

The Harem Games - Book 1

The Arena Slave

Tamarina Wise

Fairley Knight - Edge


Copyright © 2026 Fairley Knight Press

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.


Chapter 1 — Ash

The field was full of summer.

That was what Mila would remember later — not the sex, though the sex was good, but the way the light came through the tall grass at an angle that turned everything gold. The way Corin’s hair caught the sun when he leaned over her. The way the air smelled like clover and warm earth and the particular sweetness of his skin when she pressed her nose to his throat.

“I want to give you children,” he said.

She laughed. They were eighteen and the world was small and safe and they had never known anything but this — the village, the fields, the seasons turning. Children were a distant, happy thought, like a house they’d build someday or a cow they’d name together. Not real. Not yet.

“You’d make pretty babies,” she said. “I’d make clever ones.”

“Yes. Pretty and clever.”

She pulled him down and kissed him, and the kiss turned into something slower, deeper, the way it always did when they had the field to themselves and the afternoon stretching out ahead of them and nowhere to be but here.

Mila let herself sink into it — into the familiar taste of him, the way his hand came up to cradle the back of her head, fingers threading through hair that had come loose from its braid hours ago. They’d been lying in the grass talking about nothing and everything, the way they always did, and now the talking was done.

Her dress came off over her head with a rustle of homespun fabric, and his tunic followed, and then there was nothing between them but sunlight and the warm summer air and the knowledge that they had all the time in the world.

She looked up at him and felt her heart do something complicated in her chest — something too big for words, too big for an eighteen-year-old girl to hold. Corin was beautiful. She’d always known that, but right now, with the sun catching the gold in his hair and his eyes soft on her face, he was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

He lowered himself over her, and she felt the heat of his body before his skin touched hers. His cock was hard against her belly — she could feel the length of him, the weight, the slight dampness where the tip pressed against her skin. She reached down and wrapped her hand around his shaft, feeling him pulse against her palm. He made a sound in his throat that she’d learned meant don’t stop and more and you’re doing something right.

“I want you,” she said.

“You have me.” He grinned, and shifted, settling between her thighs. “You’ve had me since we were twelve years old and I fell out of that tree trying to impress you.”

She smiled tenderly at him. “It worked.”

He laughed, then she laughed, and the laugh broke open into a gasp as his fingers found her — sliding through the wetness that had been building since the kiss started, tracing the folds of her pussy with a gentleness that made her ache. He knew her body now. Knew the rhythm she liked, the pressure, the spot that made her back arch and her breath catch. He circled her clit once, twice, and she whispered his name.

“Now,” she said. “I want you inside me.”

He positioned himself at her entrance, the head of his cock nudging against her opening, and she felt the familiar stretch as he pushed in — slow, so slow, the way he always started. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him deeper, and he sank into her until their pelvises pressed together, and it felt like home.

“Fuck,” he breathed.

“I know.”

He began to move, and Mila took every inch, staring at his face. The rhythm was unhurried, tender — they had nowhere else they needed to be. His cock slid in and out of her with a wet, easy glide, and every thrust hit something deep inside that made her clench around him. She watched his face above her: the furrow of his brow, the way his mouth fell open, the flush working its way down his throat. He was hers. All of this was hers.

“I want to give you children,” she said, and the words came out before she’d thought them through — but as soon as they hit the air, she knew she meant them. “I want to make a baby with you.”

His rhythm faltered. His eyes went dark and wanting. “Mila.”

“I want to feel you come inside me. I want you to fill me up. I want—” She lost the words as he thrust deeper, harder, the angle changing. “I want everything with you.”

“I’m going to give you everything,” he said, and his voice was rough now, earnest in a way that made her chest ache. “A house. A cow. A dozen children. Every last one of them pretty and clever. Everything, Mila. I swear it.”

She could feel her orgasm building — a tightness in her belly, a pressure behind her clit, her inner muscles starting to flutter around his cock. She reached between them and touched herself, fingers finding the slick, swollen nub, and the added sensation sent a jolt through her entire body.

