me that all would be well now and that Lydia would take care of me. I must admit it felt really reassuring to hear her words and feel her gentle hands stroking me. I wondered why she was doing this though.

The answer came a little later as the two were leaving my stall. I overheard them as they walked away.

“When a new Equus Humanus kicks for the first time,” said Hypatia to Lydia, “It can be very upsetting for them. Especially if they hurt someone. They need reassurance and care. They need to know they did nothing wrong.”

That made me feel warm all over. I had just seriously hurt someone, and no-one thought it was my fault. It also showed me how strong I was. Kicking someone so hard you broke their leg must surely take serious strength. I hoped I would never kick anyone again. But I knew that if anyone hurt me, especially my tail, then I would not be able to stop myself.

The instinct that had made me kick was powerful. I had not thought about it before I did it. I knew it would happen again if someone messed with my tail that way. No-one was blaming me though. Over my first few weeks in the stable block, I saw or more often heard people being kicked about a half dozen times. It was obviously part of life in the stables.

The training was seriously fun. I was loving it. Tullia and Belaxus were endlessly patient. I very rarely felt the touch of a whip. In fact, it had been used on me only twice. Once when I made the same error twice in a row when having to make tight turns around a wooden marker and once when I missed a left rein which caused me to almost collide with a wall. On each occasion it was only a single tap with the whip that barely hurt.

I felt a strange reaction each time. I enjoyed it. For some perverse reason the idea of being whipped appealed to me. I did not want to be a bad pony just to earn a whipping, that was unthinkable, but I did fantasize about being given a really harsh whipping. The idea of it gave me a sexual rush. Was that normal? If it wasn’t did that mean there was something wrong with me? Had Oracle made a mistake in selecting me?

I was determined that no-one would find out about those strange feelings. I threw myself into trying as hard as I could to be the best Equus Humanus possible.


Chapter 12

Good Form

As my training progressed, I often saw other Equi Humani being trained in something other than racing. There were a lot of religious festivals in Rome every year and many of them involved Pompa. I got to see those ponies who were due to perform in those parades being trained. Whenever this was being done, Tullia and Belaxus would tether me and my chariot out of the way.

The form that they had said I lacked was very evident in the experienced ponies I saw performing on the training ground. They moved with such perfect grace. When I had watched them in a Pompa from the Senate Steps I had simply been impressed by how they looked and how they moved. Now I saw the difference between them and my own clumsy efforts. I had a new appreciation for how good they were.

I saw teams of three, four or even five ponies moving in perfect unison. Their heads held high and their steps precise. The knees rose high on each step. They looked amazing yet the trainers never seemed to be happy. They always were seeking to correct some error that I could never spot. I wondered if Tullia and Belaxus were despairing at how awful I was in comparison.

But, over time, I improved. I was probably not as aware of it as my trainers were as I could not see myself. I got a sense that I was getting better by the nature of the work they had me doing and what I overheard them saying to each other. They had moved from getting me to obey commands through the reins to working on exactly how I was moving. From what they said I gleaned that they were generally pleased with me.

When I pulled the chariot, I tried to keep a mental picture of what the experienced ponies looked like as they moved. I tried to keep my head up and keep my knees high. I worked to keep my strides even and my pace steady. It was not easy, but the fact that I was obviously doing my best meant that Tullia and Belaxus were approving. I heard them give glowing reports of my progress to Ariana, Scyllene and Tobarus on several occasions. Was I really getting better? Whenever I saw the other Equi Humani, they still looked so impressive, and I felt sure I was not measuring up.

Then one day, things changed. When I was taken out of the stable block and led to the training ground I saw that another Equus Humanus being led with me. The pair of us were tethered to the rail while a new chariot was brought out. This one was only a little larger than the one I had been training with.

The shaft was set to accommodate two ponies, side by side. This was it! I was going to be harnessed up as part of team. I looked at my team-mate. She was a little shorter than me and her hair and tail were a very rich dark brown. She smiled at me around the bit in her mouth and I smiled back. I assumed she knew I was the new novice pony and she had been recruited to help in my training. I just hoped she would not show me up too much. I had no illusions of being a match for her experience, elegance and poise.

Belaxus and Tullia attached our harnesses to the chariot. The slight difference in our heights was managed by the attachment points being adjustable. I watched with interest as Tullia altered the shaft attachment to allow for me being a couple of inches taller. Belaxus took the seat and Tullia got in with him. That was new. I had always pulled a chariot with just a single driver.

As we set off, I thought my training would begin in earnest but instead I could hear Belaxus teaching Tullia how to drive a team of two ponies. I had forgotten that Tullia, like me, was under instruction.

No effort was made to do anything about my form, so I did the best on my own to keep up with my fellow pony. I could not turn my head because of the reins so I did the best I could to see what she was doing out of the corner of my eye. As we moved around the training ground I was being attentive to pressures from the reins and doing my best to match my partner pony’s stride, posture and form.

It was hard work, but a great deal of fun. It was also a little amusing to be doing this while listening to Belaxus correcting what Tullia was doing with the reins. It was only as we approached the time for our mid-day break that I heard Tullia say, “Solamina is doing well.”

“Have you only just noticed?” asked Belaxus.

“Well,” replied Tullia, “I have been rather concentrating on what I was doing.”

“Solamina is doing the same. You can still tell that she is a novice, but you would never guess she had never been driven as part of a team before. I think we will end the solo training and focus on her teams work. I think she is ready.”

“So soon? Won’t Ariana ask questions?” asked Tullia, “What will Magister Tobarus say?”

Belaxus gave a short barking laughing, “I will just invite them to watch Solamina in action. This afternoon I will ask for the use of Tressila again. I would like Solamina to get used to working with the same team mate to start off with.

“Tressila isn’t part of the next Pompa so Tobarus may let us do it.” agreed Tullia.

“Yes, though after the Pompa I may want a pony who is the same height as Solamina. That will make things easier.”

“Tressila isn’t that much shorter.”

“The difference is large enough to matter. The shaft connection is not the problem. What matters is their stride length. At a walk it is not a problem. Solamina was adapting to Tressila. But at any kind of speed, it would mean the possibility of Solamina needing to chop her stride to keep time and position. I don’t doubt that she would do it smoothly, but it would be visible to anyone watching.”

“Do you think the public would notice?” asked Tullia.

“Don’t underestimate the public. This is Rome, the home of the Gods! Everyone in the city is proud of the Equi Humani. If anything is less than perfect during a Pompa then it will be noticed. Before you joined us, did you watch the Pompa?”

“Yes, of course! I submitted myself as a candidate to be an Equus Humanus as soon as I was old enough. Obviously, I was not successful. I still wanted to be part of things here so two years later I came as a strator candidate.”

“Yes, I knew you were a strator for a few years. Most of our female trainers here started as strators.”

“May I ask how you started?”

Belaxus smiled, “I presented myself at the temple of Venus to be an Equus Humanus. Though that was a long time ago. I was rejected, of course, but then was accepted to be an attendant. I had ambitions to be a trainer, but that was not possible there, so I presented myself here and was accepted for tuition as a trainer.”

“Why could you not be a trainer at the temple complex of Venus?”

Belaxus shrugged, “All the strators and trainers there are female, just like all the priestesses. Venus is more restrictive on such matters than our lord Apollo.”

“I knew all the priestesses there were female. I did not know all the staff looking after their Equi Humani were female too. Were attendants the only male staff?”

“Yes, aside from their temple guards. Though many of those are female too, but I saw a few men. You will see all this if you get to go over there with our own ponies.”

“I thought they were coming here next?” queried Tullia.

“They are, about three days after the Pompa. But when you pass your training you will be on the roster of trainers who are permitted to travel with a detachment of Equi Humani. At least to the other temples.”

“Anything you can tell me about them?”

“When our Equi Humani go to Venus’s temple only female trainers and strators are allowed to accompany them, so I suggest you seek out Ariana or Scyllene and ask about what happens there. I have travelled with our ponies to the temples of Mercury, Jupiter, Juno, Diana and Minerva. We are always treated well and with appropriate respect. I would be wary if you are ever called to travel to the temples of Mars or Neptune. Though neither are likely at present.”

Tullia nodded, “Yes, I heard that our lord had refused a request from Mars.”

Belaxus nodded, “Yes, lots of people are talking about it. It is said that Mars is furious. But after what happened the last time our ponies went to his domain, I can understand why our lord is refusing to let them go again.”

“Oh! …what happened?” asked Tullia, clearly fascinated. I listened in, enrapt.

“Mars tried to …steal three of our Equi Humani and take through a portal to a supernatural realm.”

Tullia gasped, “Which realm?”

“Ariana was there and she said it was Marcogra, one of his own realms.”

“No! Why would he take them there? That is reputed to be a place of eternal war.”

“No-one knows for sure, but there are many rumours. Someone I know among our priests told me that Mars owes a debt and he wanted to offer up the three Equi Humani as payment.”

“A debt to whom?”

“…no-one knows for sure! Mars is the warrior among the gods.” explained Belaxus, “He marshals all the battles that are fought on their behalf. Some of the other Gods fight in those battles but Mars is the commander. …I heard from a priest that Mars had done a deal with demons to fight on his side in a war. The demons, the priest said, had demanded three female Equi Humani in return and Mars had agreed.”

“But …but …our lord would never allow that!”

“No, he would not! That is why he is refusing Mars’s requests, and Vulcan’s.”

“Why Vulcan’s?” asked Tullia.

“Vulcan is in alliance with Mars, they have been close for centuries. Our lord probably suspects that Vulcan may request Eui Humani and then hand them over to Mars.”

“It is terrifying to hear of disputes between our Gods.”

Belaxus nodded, “It is indeed. We are but mortals and cannot guess the history that lies between the Gods. I consider us fortunate to have the lord we do.”


Chapter 13

Teamwork

Listening in to what the trainers and strators said to each other was a great source of information. They gossiped all the time. I guess they knew that we could overheard them but as we lived effectively bound and gagged it didn’t matter.

I was soon up to speed on a whole range of rumours about what was going on in the complex world of divine politics. It was made complicated by the fact that each God had a large temple complex that employed many priests and other people. A lot of events took place regularly in each temple and many more involved dealings between them.

I never knew that there were always disputes over the details of every Pompa. Mainly on where and when they were due to start, end and in which order the chariots and carts would parade. The positions mattered, it seemed, especially to the senior priests. When the Gods rode in the Pompa they decided the order, but otherwise it was a matter of inter-temple politics.

As my training progressed, I went from working as one of a pair of Equi Humani to being one a team of three or four. My form had improved to the point where the trainers were starting to talk about my being given a place in a Pompa. That news filled me with joy. It would mean that I had made it. I was a fully fledged Equus Humanus!

It was difficult to judge the passage of time, but I guessed it was about three months after I had been moved into the stable block that I had confirmation that my period of training was over. Or at least, the stage of it where I was training to catch up with the level of skill shown by the other ponies.

Lydia got me up, cleaned, fed and ready for when Belaxus collected me and led me down the gallery and out into the training ground. I could hear more Equi Humani being led behind me and I saw two attendants moving one of the heavier Pompa chariots out of the storeroom.

Once I had been tethered to the rail, three more ponies were tethered alongside me. Then I saw another group of Equi Humani being led out and a second chariot followed behind them.

I was inwardly exultant! I knew what this meant. The only times that multiple chariots and teams trained together was for a Pompa, or for the chariot races. The type of chariots been brought out were obviously too large for racing. Hence I knew I was on a team! The three ponies next to me were going to be my regular team. I was going to be doing the next Pompa! I was so filled with joy and excitement I was practically hopping from one hoof to the other.

I felt a hand patting me on the shoulder, “Steady girl,” said Belaxus, then he moved on to check the shafts and attachment points on one of the chariots. The other trainers that I could see were Tullia, Scyllene and an older female trainer called Hestia. I knew the names of all the trainers by this point and the names of most of the strators and attendants.

I watched as the first chariot was made ready and a team of four were hitched up to it. Scyllene and Tullia climbed into it and drove it off across the training ground. Then Belaxus and Hestia led me and the others of my team over the second chariot. I was positioned second from the right and my harness fixed to the shafts. I glanced around and judged that the other three ponies were no more than an inch taller or shorter than I was. That was close enough that no adjustments were needed.

Once we were all secured and our reins were in the hands of Belaxus we set off. He drove us in a wide arc to fall in behind the first chariot. My training meant I was able to keep good form with my team. I kept my head steady and looking straight ahead as I had been trained to do. I kept in stride with my fellows on each side and kept my knee height matching theirs. I had done this enough for this to be, if not quite second nature, then something I could do without error.

What the trainers wanted was a bit extra. The Pompa were a showcase for each of the God’s temples. On public display would be the chariots and carts, the priests and occasionally, the Gods themselves. Each temple wanted to have the best display. Venus and Apollo had the advantage of having Equi Humani. Very occasionally other Gods would persuade Venus or Apollo to led them a single team to add to their own Pompa contribution. I hoped that if that happened, I would not be in that team. I wanted my first Pompa to be one where I was a pulling an Apollonian chariot.

The training continued all day, aside from a break for food. It continued for day after day afterward and the number of chariots and carts steadily increased until the whole of the temple’s detachment were moving around the training ground. I hoped we looked good as there was quite a crowd watching us. Priests, attendants, strators and just about everyone in the temple aside from the Equi Humani who were not involved. They were stuck in the stable, of course.

Also watching, right on the day before the Pompa, was Apollo himself. His towering form stood on a balcony watching us from a distance. Even from afar you could see a divine glow surrounding him. Every one of us put on the best show we could, knowing our lord was watching our every move. As this was going to be my first Pompa I could not help but feel that he was only looking at me.


Chapter 14

Pompa

Since the advent of the arrival of the Gods each Pompa began from the main temple complex of a different God each time. There was a rotation of this with each God hosting the start and finish of each Pompa in turn. My first Pompa was due to start from the Temple Complex of Jupiter himself. No-one told me this, of course, but no-one guarded their words around Equi Humani so we overheard things all the time.

Before the arrival of the Gods it had been thought, for centuries, that Jupiter was the father of the Gods. When they actually arrived, they set the record straight and explained that all of the Twelve were equals. The public, including me, kind of thought of them as siblings. What was true was that Jupiter was the leader, the First Among Equals. As a result, when a Pompa began from his temple, all the Gods took part in person.

The course of the Pompa would take it from the temple complex, around a traditional route through the heart of Rome and then back to the temple. The course was designed so that at no point did the Pompa cover the same ground twice, even arriving at the temple by a different entrance from which it left. There was probably a good divine reason for this, but I never knew it. The fact that it was tradition was enough for me.

I had seen many Pompa, and I had always wondered how the elements of the Pompa, such as the carts and especially the Equi Humani were moved to the start positions as they were never seen travelling in the streets of Rome.

I got the answer to this mystery on the morning of the Pompa itself. I was roused, groomed, cleaned, fed and watered and taken with all the other Equi Humani who were in the Pompa out of the stable block. Instead of heading to the training ground we were taken toward the back of the main Temple Complex that included where, it was said, Apollo himself lived, when he was in residence.

A large pair of doors opened as we approached, and we were all led into a large hall. The floor of the hall was polished wood, and our hooves made a wonderful noise on it as we made our way across it. Of course, everyone else but me must have come this way many times. I was the new pony, and I did my best not to stare at everything as we were led by.

On the far side of the hall were more doors which were, to my surprise, being guarded. The guards were not …human. But then, strictly speaking, neither was I. The guards were impressive looking soldiers with human bodies and heads but with hands that looked like claws and reptilian tails that almost reached to the floor. There were wearing silvery armour and each held a spear and a gladius.

The doors opened and the guards paid us no mind as we were led through. The room beyond was large but fairly dark. It was empty aside from a strange structure at one end. It was a circle about ten paces across, made of some kind of iridescent material. It was set into the floor and stood beside the circle was the imposing and impressive figure of our lord Apollo!

He watched us all assemble before him then he gestured at the circle. The space inside the circle shimmered and glowed and suddenly we could see an image of another room through it. At first, I thought it was a mirror but then I saw people through it who were not on our side. This then was a portal! The way that the Gods could travel from one world to another.

Apollo stepped through and we all followed. I heard more and more people, carts and chariots moving behind us. Our entire Pompa contingent was going through the portal. I wanted to turn my head to see but the strator who was leading me had too firm a grip on my reins. I was led through with the rest. A small ramp led up to the portal and the moment I passed through it I felt a pleasant shiver. Then I was on the other side in a different room which I guessed was in the temple complex of Jupiter. I was led past a group of attendants and priests wearing the colours of the Jovian temple..