“Come with me,” she said. “Fill me up. I want to feel it.”

He thrust harder, faster, the careful tenderness giving way to something more urgent, and she met him stroke for stroke, hips lifting, legs tightening around his waist. The pressure built until she couldn’t hold it anymore — her pussy clamped down on him and she came with a cry, waves of pleasure rolling through her, her clit throbbing under her own fingers, her body arching up into his.

He followed her over the edge. She felt it — the pulse of his cock deep inside her, the hot spill of his seed flooding her channel. He groaned against her throat, his whole body going rigid, and she held him through it, stroking his back, murmuring words she wouldn’t remember later but meant with every piece of her heart.

After, they lay in the grass with the sun on their skin and the future stretched out ahead of them like an unrolled bolt of cloth — endless, unmarked, full of possibility.

“We should get a cow,” Corin said. His hand was tracing patterns on her stomach.

“We should get married first.”

“Marriage, then cow.”

“And then children.”

“And then children.” He turned his head to look at her. “Pretty and clever, every one of them.”

“Every one,” she agreed.

She closed her eyes. The sun was warm on her face. Somewhere in the village, a dog was barking. The sound of her mother’s voice, distant and familiar, calling someone in for supper. The world was small and safe and hers.

And then the horns.

∞∞∞

They came from the east, a black tide against the gold of the afternoon. Soldiers in dark armor, their banners snapping in the wind — a crimson fist on a field of grey. The Volarian Empire. Mila had heard stories. Everyone had heard stories. But the stories had always been about other villages, other people, other girls who were not her.

Corin grabbed her hand. “Mila. Look at me. We have to run.”

They ran. Through the grass, through the fields, toward the village where the screaming had already started. Smoke was rising from the thatched roofs. The dog had stopped barking.

“Hide,” Corin said. He pulled her behind the old stone wall that marked the boundary of the miller’s field. “Stay here. Don’t move. Don’t make a sound.”

“Corin —”

“I’ll find you. I promise. Just stay here.”

He kissed her — quick, fierce, nothing like the slow kisses in the field — and then he was gone, running toward the village, toward the smoke, toward the soldiers who were already dragging the men out of their homes.

Mila pressed herself against the cold stone and did not move.

She watched.

She watched Corin seize a shovel and wield it like a club, and she saw how just as quickly a soldier twice his size struck it from his hand. She saw them drag Corin out with the others — her father, the miller, old Tam who walked with a stick, boys as young as twelve, men as old as sixty. They were lined up in the village square, faces blank with shock. A soldier in officer’s armor stepped forward and raised his voice.

“In the name of King Volmar, ruler of the Volarian Empire, you will all die today. Your village is forfeit. Your lives are forfeit. This is the king’s justice.”

The king’s justice.

The soldiers began to kill.

She watched the blades come down — flashes of steel in the afternoon light — and she watched them dropping, old men and children alike, blood spreading across the dirt. She watched and she did not scream. She did not move. She pressed her hand against her mouth and she did not make a sound, because if she made a sound she would die, and if she died she could not remember.

She whispered a name. Not Corin’s. Another name.

Volmar.

She would never forget it.

∞∞∞

They found her an hour later. The soldiers who had been searching the outbuildings dragged her from behind the wall and threw her into a field with the other survivors — the women, the children too young to be killed.

They bound her hands with rough rope. They threw her onto a cart with a dozen other women, all of them silent, all of them staring at nothing. The village was burning behind them — the thatched roofs, the miller’s field, the old stone wall where she’d hidden.

The cart lurched forward. The empire’s soldiers fell into formation around it. Mila did not look back. She looked at her bound hands. She looked at the other women — hollow-eyed, broken, already halfway to ghosts.

She whispered the name again. Volmar.

She was eighteen years old. She had nothing. No family, no home, no future. The boy she loved was dead in the dirt behind her, and the king who had ordered his death was somewhere ahead, on a throne she had never seen, in a city she could not imagine.

She would find him. She did not know how. She did not know when. But she would find him, and when she did, she would make him pay for every drop of blood that had soaked into the village square.

She did not know what she would become to keep that promise.

She would learn.


﻿Chapter 2 — The Road

The slave cart traveled west for twelve days.

Mila marked each day by the sun — the way it rose over the eastern hills and set behind the mountains they never seemed to reach. The other women on the cart were like her: village girls, farmers’ daughters, a miller’s wife who hadn’t stopped crying since the first night. None of them spoke. None of them looked at each other. They were all still staring at something behind them that would never stop burning.

The soldiers were efficient. They didn’t talk to the slaves except to give orders. They didn’t beat anyone without reason. They were not cruel in the way Mila had expected cruelty to look — no leering, no casual violence. They were worse. They were indifferent. The women on the cart were cargo, and cargo did not warrant attention.

On the fifth day, one of the women died. She’d been wounded in the attack — a gash on her leg that had festered. The soldiers pulled her off the cart and left her by the side of the road. No one said anything. No one looked back.

Mila watched until the body was a speck on the horizon.

She did not cry. She had not cried since the village. The tears were there, somewhere inside her, but they felt like they belonged to someone else — the girl in the sunlit field, the girl who had laughed when Corin said pretty and clever. That girl was dead. This girl — the one on the cart, the one with the rope burns on her wrists and the king’s name carved into her memory — had no use for tears.

∞∞∞

Zara arrived on the seventh day.

She wasn’t on the cart. She was in the slave pen at the way-station where the soldiers stopped to change horses and resupply. The pen was a fenced enclosure of mud and misery, crowded with captives from a dozen different raids. Mila was shoved inside with the others and told to wait.

Zara was sitting against the fence, eating a piece of hard bread with the methodical patience of someone who’d learned to make food last.

“You’re new,” she said. Her voice was flat. Not unfriendly — just economical, like words cost something and she didn’t waste them.

“We all are,” Mila said.

“No. You’re new. The rest of them have already given up.” Zara nodded at the other women from Mila’s cart, who had collapsed against the fence in various attitudes of despair. “You haven’t. You’re still… watching.”

Mila scowled at this stranger. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, girl.”

“It’s Zara,” the girl said, licking a crumb off her finger. “You’e been watching the guards’ rotations. Which ones are lazy. Where the keys hang. You’ve been counting.” Zara tore off a piece of bread and held it out for her.

Mila gazed at the bread, and her stomach rumbled.

She took it and chewed hungrily. “I haven’t been counting,” she said.

“Yes you have.” Zara’s eyes were dark and steady. “I noticed because I’ve been counting too.”

Mila didn’t respond. Just watched her warily.

“I’m clever with numbers. Always have been. And one thing I know for certain: two people can watch more things than just one.”

∞∞∞

They became a unit. Not friends — not yet, not in the way the word meant before — but a unit. Zara knew things Mila didn’t: which guards could be distracted, which routes the carts took, how the slave markets worked at the end of the journey. She’d been enslaved for two years, captured in a border raid, sold twice. She talked about it the way Mila’s mother had talked about the weather.

“You get used to it,” Zara said one night. They were huddled together under a thin blanket, the cold seeping up through the ground. “The being owned. You stop feeling it after a while.”

“I don’t want to stop feeling it.”

“Then you’ll suffer.” Zara’s voice was matter-of-fact. “Which is fine. Suffering keeps you sharp. Just don’t let it kill you before you get where you’re going.”

Mila was quiet for a moment. Then: “I’m going to kill the king.”

Zara didn’t react. Didn’t laugh. Didn’t tell her she was crazy. Just nodded slowly, like Mila had said she was going to learn a trade or marry a farmer.

“King Volmar,” Zara said.

“Yes.”

“That’s a long road.”

“I know.”

“You’ll need to survive long enough.” Zara turned on her side to face Mila. “I can help with that.”