We passed through similarly guarded doors, though two more large rooms and out into the open air. The space in which we found ourselves was large and filled with carts and chariots and people from all twelve temples. We were led to an area set aside for us. Our contingent was forming up, and I and my team were hitched up to an ornate chariot.

I had time to look across at all the other contingents. I had seen many Pompa, but this behind-the-scenes vantage point was fascinating. Right next to us were the contingent from Venus’s temple. I saw numerous male Equi Humani and I felt a real sense of kinship. They were also very physically impressive. I had enjoyed watching the male Equi Humani back when I had been a mere mortal. I had looked at the Equi Humani of Apollo with a yearning to be one of them. I had looked at the Equi Humani of Venus with a very different kind of yearning. That feeling was enhanced by the knowledge that I would inevitably have the chance to be mated with one or more of them.

I and my fellow Apollonian ponygirls had had our appearances greatly enhanced when we were chosen by the Oracle. It was obvious that the boys who had been selected for Venus’s service had been similarly improved. They were the epitome of male physical perfection, …in every respect. I noted that I was not the only one of my fellow ponygirls who was admiring them and they in turn were watching us.

I had seen the Venusian Equi Humani when they had visited our temple complex but only from a distance. As a pony still in training I had not been among those of our Equi Humani who were allowed to …fraternise with them. I hoped my turn would come soon.

But, I didn’t have much time to admire the male ponies. The strators and other attendants were soon hitching us up to our carts and chariots. My team were hitched up to the finest looking chariot I had ever seen. I felt a surge of excitement as I began to realise whose chariot I would be pulling in the Pompa.

It was confirmed as Apollo himself walked around behind us and climbed into the chariot. Gods, nor even senior priests, did not need to drive their own chariots and a temple priest stepped up beside him, bowing deeply and took up our reins. As they pulled taught, I had to turn my head forward. I reminded myself I was an Equus Humanus. I should not be gawping like a mere citizen.

There was a wait while the procession was organised into the right order. Jupiter’s contingent had the lead as his temple was the host for this Pompa. The exact order after that depended on rules I did not understand. I had asked my father once and he said no-one understood it. He had joked that maybe the Gods threw dice to decide the order. Though some patterns always seemed to apply. A seniority of Gods that always put Jupiter first, Juno second and Neptune third. After that the order varied.

Whatever the reason, our contingent was in fifth place, just behind Minerva and ahead of Venus. Once the order was set things started to move. The priest who was driving the chariot seemed nervous. Though if I was driving and my lord Apollo was stood behind me, I would be nervous too. I could feel the tension through the reins. Fortunately, we were well trained and moved as we should even if our driver was less than perfect.

The Pompa got under way as the Jovian contingent headed toward a set of high and wide gates. These opened to show a wide road toward a second set of gates. I felt the snap of the reins and our team started moving. We moved as one. With our lord right behind us we were, I was sure, all determined to make not even the smallest mistake.

Through both gates the Pompa moved and then out of the temple. The temple complex of Jupiter was located on a gently sloping hill and the road down into the city was lined with people. This was my first experience of a Pompa as an Equus Humanus and the atmosphere was far beyond what I experienced as a spectator. I imagined that everyone was looking at me, and I felt my chest swell with pride. Of course, it was much more likely they were looking at my lord Apollo, but I still enjoyed the feeling.

As we entered the city proper the crowds grew even larger. The Pompa were always significant public holidays. People had regular and favourite places from where they could watch the contingents of the Twelve parade past. Some were on rooftops, some on improvised raised wooden seating. Every step and window was filled along the path of the Pompa.

I was thrilled. I was experiencing exactly what I had dreamed of. The Pompa did not move quickly. Everyone watching had plenty of time to enjoy the show. Even though I was concentrating on my form and obeying the reins I managed to look around, without turning my head, and enjoy the crowd. I was probably getting as much enjoyment from watching them as they were from watching us.

Then we arrived in the city’s heart, and my eyes were fixed on the Forum steps where I used to stand with my father. Would he be there, watching? If he was would he even recognise me? I looked very different from the girl he had last seen.

Then I saw him! Indeed, I saw my entire family! They were standing on the steps and cheering along with everyone else. Their gaze was directed at us as we approached. I bet they were looking for me. I saw them looking intently at the Equi Humani of lord Apollo’s contingent. I thought, for a moment, that my father’s eyes landed on me. Maybe he saw a ponygirl he had not seen before. He and I had watched many Pompa. Maybe he knew my fellow Equi Humani well enough to notice one that was new.

My hair colour made me stand out, but of course that would not necessarily mean he would make the connection. When we were close enough, I watched him as well as I could. I could not move my head, partly because of the reins but mainly because my training prevented me. I would not break form, even to see my father. But my eyes I could move. I saw enough of him to be almost sure he was looking in my direction, a wondering expression on his face. Then we were past and the moment was gone. I wondered if I would ever know if he had recognised me.

The rest of the parade went by like a dream. I was doing exactly what I always wanted to do. I was what I had dreamed of being. I was an Equus Humanus drawing my lord Apollo in a grand chariot through the streets of Rome while thousands looked on and cheered. I wanted it to never end. The speed we were going was sedate, so I was not in the least tired, even when we started climbing back up a slope toward Jupiter’s temple complex.

Would this experience ever become normal to me? Would it become …boring? I found that hard to imagine. I had been energised by the whole thing. I could feel myself still filled with excitement, even though we had been travelling for well over two hours.

We entered back through a different set of gates of the complex and the sounds of the crowds faded away. Each contingent broke away to assemble in its own area. A strator came over and took our reins from the priest. Lord Apollo dismounted and walked away. I did not hear him speak to anyone.

We were unhitched from the chariot and led by strators and attendants back into the building that housed the portal. That was the end of my first Pompa. We travelled back to our own complex and within a couple of hours I had been washed, fed and settled back down in my stall.

The whole experience had felt like a dream. I was possessed of a great desire to do it again. The experience of the vast celebrating crowds had been …euphoric. I knew that most Pompa did not feature the Gods themselves and in my future Pompa duties I would probably just be pulling some priests in the chariot, but it didn’t matter. It was being good at my duties, giving good service and being a credit to my team. That and the adulation of the crowd. I went to sleep that night feeling happier than at any time in my life.


Chapter 15

Sacrificed!

For the first few days after the Pompa, things were very quiet. By simply overhearing what the strators and trainers said around the stables I had been learning how things were organised. Teams were trained up for duty in Pompa and other events in rotation. Having just done a Pompa I and the other Equi Humani in my team would be rested for a few days before being assigned to a new event.

Being rested did not mean staying in my stall all day long. It just meant no specialist training. I was still exercised but that was done not in the training compound but in the park-like area in front of the stable block. I had not been out there since being harnessed and bridled and placed in my stall for the first time. It had only been a few months, but I was actually a little nostalgic to see the round training building.

On the second day after the Pompa, Scyllene came and led me out into the park once again. Instead of exercising me, she took me to the forge. Menarus greeted us with a huge grin and ordered me to sit on a stool. I did as I was bid and was amused that Scyllene stood beside me, still holding my reins.

Menarus knelt and examined my hooves. He made a few comments about the wear on the shoes before using some kind of long bent metal tool to remove the nails and take the shoes off me. He looked closely at my hooves and used some more tools to trim and clean them. Next he set to work making a new pair for me. It was just as fascinating a process to watch as last time. The new shoes were nailed in place and I was led on a long walk in them. I could feel no difference but Scyllene and Menarus, who walked with us, were watching my feet closely and exchanging comments. I guessed they were the experts and I was just the draft animal, albeit an immortal one!

I had by this time settled into the pace of stable life. The gentler pace after the Pompa was relaxing but I was yearning for the expectation and anticipation of a new event. I did not want to be idle, I wanted to be useful, active and working.

One morning I was idling in my stall after having been roused, groomed and fed when Scyllene opened the door to my stall. She attached a set of reins to my bridle and then led me out of the stables. We went out into the training ground and then over to the building that housed the portal. She did not explain anything, of course, but I was fizzing with anticipation at what this might mean.