∞∞∞

That night, in the dark of the slave pen with the guards’ fire flickering at the edge of their vision, Mila reached for Zara. It wasn’t desire — not the way she’d desired Corin. It was something else. The need to be close to another human being. The need to feel something that wasn’t pain.

Zara understood. She always seemed to understand.

Her fingers found Zara’s shoulder in the darkness, then the curve of her jaw. The guards’ fire threw just enough light to see the outline of her face — the dark skin, the darker eyes watching Mila without surprise.

“Couldn’t sleep either,” Zara murmured. Not a question.

Mila nodded, though the gesture was nearly invisible in the dark. Her throat was too tight for words. She’d lain there for hours, listening to the breathing of the other slaves, the distant murmur of soldiers’ voices, the wind through the mountain pass. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw her mother’s face. The baker’s son with his throat opened. The fields burning.

Zara’s hand closed over hers. Warm. Callused. Real. She shifted closer. The rustle of rough-spun blankets, the scent of her — woodsmoke and something herbal, something that reminded Mila of the village healer’s stores. Her hand moved from Mila’s to her arm, slow strokes that raised gooseflesh even in the chill.

Zara leaned in, and Mila met her halfway. The kiss was soft, barely a pressure—her mouth finding Mila’s in the dark, hungry not for passion but for proof that someone else was alive.

Then the angle shifted, Zara’s lips moving against hers with new intent, and Mila felt a flush rise through her chest, warmth spreading down into her limbs and loins as her mouth softened open beneath Zara’s.

“Lie back,” Zara said after a breathless moment.

Mila obeyed. The blanket was thin beneath her, the stone hard through it, but when Zara leaned over her and her hair fell in a curtain around them both, the world contracted to just this: two bodies in the dark, breathing the same air.

Zara kissed her forehead first. Then her eyelids, her cheeks, the corner of her mouth. Undemanding. Mila’s hands found Zara’s waist, the curve of her hip beneath the coarse shift. When Zara’s lips found the hollow of her throat, the heat of her mouth bloomed against Mila’s pulse.

Zara’s hand slipped beneath Mila’s shift, palm flat against her stomach. Her fingers traced the ridge of Mila’s ribs, the underside of her breast. She pushed the shift up, baring Mila’s breasts to the cool air. In the firelight, Mila could see Zara looking at her — not with hunger, but with something like recognition. This is where the hurt lives. This is what we do with it.

When Zara’s mouth closed over her nipple, Mila’s back arched. The sensation was shockingly immediate — a line of heat drawn straight from her breast to the place between her legs. She felt herself grow wet, and the wetness felt like betrayal. How could her body want this? How could pleasure exist in the same world where her mother’s blood was still wet on the floor of their cottage?

“Stop thinking,” Zara said, lifting her head. “Whatever it is. Stop.”

Zara’s hand slipped beneath Mila’s skirt, fingers finding the damp heat of her through the thin linen of her undergarment. She traced the seam of Mila’s pussy with aching slowness, the cloth growing wetter under her touch, and Mila’s breath caught against Zara’s mouth. Zara kissed her deeper as she pushed the fabric aside and found bare skin — slick, swollen, impossibly soft. One finger slid inside her, curling just so, and Zara’s lips moved to her throat, pressing open-mouthed kisses to the racing pulse there, while her hand built a rhythm, her palm grinding against Mila’s clit. She added a second finger, stretching her gently, and Mila’s hips rose to meet her — seeking, desperate, the pleasure coiling tight and hot at the base of her spine, building toward something that felt like falling.

The orgasm hit her like a wave — not the deep passionate wanting she had felt with Corin, but warm and wonderful nevertheless. Her pussy clenched around Zara’s finger, her clit pulsing beneath Zara’s tongue, and for one terrible, ecstatic moment she forgot everything. The village. The fire. Her mother’s face. Her own name.

Zara moved up her body, gathering her close. “Not yet,” she murmured. “You’re not done yet.”

She guided Mila’s hand between her own legs. The heat of her was startling, the wetness slicking Mila’s fingers. Zara’s breath caught as Mila’s fingers found her folds.

“Like this,” Zara said, adjusting the angle of Mila’s wrist. “Slow. Gentle. Yes. Right there.”

Mila had never touched another woman’s pussy before. The texture was strange and intimate — soft and slick and impossibly hot. She felt Zara’s clit hardening under her fingertips, felt the way Zara’s hips began to rock against her hand. It was nothing like touching herself. It was nothing like touching a man. It was a mirror held up to her own pleasure, her own body, her own capacity to feel.

“That’s it,” Zara breathed. “Don’t stop.”

Mila didn’t stop. She pressed two fingers inside Zara’s wet heat and curled them the way Zara had curled hers, and when Zara gasped and shuddered against her, Mila felt the echo of it in her own body. She felt it in the way Zara’s inner muscles gripped her fingers, in the sharp intake of breath, in the trembling of Zara’s thighs around her wrist.

Zara came silently — they’d both learned that skill — but Mila felt every pulse of it against her hand.

After, Mila lay with her head on Zara’s shoulder, the tears sliding silently down her cheeks. Zara didn’t ask why she was crying. She didn’t offer comfort in words. She just held on, her hand steady on Mila’s back, until the tears stopped.

The next morning, the soldiers loaded them back onto the cart. The mountains were closer now. Somewhere beyond them was the heartland of the empire, and somewhere in that heartland was a king who didn’t know her name yet.

She would make sure he learned it.


Chapter 3 — The Procurer

The slave market at Korath was a city unto itself.

It sprawled across the eastern district of the capital — a maze of pens and platforms and auction blocks, the air thick with the smell of unwashed bodies and the sound of voices haggling in a dozen languages. Mila had never seen so many people in her life. She had never felt so invisible.

By the second day a selection of the girls were queued up and marched through the winding streets to a small shack set off from the other structures, that sat next to a roped-off enclosure. Mila and Zara exchanged curious looks as they were prodded into the enclosure and instructed to wait.

In a moment, a man emerged from the shack. He was a small man, precise in his movements, with eyes that seemed to be calculating something every moment they were open. He dressed well but not ostentatiously — the clothes of a man who had money but didn’t need to prove it. He walked along the row of girls, his eyes assessing.

“Too fat,” he declared. “Too ugly.” The next girl got a grunt which Mila took as approval. As he proceeded down the line, Zara leaned into her. “That’s Malamut,” she whispered. “He procures girls for the king’s harem.”

The king’s harem. Volmar.

Malamut continued down the line. A grunt. “Too fat. The pox.” Zara was dismissed with a “too tall”. He arrived at Mila, eyes flicking up and down. “Too skinny.” He moved to the next girl.

Mila’s heart pounded once. He was already moving away down the line. Did she dare speak? None of them had spoken.

“I’m strong,” she said loudly.

Malamut turned back to her, a look of surprise on his face. “What?”

“I’m strong,” she repeated. Then, in a softer tone, “And skilled.”

He stepped back toward her, reappraising.

When they were face to face again, he said, “You will show me?”

He gestured back to the wooden shack.

Mila felt a flicker of hesitation. Then she nodded. “Of course.”

The interior of the shack was small and dimly lit from the light from a small window. There was only a desk, a chair, and a rickety shelf stack with papers.

He closed the door and stood to face her.

Not touching her. Not taking her. Waiting to see what she would do.

She reached for his belt.

Her hands didn’t tremble. She’d expected them to, but they didn’t. The buckle was ordinary—brass, well-made but not ornate—and it came apart under her fingers with the same matter-of-factness as untying a knot. She worked the button of his trousers next, the sounds of each fastening giving way filled the quiet office.