When I arrived at the portal room, I saw that it was active. Looking through the shimmering doorway I could see, not the other portal room I had seen before but a beautiful, idyllic garden. Standing next to the portal was a …an Equus Humanus. Only she was not wearing either harness or bridle and her arms were unbound.

“Thank you Scyllene,” she said, “I will take her from here,” and Scyllene handed her my reins.

“Take good care of her, honoured Janeyma,” said Scyllene, very respectfully, before turning and walking away.

“Come, Solamina,” said Janeyma, surprising me by addressing me directly, “Our lord does not like to be kept waiting.”

She led me through the portal and into …another world!

It was beautiful, achingly enchanting. The sun was shining brightly, and the sky was a clear shimmering blue, …only it wasn’t quite blue. It was more ..green and blue, in a strange way. We walked through a garden filled with small decorative trees and plants, none of which I could identify. They looked vaguely like those of the world I knew but the colours were all slightly different. The leaves were not really green, more a purple and green mixture that looked like it shifted and changed depending on the angle you looked at them. It reminded me of the effect of dropping oil in water when the sun was shining on it.

I did not see anyone else until we reached a clearing. There was a large pond with a fountain in the centre sending thin streams of water high in the air in a complex pattern that caught the light in a delightfully artistic way. Standing beside the pond was my lord Apollo!

He held out his hand and Janeyma handed him my reins, bowed and then walked away.

I wanted to drop to my knees, but he had a firm grip on reins, so I just stayed where I was, gazing up him in awe.

He smiled down at me, “Welcome to Vielanomi, Solamina. This realm is one of my own. A place I keep as a private retreat. Only I and my own immortals ever come here. I have brought you here for a reason. There is a great deal I need to tell you. But, …before I do, there something I need to do.”

Then …he changed. He shrank! He had towered over me. A God in all his glory. But in moments he was merely a man, a tall and impressive man, but still a man.

“This is a more appropriate form,” he explained, “In my true form you would suffer when I joined with you. In this form the experience should cause you no discomfort.”

What did that mean? I wondered, in my innocence. Then his clothes vanished! He stood before me a vision of muscular handsome maleness. His cock was large and erect! My eyes were drawn to it as if I were hypnotised.

He laughed a gentle laugh and then put his hands on me. With gentle pressure he laid me down on the grass. My bound arms we pinned behind my back, but the ground was soft and the grass was long, so I was not in any pain.

His hands stroked my breasts and then gently moved my legs apart. I was entranced. His every touched sent a shiver of pure joy running through me. I was about to lose my virginity and I was losing it to a God! It was happening in a different realm, a special home of divine beings in the most beautiful garden imaginable.

His skilful hands undid the harness straps that went through my crotch. He lowered himself and started licking my breasts. He took my left nipple into his mouth and nibbled at it. My arousal was climbing fast. I was filled with feelings I had ever known before. I had pleasured myself with my fingers and achieved orgasm that way but the feeling of that was nothing like what was happening to me at his hands.

My rising sense of need was almost frantic, but he was talking his time. He smiled at me and continued teasing me with his mouth. First at my nipples and then at my sex. His tongue probed at me and I shivered uncontrollably.

He laughed and said, “My beloved little pony, you are indeed a virgin. I will honour the gift you give me today.”

With that he drove his shaft into me!

He was inside me! My lord Apollo was inside me! I was being fucked by a God!

I did not know what to do. I was bound and at his mercy and yet I had anxiety that I would disappoint him somehow. He drove himself into me in a steady rhythm and I closed my eyes. I wasn’t in control of anything. I lay back and wallowed in the incredible pleasure of Apollo’s power.

When I opened my eyes there was a glow surrounding us! Still he rode me and I climbed to an explosive orgasm that made any coherent thought impossible. I was stunned, like I had been filled with a blast of lightning and all my nerves had been shocked. Apollo withdrew and knelt beside me, cradling me in his arms. I did not know what he had done to me, surely more than just making love.

I did not feel used, I felt blessed, as if I have received a gift. I lay in his arms for what felt like hours but surely would not have been so long. No God would surely be so dedicated to one so lowly as myself. When I had recovered, he rebound my harness straps and helped me to my feet.

Then his mortal body shifted and suddenly I was standing next to him in his full God form. He put his now large hand upon my shoulder, “Solamina, beloved,” he began, “I am afraid that something has happened that means a great deal will be asked of you.”

He took my reins and led me to the pond, a stone bench appeared as if from nowhere and he bade me sit down. I flicked my tail over the back so I would not sit on it. It was a strange sensation, sitting down on a nice piece of furniture like a human, not something I had done for some time. He sat next to me.

“There is a realm. It is known as Karelax and it has been torn by a terrible war. I and my fellow Gods serve the Great Path. But there are others who seek to usurp that goal and use the worlds we protect for their own ends. One of these enemies, the Gorox, a race of darkness and wielders of strong and evil powers, invaded Karelax and sought to conquer it. Mars led our defence of that realm, as he does all of our great battles.

“Normally, had we been able to bring all our power to bear, we would have prevailed easily. But there are other wars in other domains. Our resources are stretched thin and Mars felt that, in order to save Karelax and its people, he needed to make a terrible bargain. He sought an alliance with the denizens of a demon realm. They agreed to join the fight against the Gorox. They sent an army and with their help, Mars achieved victory and Karelax was saved.

“But, once the war was done, the demons demanded payment. Unbeknownst to the rest of us, Mars had agreed to give them what they had asked for, …three Equi Humani. Specifically those from my temple.”

I gasped. Apollo was confirming what I had heard as rumour months ago.

“Your reaction is entirely appropriate, Solamina. All of us, except Mars of course, were shocked at what he had agreed. Of course, I refused. But the others pointed out that refusing the payment that Mars had promised would have made an enemy of the demons. Their forces are formidable and the next battle we fought may have been against them. Still I refused. Mars had promised what was not his to offer.

“After a lengthy debate that has lasted for months the others have prevailed upon me to compromise, to offer one Equus Humanus to the demons. My brethren can be …persuasive when they need to be and so I have agreed. Mars watched you all in the Pompa and chose the one who he thought the demons would most likely accept. The one he chose is you.”

A feeling of incredible fear and dread turned my stomach to stone. I started to feel panic rising inside me.

Apollo put his hand on my shoulder, “I argued that you were yet new. I said you had barely completed your training, but there was nothing more I could do. I am sorry, Solamina, but you are to be given to the demons. I do not know what they will do with you or why. But I have not been idle. I have taken steps to protect you. The joining I just did with you is part of that protection. There are other things I have done, and I hope through them you will prevail.”

I wanted to speak, I wanted to scream! I was being thrown away! Traded to a race of demons. No matter what my lord said, I felt a crushing weight of despair and doom. I did not fight or rebel. I did not run. I just sat on that bench until Apollo stood and walked away. Two tall and powerful figures approached me. They were female but had the build of gladiators. They had wings on their backs and feathered tails. One took up my reins, and I stood and followed them. I walked as if I could not believe that anything was real. I had gone from the heights of joy to the depths of the blackest despair.


Chapter 16

Handed Over

I was led to the portal and the two, winged attendants stood waiting while it was activated. When it did the room that appeared looked like a portal room in the temple complex. Only it was not the complex I knew because standing there was Mars. He stood, impossibly tall and fearsome, his dark hair pulled back and his beard a deep crimson.

He smiled as I was led through and my reins handed over into his hands. “Her name is Solamina,” said the winged guard who had been holding my reins.

“I care nothing for her name!” growled Mars and the two attendants stepped back through the portal and were gone.

Mars looked down at me, “Your former master told you what is happening? That you will be given in payment to Zoragon of the demon realm?”

I had not heard that name but, trembling, I simply nodded.

“Your life is a testament to service,” he continued, “Consider this to be a continuation of that. Your life will be given in payment for the survival of an entire world. Whatever you must suffer among the demons, remember that fact. Millions were saved by the agreement I made.”

I could do nothing but nod again. I was so utterly terrified that I could not do anything else.

Mars shouted something and several huge, well-armed warriors appeared and formed up behind him. Then he gestured at the portal, and it shifted. Its shimmering form suddenly changed to show a dark cave, dimly lit by flaming torches.

Pulling my reins, Mars stepped through and his warrior escort followed. I had to run to keep up as we entered the dark cavern. Once there we stopped and waited. The cavern was damp and there was a strong smell of something …horrible. It smelled as if a large number of things had died and rotted somewhere nearby.

After a few minutes wait. Several beings stalked into view from a connecting tunnel. They were a little taller than the average mortal but with very odd and angular bodies. Their skins were almost black and their heads were elongated and had several asymmetric horns protruding from the top. Their faces were pinched and malign with glowing yellow eyes. Their legs were thick and short but their arms were long and muscular and had vicious looking claws on the end.

One of the demons was the obvious leader. He was the only one wearing anything and his clothes were strips of red leather wrapped unevenly around his body.

“Well met Zoragon,” said Mars.

“Well met, warrior godling?” sneered Zoragon, “We will see how well met. Have you come to make payment?”

Mars gave me a shove and stumbled forward, “My brethren have decided to offer you a single Equus Humanus for your service in battle.”

“One? …Three was the price we agreed, Mars. Are you reneging on our deal?”

“I am not,” said Mars, coldly, “But my fellows would allow only this. Apollo, obviously, wanted to give none. The others persuaded him to agree to one.”

Zoragon growled, “You think to play games with me? I and my army fought for you! My warriors died for you! What we asked was small enough. You owe us two more Equi Humani and you will pay or you will face our wrath!”

“I cannot force my brother to give more than this one!” said Mars, unmoved, “Accept her and be done! If you raise your hand against any of us, we will all combine against you. You would not survive that!”

“You think so?” said Zoragon, “You know not our numbers nor the toll of our allies. Also, the first to feel the fire will be you! A God you may be, but even Gods can die, and die screaming.”

Mars laughed, “You are a prize fool Zoragon. You have a choice, accept her and we would still be in debt to you. Do as you threaten and we owe you only destruction. Which would profit you more?”

“Your debt is two more Equi Humani! You have two cycles to bring them or your arrogant words will be all that is left of you as your ashes are scraped from our fire pits.” said Zoragon, stepping forward.

Mars stepped forward to meet him. He still held my reins, so I was dragged along. Mars and Zoragon were inches from each other, face to face. “You and your demons are delusional,” spat Mars, “I will find a way to pay you your two Equi Humani. But I will do so in my own way and in my own time. Threaten me again Zoragon, and today you gain no prize and tomorrow your realm will feel our wrath. Will your people thank you for leading them to into two wars that cost so many of their lives?”

Zoragon took a step back, “My people fight as I command, Mars. It seems I have greater sway over my own kind than you do over yours. You go! Grovel to your brother and do what you have to. You will pay what you owe, one way or another.”

Then he held out his hands and after a long pause, Mars handed my reins over to him!

Zoragon pulled on my reins, and I was almost yanked off my hooves. I stumbled forward as Zoragon walked backward. Then he handed my reins to one of his minions. All the time he never took his eyes off Mars.

“Go now, Golding of War, and bring me the rest of what was promised.” he roared. He raised his hand and lightning flowed around his fingers.

Mars spat upon the ground and then he and his guards turned and walked back through the portal. Once he was through it vanished.

I was alone in a demon realm! I was so scared I was frozen in place. I could not move. Zoragon turned to look at me. As he did so another demon walked up to him and offered him a staff topped with a glowing red crystal. Without a word Zoragon took the staff.

“Little pony,” he said, his voice suddenly quiet, “Let us see what you really are.”

He stood before me and lifted the staff so the glowing red jewel was inches from my face. I looked into its glowing depths and felt a sensation like someone was sticking needles into my skin. I gasped and a whimper escaped my lips, muffled by the bit in my mouth.

“So,” said Zoragon, “You are the real thing! I thought those fools may have tried an illusion.”

The staff was removed the feeling of needles vanished. Zoragon looked into my eyes and smiled, “At this moment you are filled with fear, little pony. You should fear! For your future is not a bright one. But, until I have two more of your kind you are of no use to me.”

He turned to the one who held my reins, “Grinzak, take her to her new stable and tell Kolvog that she is to be given food and water. None may touch her. None may harm her. When the time comes for me to make use of her, I will want her intact. Anyone who makes her useless to me will have their limbs torn off and what is left will be thrown into the acid vats!”

With that he turned and walked away.

Grinzak also turned and walked the other way. Again, I was dragged along. He walked quickly and I had a to run to keep up. He walked along a side tunnel thar trended slowly downward. As we moved the terrible smell of the place grew worse and worse. The heat was oppressive and also was growing worse.

Then we went from a dark tunnel to a vast open space. Grinzak slowed his walk a little as we stepped onto a bridge that arced over a vast cavern. I dared a look over the side and felt ill at the incredible depths below. I saw many other bridges crisscrossing the space. Fires far below created an eerie light effect. Tendrils of smoke rose from below, lit by the fire.

I was assailed by the sounds of the furnaces below and shouting and cries of the demons who walked the bridges and the ledges that ran along the sides of the cavern. The smell was the worst. It was a terrible mixture of excrement, burned flesh and many other things I could not identify. I felt that I was being tainted with every breath.

The trip over the bridge took only a few minutes but almost broke me, so great was my terror. On the far side we entered another tunnel. This one followed an upward path and eventually opened into a small cavern. It was bare except for three roughly built wooden stalls. They were a sorry excuse for a copy of the stalls I knew in my lord Apollo’s stable block. They looked like they had been built with whatever spare piece of rotten timber they could find. There was no straw or hay, just a stone floor. A demon waited there. And old and wizened one with wrinkled and greying skin.

“Kolvog,” said Grinzak, “That wretch Mars gave us only one! Lord Zoragon says you are to give her food and water. He warns that none may harm her on pain of dismemberment and death in the acid vats.”

“Of course!” said Kolvog, his voice sounding like the tearing of old paper, “She is no use to us damaged.”

Grinzak handed my reins to Kolvog and walked away without another word. Kolvog pulled me along as he headed for the stalls. He put me in the left hand one and tied my reins to an iron ring set into the back stone wall. Then he turned and left, closing the rough wooden door of the stall. He walked away down the tunnel through which Grinzak and I had entered.

I was suddenly alone. For a while I was too scared to move. From the entrance tunnel came echoing noises but I could hear nothing that told me that anyone was nearby. The smell was still bad but not as bad as the main cavern had been. The stable cavern was dark. A single burning torch on a far wall was the only illumination. That and the glow from the entry tunnel was the only source of light.

What did I do? Was this going to be my life? Being shut in a small stable, on my own? Zoragon had said I was not to be harmed. Just what did he want with me? Why did he even want any Equi Humani? Just what was I to them? A trophy? ..food? That last thought sent a shudder through me.

When I had calmed a little, I felt able to move and explore. It was so dark I could not see much detail. My reins had been tied quite short so I could not wander in the stall more than a few feet. The floor was bare stone and …smelled bad. Though everything smelled bad. I was in no rush to try and sit or lie down.

Food and water had been mentioned but I wasn’t looking forward to them either. Just what would the food be like? The shock of being thrust into such a nightmare was wearing off, but in its place was just a feeling of despair.


Chapter 17

Evils Plans Revealed.

As time wore on my fear reduced slightly. I was still terrified but I also, slowly, became bored. I decided to see if I could get comfortable. I gingerly knelt on the stone floor, but when I tried to sit down the reins became taught. A kneeling position was the lowest I could achieve.

That simple thing, not being able to get comfortable, almost broke me completely. I had been handed over to the foulest creatures imaginable and locked away in the depths of their domain. I did not know what they had planned for me. Did I maybe have just hours to live or was a life of horrific slavery and suffering awaiting me. To have all that facing me and also not being able to do anything but kneel because my reins had been tied too short seemed too much!

There seemed to be no good options. I could conceive of no future for myself in that situation that was not horrific. I began to plan, to try and think of anything I could do to end my own life. I guessed that Zoragon and his minions had something planned for me, else why did he say to have me cared for and not harmed? Whatever it was would not serve the people of my own world, our Gods or most especially, my lord Apollo, who had been forced to surrender me.

I could do one thing for my lord. I could offer one last service. I could frustrate the plans of Zoragon by finding some way to kill myself. If I could do that, I would serve my lord and serve the Great Path. I would commend my spirit to the next life knowing I had not failed in my duty.

But how to do it? I was still bound. I knew that there was no way for me to escape the cuffs that bound my arms and wrists. The harness I wore had been designed well. No Equus Humanus ever desired to escape but I was sure they had all, like me, tested the bonds at one time or another.