Mila let her breath quicken slightly. Not panting, not theatrical, just—a woman who wanted this. A woman who’d been waiting for this. She looked up at Malamut through her lashes as she eased his trousers down past his hips, and the expression she found on his face was neither aroused nor indifferent. He was watching her the way a horse-trader watched a mare demonstrate its gait.

She was being assessed.

Fine. She could work with that.

His undergarment was linen, functional, and she pulled it down with the same unhurried efficiency she’d used on the trousers. The fabric caught for a moment on the jut of him beneath, and she freed it with only a small amount of fumbling.

His cock was half-hard already. Professional interest, maybe, or just a body’s reflexive answer to the situation. He was thicker than Corin, the shaft heavy in her hand, the head still partially hooded. She wrapped her fingers around him at the base and felt him stiffen further in her grip.

She kept her eyes on his face as she lowered herself to her knees. The floor was hardwood, unyielding against her kneecaps through the thin fabric of her dress. She’d be bruised tomorrow. The discomfort was useful—it anchored her, kept her mind sharp.

“May I?” she asked, tilting her head so her lips were inches from the head of his cock.

Malamut’s expression flickered. Something that might have been surprise, or might have been approval. “You’re asking permission.”

“I know my place.”

He made a sound low in his throat—not quite a laugh. “Go ahead.”

She didn’t take him into her mouth immediately. She knew how to tease, and she wanted him to know it.

She kissed the inside of his thigh first, just above where the shaft met his body. The skin there was warmer than she’d expected, and had an acrid smell that wrinkled her nose. She worked her way upward in small, deliberate increments, her lips barely grazing him, her free hand steadying herself against his hip.

His cock twitched.

She moved to the base of him and set her tongue against the underside of the shaft, drawing one long, slow line from root to tip, taking a bead of precum onto her tongue. No hesitation. A girl who hesitated was a girl who hadn’t decided.

She circled the head with her tongue, mapping the ridge of it, the sensitive spot just beneath where the skin gathered. Her hand worked the shaft in a slow, twisting rhythm—not fast enough to bring him off, just enough to keep the blood flowing, keep him hard, keep him aware of exactly how skilled she was.

When she finally took him in, she did it slowly. Not because she was nervous—she wasn’t, the cold clarity of performance had settled over her like a second skin—but because she wanted him to feel every inch of her progress. The head first, heavy against her tongue, the salt-taste of him spreading across her palate. Then deeper, breathing through her nose in steady, controlled inhalations. The taste was an unpleasant sourness, and there was a deep musk about him that turned her stomach slightly, but she put those sensations out of her mind and focused on her task.

Her jaw stretched painfully – that didn’t happen with Corin, but she ignored it. She took him until the head of his cock nudged the back of her throat, and then she held there for a three-count while her eyes stayed fixed on his face. Watching the minute tightening around his eyes. The almost imperceptible parting of his lips.

This is what power looks like. A woman on her knees with a man’s cock in her mouth—and still in control.

She pulled back and started a rhythm. Slow at first, then building. Her lips sealed tight around the shaft, her tongue working against the underside on every withdrawal, her hands doing double duty—one still wrapped around the base of him, the other cupping his balls with a gentle pressure.

“Squeeze those balls harder,” Malamut grunted.

Corin was always very sensitive there, but she supposed different men had different tastes. She squeezed his balls in a way that would have made Corin wince, but made Malamut grunt with approval.

She picked up her pace. Let him feel the wet heat of her mouth, the suction, the scrape of teeth held carefully back. Saliva pooled under her tongue and slicked the shaft, made the motion easier, made the sound obscene in the quiet room. She didn’t flinch from the sound. She amplified it.

This is a step toward the king.

She took him deep as she could, letting the head of his cock slide into the tight channel of her throat. Her eyes watered, but she didn’t blink. Her breathing stayed steady, her rhythm stayed steady, her hands stayed steady. She was a machine built for this specific purpose, and every movement was calibrated.

Malamut’s hips shifted. A tiny, abortive thrust that he reined in almost immediately. He was close. She could feel it in the tension of the shaft against her tongue, the way his balls had drawn up tight in her palm.

She pulled back and looked up at him, letting his cock rest against her lower lip while she caught her breath. A single strand of saliva connected them. She didn’t wipe it away.

“Do you want me to finish?” she asked.

His eyes were darker now. His jaw was set. But his voice, when he spoke, was still the voice of a man conducting business. “Show me something exceptional.”

So she did.

She took him back into her mouth and worked him with everything she had—the rhythm, the pressure, the wet heat, the small sounds of pleasure for his enjoyment. Her jaw ached. Her knees ached. She didn’t care.

His breathing went ragged. His hand found the back of her head and gripped her, holding her in place. Then he growled, and she felt the first pulse against her tongue, the sudden salt-bitter flood, and she swallowed without breaking rhythm, drawing every last spasm out of him until his fingers tightened in her hair and he made a sound that was almost pained.

Then she sat back on her heels.

For a long moment there was only the sound of Malamut’s breathing, harsh in the quiet room. Mila licked her lips and smiled. She met his eyes.

“Thank you, sir.”

Malamut refastened his trousers with shaky hands. His expression was unreadable.

“So am I suitable for the king’s harem, sir?” she asked him.

He looked at her for a long moment.

Then he laughed. “The king’s harem? No. As I said, you’re too skinny.”

Had there been anything she could do it with – a kitchen knife, a length of rope, a garden hoe – she would have murdered him right at that moment.

“But,” he said, stepping forward, his eyes roving over her body. “I think I have a place for you.”

∞∞∞

“You’re going without me,” Zara said. It wasn’t a question.

“We’ll see each other again. I know we will.”

“But where are you going?”

“He was vague. The prince. A… program.” Mila shook her head. “I don’t know.”

Zara was quiet for a moment. Then she reached out and took Mila’s hand. “Don’t die. Don’t let them break you. And don’t forget.”

“Forget what?”

Zara’s grip tightened. “The name.”

“Volmar,” Mila said.

“Volmar,” Zara echoed.

Three days later, Mila climbed onto a different cart, headed in a different direction, toward a prince she had never met and a program she didn’t understand and a future that was still just a name whispered in the dark.

She didn’t look back at Zara. She didn’t let herself.

She was done looking back.


﻿Chapter 4 — The Prince

The prince’s compound was not a palace, but a fortress.

It sat on a bluff overlooking the capital, a sprawl of stone buildings and high walls and watchtowers that had been built for war and repurposed for something stranger. Mila arrived with five other girls, all of them selected by procurers like Malamut, all of them beautiful in different ways, all of them looking at the iron gates with the same expression of dawning unease.

They were led into a great hall where a man was waiting. He was young — perhaps twenty-five — with the kind of face that would have been handsome if not for the expression on it. Cold. Amused. The expression of someone who had never been told no and had stopped finding satisfaction in yes.

“New recruits,” said the guard who’d escorted them.

Prince Severin descended from the dais and walked among them like a farmer inspecting livestock. He stopped in front of each girl, studied her, moved on. When he reached Mila, he paused.

“Where are you from?”

“A village in the borderlands,” she said. “It doesn’t exist anymore.”

“Destroyed by Gods or men?”

“Men.”

The prince nodded. “My father, likely. Our enemies recruit soldiers from the borderlands. As my father says, a poorly-trained conscript with a cheap sword is easy to kill. But an untrained conscript with no sword at all is even easier.”

His eyes drifted, a small smile on his face as if the thought amused him. Then his eyes drifted back to her. “You must hate us, then.”

Mila met his eyes. “Yes.”

Something flickered in his expression — not anger, not respect, but something in between. Interest, maybe. The interest of a predator who’d found prey that didn’t run.

“Good,” he said. “Hate is useful. Hate keeps you alive.” He moved on. “You are here because someone saw potential in you. You are not concubines. You are not servants. You are competitors in the Harem Games — the finest spectacle in the Volarian Empire.”