I peered at the way my reins were tied to the iron ring. I wondered if I could get them untied. I twisted and tried to reach the ring with my hands. This didn’t work because the ring was just too high. Then I tried to work at the knot with my mouth. The bit in my mouth made this very difficult. I could not grip the leather with my teeth.

Eventually I gave up. What would I do if I got the reins free? If I could even escape the stall with my arms bound, I would be lost in a demon realm. I would not stay free for long. Any demon I met would be able to overpower me. My mind went to the high bridge. If I threw myself from that it would solve all my problems.

I turned and took a few steps and then the reins came taught and stopped me. …The reins… Could I loop the free length of leather around my neck and strangle myself? It looked like there was just enough. All I would need was one full turn of leather around my neck and then I could put my weight upon it to hang myself. My neck was quite slender so surely there was enough slack in the reins for there to be enough to go fully around my neck.

I nosed at the leather strand hanging from the knot. It wasn’t easy but I eventually got my head between two of my reins. The fact that the ends were connected to my bit made it hard. My own head movements were moving the reins. I had to work at the ends closest to the iron ring. After a lot of effort, I managed to turn my head and loop the rein fully around the side around of my neck. Then pushed my head forward and then twisted to the other side and I had a length of rein all the way round my neck. When this was done, all I needed to do was to kneel and I would be hanging from my neck.

I took one last look around my dismal prison, said a quick prayer to Apollo and bent my knees. The leather pulled tight around my neck. The chinstrap of my bridle caught on the leather rein and twisted my head to the side. All of my weight was now hanging from that one strand of leather. My twisted head and the chinstrap meant it was not pulling against my throat as I wanted. I tried to shift position, but my hooves slid across the stone floor and I had no leverage.

Slowly though, the leather bit deeper and deeper into my neck. It was slowly getting harder to breath. This was going to work. I thought. All I needed was to hold my nerve and wait. I was gasping for air as the leather drew so slowly tighter. I wanted it to be over more quickly but I was stuck. I was going to die but it was going to be a much more painful and slow process than I had planned.

I hung there as my breaths came harder and harder. I started to feel dizzy and my vision was blurring. This was it. I was escaping back into the arms of my God.

Just as the blackness was closing down my vision, I heard a yell. Then more shouting and growling. I heard the sound of running feet. There was a crash and then hands took hold of me. I was barely conscious but was able to think ‘No!’, it was so close. The reins were unwound from my neck, and I was dragged out of the stall. The hands that had grabbed me laid me down on the floor.

I could breathe normally again, and my full consciousness slowly returned. Zoragon was standing over me with two more demons by his side. He was yelling at Kolvog and Grinzak who were kneeling before him while two more demons stood behind them, armed with large, oddly shaped axes.

“Will she live?” thundered Zoragon to a demon behind where I could see. I felt hands on my body, examining me.

“She will, my lord,” said a voice behind me, “She did not have time to fully lose consciousness.”

“Then all is not lost,” said Zoragon more quietly as he turned back to the two kneeling demons, “But for you two. Who failed me, there can be no excuse.”

He raised a hand, and the two axes came down horrifyingly fast. The heads of both demons were severed, and the bodies slumped while their heads rolled to one side.

“Send for Glagazon and Shorvak,” boomed Zoragon, “And get that mess down to the food pits.”

After the bodies had been cleared away, Zoragon turned to me and knelt.

“Can she hear me?” he asked the demon behind me.

“She can,”

He looked at me, “Listen little pony. …You have my respect! You sought to serve your master by embracing death. But, obviously, I cannot allow that. I need you alive.”

I just looked at him, confusion must have been obvious in my eyes.

“You poor little pony. You have no idea what all this is about, do you?” he rumbled, “You are asking yourself, why does a race of demonic warriors need Equi Humani? The answer is, we don’t! What we do need is access to your master’s realms. Your Gods whom you so admire are a threat to every realm. Their Great Path that they push and defend goes against the natural order of all that exists. The strong survive and conquer, the weak are destroyed or enslaved. That is the way it is and the way it has always been. Since the beginning of time the strong rule over the weak.

“But, your Gods devised their Great Path, a crazy idea where they raise up mere mortals, generation by generation. Do you know what they are aiming for?”

I shook my head, slowly.

“They are seeking to raise up mortal creatures to the level of immortals. They want them to be wiser, nobler and more powerful. They want to open other realms to them. …It is sickening!”

He scowled and his voice dripped with scorn and his face drew closer to me, “Mortals are animals! They exist to serve and die, that is all. To seek to elevate them is …disgusting! Just look what they did to you. You used to be a mere mortal, a creature living out your brief life in the mud. Then they turned you into this …an elevated being, immortal and part of their divine domain. The wrongness of your very existence could not be more obvious.

“But! You can serve a purpose. As one of Apollo’s divine servants, a portal to his realms would allow you access. Not alone of course, Apollo is no fool. He has protections on those portals. However, if I were to have two more of your kind then I could use you to force entry into any of those worlds over which you lord holds sway. I can drive all three of you into the portal and that would break any protection Apollo could have in place. My forces would invade and what was once his would become mine. Once behind his defences we would move from world to world so that step by step I and my allies could roll back this abomination they call the Great Path. The natural order will be restored.

“So, I cannot allow you to kill yourself, brave little pony. Though you will taste death soon enough. Once the reign of your Gods is over, abominations such as you will be destroyed. The Equi Humani and all the rest of your Gods’ little pets will be no more.”

Then he stood and started giving orders. Hands seized me and carried me back into the stall. My reins were removed, and heavy metal shackles were locked around my arms and ankles. A heavy iron collar was locked around my neck and then chains were connected to the shackles and collar and pulled tighter. My ankles were drawn up to my rear and then all the chains were locked to a ring bolt low in the wall. I could barely move.

I looked up and saw Voragon looking down at me from the far side of the stall door, “Comfortable, little pony? You will be fed and watered and that is all. I need you alive so you will stay in chains to ensure you cannot endanger your own life. You will be watched at all times. When Mars delivers me the two more of your kind that he owes me, then the three of you will be sacrificed to bring down the defences of your God’s kingdom. Sleep well, brave pony. You will get the death you crave, but you will not die for your lord Apollo, …you will die for me!


Chapter 18

Fires and Fights.

As I lay on that stone floor, chained and helpless, I did not just feel fear, I also felt shame. There had been just the one chance to fight back in the only way I could and I had failed. Now I was going to be used as a weapon against the Gods.

The Great Path had never been explained to the general public by the Gods. We had been told of its importance and its wondrous nature, but never exactly what it was. Now I knew. Zoragon had no reason to lie to me. The Gods had a plan to raise up mortals to become more, far more, than they had ever been before. The Gods wanted mere mortals to be able to aspire to the divine realms and ascend to that level in time. It was a wonderful vision!

According to Zoragon it was this that the God’s enemies feared. They wanted the old order to remain. An order where powerful beings subjugated the weak for eon after eon. Zoragon said that was how things were meant to be. I understood then why they feared the Great Path. If their own people saw what was possible for my people, then they might rebel against their demonic masters.

Zoragon said he had allies. When he had claimed that in front of Mars then I had assumed that was a lie. I felt that Mars had thought the same. Now I knew of Zoragon’s plan his claim of allies seemed all too plausible. The chance to strike at the Gods and plunder their realms would be a powerful inducement to an alliance.

My failure to end myself tore at me. If Mars did as he promised and found a way to hand over two more of my fellow Equi Humani then it could lead to the end of the world I knew, an end to the Great Path and the hope of everyone back home. My shame was agonizing. My failure and guilt were beyond any attempt I could make to excuse. I just lay on the stone floor, helpless and lost.

Occasionally I would turn my head and look up at the stall door. Standing just outside it and looking in at me was always at least one guard, more often two. They carried long spears and axes slung over their backs. If I tried to move, then any sound I made caused them to come alert. I would, for sure, never again be given any chance to take my own life.

It was impossible to tell the passage of time, but it felt like many hours before there was any attempt to offer me food or water. My thirst, in particular, had become extreme. The heat of the caverns, the fetid air and passage of time made me crave water. My only fear would be what would water in such a foul place be like? Would it taste as foul as the place smelled? Would it make me ill?

I guessed I would soon find out as I heard movement approaching through the access tunnel. The guards came alert and issued a challenge. From where I lay, I could not see anything, but I could hear them.

“Food and water for the prisoner!” said a voice that sounded more than a little scared. Quite understandable if it was generally known what had happened to the last two demons ordered to care for me in this cavern just a few hours earlier.

“Identify yourself!” barked one of the guards, “We expected Dograz to be bringing food. We don’t know you.”

“I am Wargolf, Dograz’s replacement.”

“What happened to Dograz?” asked the second guard.

“Oh, he’s dead.”

“What …was it at Zoragon’s order?” asked the first guard.

“No, it was at the point of my blade!”

“What? ..You killed him?” snarled the second guard, disbelievingly.

“Yes!” said Wargolf, “Let me demonstrate!”

Then a I heard a gurgling cry and a heavy thud, then a clash of steel, another muffled gasp and cry and one more thud. Then the door to the stall was pulled off its rough hinges and tossed aside. There stood a demon I assumed was Wargolf. He looked just like any other demon but the expression on his face was …odd. It looked like he …cared.”

He knelt beside me, “Solamina, make no noise. I have come from our lord Apollo. I am going to get you out of here.”

At first, I didn’t realise what he had said. His hands seized my chains and broke them! He tore them apart as if they were made of kindling. Then it hit me. He was rescuing me! He had come from Apollo! Was this what my lord had meant when he said he would protect me?

Once the cuffs and chains were off, he helped me to my feet. The collar was still round my neck with a length of chain hanging from it. “Listen, Solamina. We have very little time, you must do as I say. We need to get to a portal within minutes. What I have done will soon be discovered and then Zoragon will have every demon here hunting us. I left the collar and chain on you so anyone we meet will think you a prisoner. That may give us just enough time, understand?”

I nodded quickly and he smiled, “Good girl!”

Then he picked up my chain and led me out of the stall, across the room and into the exit tunnel, after about fifty paces we reached a junction, and he turned right. He did not run but I was forced to do so to keep up with his long stride. My body ached from being bound on the stone floor, but the hope of freedom made me forget everything else.

We passed a few demons who just looked at us and did nothing but as we made our way up a passage toward a large stone gallery we encountered two guards. One pointed his speer at Wargolf. “Halt! What are you doing with our master’s prize?”

Suddenly, blood fountained from the guard’s throat and he fell backward. A long blade was in Wargolf’s hand, and it swept around faster than I could follow and the second guard’s head left his shoulders before he had time to react. A yelp escaped my lips then Wargolf pulled on my chain, bent and threw me over his shoulder.

He took off at a run, travelling far faster than I could believe possible when he had to bear my weight. Just what kind of demon was Wargolf?

We had reached the end of the gallery when cries and roars echoed through the caverns. Some kind of horn blared out and Wargolf responded by running even faster. Up another passage he ran, and we emerged on a higher gallery. There was a raised parapet on one side and ahead I saw an opening into a room that contained something I recognised, the ring of a portal!

But that room was rapidly filling with demons. I heard more behind and looked back. Charging up behind us was a group of demon warriors led by Zoragon himself!

Just before the portal room Wargolf skidded to a halt. He lifted his blood spattered blade and drew a second, shorter blade that I recognised as a gladius. A Roman blade that certainly was foreign to the realm where we stood.

“Who are you?” roared Zoragon, advancing upon us, then stepped well clear of the reach of those blades, “You are no demon of my realm!”

Wargolf said nothing. At a sudden inspiration I whispered around my gag so only Wargolf could hear, I hoped he could understand “Hff nefs mef aluf, uss thaf.”

In response he dropped me! I landed in a heap then he pulled on my chain, and I was dragged against his leg. I felt the tip of a blade pressed to my neck.

Zoragon held up a hand and the other demons backed away a few paces. He himself took a step backward. He gestured at me, while looking at Wargolf, “I asked you who you were. If you answer honestly, I will make your death swift and painless. If you deny me, or if you harm my prize,” he pointed at me, “Your death will be long, very long, and painful in ways you cannot imagine.”

From where I lay, hunched up beside Wargolf, I could not see his reaction. But I felt him tense. He said nothing but the blade at my neck pressed harder.

“Stop!” shouted Zoragon, “…What do you want?”

Suddenly there was a yell and the sound of battle from the portal room behind us. The noise was incredible. It sounded like the hammer of a forge was pounding on the floor and thunder was shaking the walls. I wanted to turn and see what was happening but the metal collar held me and with the blade at my neck I dare not move, even if I did believe that Wargolf meant me no harm.

“By my word, Zoragon!” yelled a powerful voice behind us, “I will have what belongs to me!”

I knew that voice. It was the voice of my lord Apollo. I felt Wargolf turn and I was free to look into the portal room. An incredible scene was unfolding. The portal was open! Lightning was playing all over it as if it were being consumed by a storm of power. My lord and several of his guards were standing amid the demons who had filled the room. Now many were lying dead and the rest were locked in battle with my lords’ warriors. They fought with blades and bolts of fire and lightning.

Wargolf pulled me to my feet and dragged me toward the portal room. Zoragon roared and charged at us, his minions rushing to join him. More demons from inside the portal room turned from their battle and barred our way.

Zoragon raised a hand and from his fingers a huge bolt of flame flew over our heads toward my lord, but he raised a hand and it was deflected into the demons blocking our path, turning one into a flaming pyre. Two more raised their blades and engaged Wargolf, steel clashed with steel.

More demons entered the portal room from a passageway on the far side and took the places of the demons who had fallen, pressing hard at my lords’ guards. He deflected another flaming bolt from Zoragon and turned to send lightning into the newly arrived demons.

Wargolf overcame the demons before him and for a blessed moment the way was clear for us. He still held my chain and as he surged forward and I was pulled along behind him.

Then I felt a terrible pain in my tail and I was yanked to a halt. My chain was pulled from Wargolf’s grip and he spun round to see what had happened. I turned and saw that Zoragon had reached us, and his hand was gripping my tail and hauling me backward.

A combination of instinct, fury and a desperate desire to escape filled me and leg swung round and struck at his face. My hoof struck home right on his nose and blood spurted. I felt something break in his face. He let go of my tail and screamed. I should have run but the fury still gripped me and struck out again and then again. Each time driving my hoof into the bloody mess that was his face. He put his hands over his face to protect himself and my hoof crashed into them. I felt the bones in his hands break as my metal shod hoof struck home.

Zoragon collapsed backward, screaming and I took a step in pursuit but I was dragged away from the fight by my neck. Wargolf had grabbed hold of my chain and pulled hard. Zoragon, even though blinded by the blood, rose to his knees and raised a hand - fire flew toward me. I screamed into my bit as the flame struck home on my back and arm. I smelled burning hair and the pain was horrifying.

Wargolf grabbed me and physically threw me toward the portal. One of my lord’s guards picked me up and then we were all retreating through the magical doorway. My lord was incandescent with rage and throwing powerful blasts of lightning into the demon hordes and was the last to step through.

Then the portal closed and we were home!


Chapter 19

Revelations

I lay on the floor of the temple complex portal room while people gathered round me. I was crying in pain. Then they withdrew as my lord himself knelt beside me. He rested his hands on my back and the pain stopped. My fear vanished and I relaxed.

Then he removed the iron collar and, more than that, he uncuffed my wrists and arms. It felt strange to have my arms free and it was stranger still as he reached for the bit in my mouth and undid the straps that held it in place.

“Solamina, be calm. You are healed and you are safe now.” he said.

“My lord,” I gasped, “Voragon wanted to use me and two other Equi Humani to gain access to your realms. That was his plan. He wanted to sacrifice us to break through your defences and invade. He claimed he had allies and could destroy all of the Gods and the Great Path.”

He turned to Wargolf, “Is this true?”

“I believe it is, father,” said Wargolf, “I overheard demon warriors discussing it being so while I was searching for her.”

Father? I thought and looked hard at Wargolf.

My lord followed my gaze and laughed, “Beloved Solamina, Wargolf is not what he appears,”

With that Wargolf …changed. His features and body shifted and flowed as if he was made of water, then coalesced in to …Belaxus!

“Belaxus is my son. He is a demigod,” explained my lord Apollo, “I sent him in to find you. When I joined with you it created a …blessing inside you, claiming you as mine. Belaxus was able to sense that and use it to find you. I told you I would find a way to protect you.”

I nodded, and felt a stupid grin on my face. My lord had laid plans to save me from the very beginning! I felt a little ashamed that I had not had more faith.

“My lord,” I asked, bowing my head, “What happens now?”

“Now I tell my fellow Gods of the demons’ treachery. Mars will suffer embarrassment at being used. All of us will strengthen the defences of our realms. Voragon will not give up his plans. He will try other ways to strike at us.”

“He will need to heal first, father,” laughed Belaxus, “Solamina’s hooves did him serious damage.”

“Our little pony is a brave and mighty warrior,” agreed Apollo, smiling at me in a way that made me warm and tingly all over, “The metal of her hooves will have burned him. He won’t heal quickly because of that. That will cost him time and give us more time to prepare.”

Then my lord Apollo looked at me, very closely. He put his huge hand on my chest and his face became grim.

He put his arms under me and lifted. He lifted me as if I weighed nothing which, I suppose, to him, I did. He looked at the portal, and it came to life. The garden realm where he made love to me swam into view. He carried me through the portal and took me and laid me near the fountain. The same place where he had told me I was to be given to the demons.

“I know what you suffered, little one,” he said, softly, “I know that you tried to take your own life. I know that you did so to try and frustrate Zoragon’s plan and thus protect …this,” and he gestured to the world around us.

He continued, “Your courage humbles me. You could, maybe even should, have been in despair over being given to the demons. You could have railed against your fate and hated me, or my fellows, for abandoning you. Instead, you sought to serve me, even in the pit they threw you in.

“Solamina, you are the very best of your kind. You exemplify what it means to be one of the Equi Humani. I want to offer you a reward, …a gift. You can have anything that is my power to give. You can be anything that I have the power to make of you. All you have to do is ask. Brave Solamina, what boon would you ask of me?”

What? ..What did I ask for? I had just been delivered from the pit. My lord had protected me and saved me and now offered me anything I wanted. But what did I want? Truly, for myself, what did I want to be?

I looked up at him, “My lord, I am already that which I wanted to be. As one of your Equi Humani, I already have everything I wanted in this life. I would ask to be allowed to return to the stables and serve as I was meant to serve.”

He smiled but asked, “Are you sure? I meant what I said. I could make you a queen in one of my realms or take you into the company of the divine in a realm such as this. If you wished it, you could be human again, a mortal and living with your family, showered with the wealth I could offer you.”

I shook my head, “No wealth or title or crown can match the joy I have felt serving as one of the Equis Humani, my lord. Please send me back to the stables.”

He nodded, “Very well, your choice does you honour and proves how wise Oracle is in her choices. But, despite your humility, I will find a way to honour your courage.”

He pushed me gently backward and made me lie down in the grass. He leaned forward and kissed me, his body shifting to its mortal form, suddenly naked.

“Let me show you how I thank the bravest ponygirl in Rome,” he said and nibbled my right nipple!


Chapter 20

Back Home

My lord Apollo kept me in his private realm for seven wonderful days. He showed me its many wonders. Gardens, lakes, palaces, forests all filled with light, beauty and the laughter and joy of the varied divine beings who lived there. I met Equi Humani who were still in service, but no longer in Rome. I met beings who lived in the rivers and lakes and were human but had fish-like tails instead of legs. I saw unicorns and giant birds with feathers the colour of gold.

At no time was my role as a serving Equus Humanus compromised. I was kept bound and slept in a stable, albeit a very luxurious one. On one occasion he hitched me to a silver chariot along with two other Equi Humani and drove us around his domain all day.

My lord made love to me at least once each day. I experienced pleasure the like of which I did not know existed. He was so kind, gentle and skilled that I knew that if I was one day mated with a male Equus Humanus then it would seem mundane in comparison.

One day as he led me beside a small lake, he invited me to look at my reflection in the water. I stepped to the edge and looked down. What I saw was me, but …different. My hair colour was still a flaming red and gold, but a wide streak of silver was visible on side. More of that colour was in my tail.

“Your courage has marked you,” said my lord, “When you were burned, I healed you so that you have no damage or scars. But to mark your courage in defeating Zoragon I did not replace your burned hair as it was. I changed the colour so anyone who sees you will see the price you paid for your service. The silver shows where your hair and tail were burned. Everyone will see this mark of your courage and your victory.”

What he had done to my hair made me feel …conflicted. I was proud of what I had done. It was wonderful that he had showered me with such favour and affection. But I just wanted to go back to my old life. I wanted my own stall in the stable block. I wanted everything to go back to how it was before the world went crazy and I found myself fighting demons.

As if sensing this, he was a God after all, my lord Apollo ended my time in his company and had Belaxus take me through the portal and back home.

As he led me from the portal room, out of the main buildings and across the training ground we passed several people and they all gawped at us. I wondered if they had been told about what had happened to me.

Belaxus paused and looked at me, “Solamina, you are the only one here, beside my father, who knows my true nature. I would ask that you do nothing to change that. My role here is as our lord’s agent and as protector of the Equi Humani. Our lord Apollo is my father, but my mother is Jameyna, an Equus Humanus whom you have met. By having a God and a divine immortal as parents I am stronger even than other demigods. That is why he chose me to break into the demon realm to rescue you.

“Truly, even though my father had no choice about handing you to the demons he still feels guilty. He was determined to retrieve you, even though he feared it might provoke a war. Now we know of Zoragon’s plans the other Gods will rally against him and his allies. You and your sisters are safe. Mars is humbled and the next time you see him he will need to kneel before you and beg forgiveness.”

I looked at Belaxus in astonishment.

He laughed, “I speak the truth. Our lord has demanded it of him and after he learned that the demons had played him for a fool he was forced to agree.”

That made me feel incredibly uncomfortable. While the idea of Mars being punished was satisfying it would be incredibly strange and awkward to have a God kneel before me. I just hoped that I would not be encountering Mars anytime soon.

When we arrived at the stable block all the ponies poked their heads out of their stalls to see me. The prators and trainers all turned to look at us. Someone started clapping and then it was taken up by others. The Equi Humani stamped their hooves, and everyone was cheering and smiling!

Belaxus led me along the gallery and there was my old stall. Scyllene, Lydia and Tullia were waiting, huge grins on their faces. Belaxus handed my reins to Tullia, and she led me into my stall. It felt wonderful to be home. The noise of welcome settled down, and I drank in the joy of being back where I belonged.

Belaxus was turning to leave when Scyllene caught his arm, “Can you tell us what happened?”

“Our lord has ordered that the full details be kept secret.” said Belaxus, “What I can say is that Solamina was called upon to serve the Gods in a capacity far beyond what is normally expected of an Equus Humanus. It involved great danger and she performed with the very highest level of courage and dedication. Our lord now holds her in the highest regard. He offered her any reward that was in his power to give. She chose to return here to her life in the stables.”

“What happened to her hair?” asked Scyllene.

Belaxus sighed then said, “There was …a battle. I cannot give you the details. Solamina fought bravely but was burned and our lord healed her. He gave her a new hair colour where her old hair was burned away as a mark of her courage.”

Scyllene eyes were wide in astonishment, but Tullia bounced up and down with excitement and embraced me. Belaxus smiled at me and walked away.

Lydia and Tullia started to groom me. Using brushes and their fingers to work on my hair and tail, “She looks even more beautiful than before,” Lydia said to Scyllene.

Scyllene stroked my arm, “I wish I knew what happened. Equi Humani are not meant to be fighting in wars!”

“They serve where our lord requires them,” said Tullia, “If he wanted me to fight in a war I would do it.”

Had I fought in a war? I had kicked a demon in the face, yes, but most of the time it had been Belaxus rescuing me and doing the fighting. Why weren’t they applauding him? He deserved it far more.

But of course, they did not know who he really was. He was our lord’s son and yet he worked as a trainer in the stables. Were there other divine beings living secret lives in the temple? I guessed I had my own secrets too. My own adventure and my own insight into the Great Path and the war to defend it. That was my war too, whether I was pulling a cart or kicking a demon. I was an Equus Humanus and I would serve as my lord commanded.

But right then, I just wanted to relax. I wanted food, water and a massage and then I wanted to curl up on the blanket in my stall and get some sleep, because I was where I belonged. I was home.
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