One of the other girls — a redhead with frightened eyes — spoke up. “What’s that?”

Prince Severin turned to her with a smile that was not a smile at all. “The Harem Games? A test,” he said. “Of endurance. Of skill. Of the ability to give pleasure and withstand pain. You will compete against free men in the arena. The crowd will watch. The crowd will judge. Some of you will rise. Some of you will be broken. Some of you —” He looked directly at the redhead. “Will not survive.”

The redhead started to cry. The prince watched her with the same mild interest he’d shown Mila.

“Take them to their quarters,” he said to the guard. “Training begins tomorrow.”

∞∞∞

That night, Mila lay in her narrow bunk and listened to the sounds of the compound — the distant clash of metal, the murmur of voices, the occasional scream. She didn’t know if the screams were real or imagined. She didn’t know if it mattered.

She thought about the prince’s face when she’d said yes, I hate you. The flicker of interest. The predator’s curiosity. She had caught his attention — which was dangerous, but also useful. He would watch her now. He would remember her. And when the time came, she would use that.

She whispered a name. Not Volmar. Not yet.

Severin.

She was learning the names of her enemies. She would need them all.

∞∞∞

The next morning, the redhead was gone. No one asked where. No one mentioned her again.

Mila filed the lesson away. Do not show weakness. Do not ask questions. Do not forget why you are here.

Training began at dawn.


﻿Chapter 5 — The Trainer

Her name was Sivka, and she was the most terrifying woman Mila had ever met.

She was tall, broad-shouldered, with grey-streaked hair pulled back in a severe knot and hands that looked like they could break bones without effort. She’d been a soldier once, someone whispered — a captain in the imperial army before she’d been reassigned to the prince’s service. She moved through the training hall like she still wore armor.

“You are here to learn,” she said, pacing in front of the assembled girls. “You will learn endurance. You will learn submission. You will learn to give pleasure and to withstand pain and to make both look effortless. The crowd will cheer if you suffer. The crowd will cheer if you triumph. Only one of those, however, is acceptable to me.”

She stopped in front of Mila. Her eyes were cold and assessing. What she saw, Mila could not guess.

Finally, she turned to address the room. “Training begins now. Anyone who cannot keep up will be removed from the program. Anyone who breaks will be discarded. There are no second chances. There is no mercy. This is not a harem. This is a proving ground.”

She clapped her hands. “Positions.”

∞∞∞

The training was brutal. Not in the way Mila had expected — there were no beatings, no gratuitous cruelty. Sivka was not cruel. She was efficient. She treated the girls’ bodies as tools to be honed, and she honed them without sentiment.

They learned to hold positions for hours — kneeling, spread-eagled, bound. They learned to breathe through discomfort, to find stillness in strain. They learned the anatomy of pleasure — where to touch, how to touch, when to withdraw. They practiced on each other, under Sivka’s clinical eye, while she corrected their technique like a weapons master refining a soldier’s grip.

“Faster. No — not like that. You’re rushing. The crowd can see rushing.” She adjusted Mila’s hand on another girl’s thigh. “Slower. Make them wait. Anticipation is half the performance.”

One night, Sivka kept Mila after the others had been dismissed. The training hall was empty, the torches burning low.

“You’re the best of them,” Sivka said. “You know that.”

“Yes.”

“Then you know the Games are not about skill. They’re about survival. The crowd wants to see you tested. Broken, even. They want to see how much you can take before you shatter.”

“I won’t shatter.”

“No.” Sivka studied her. “You won’t. But you’ll need to make them believe you might. That’s the performance.” She stepped closer. “Let me show you.”

Sivka gestured toward the training bench—a low, padded structure with iron rings set into its frame at intervals. Mila had seen it before, had wondered about its purpose. Now she understood.

“Disrobe,” Sivka said. “Completely.”

It was not a request. Mila stripped efficiently, folding her tunic and setting it aside, then her breastband and smallclothes. The air was cool against her bare skin. She did not cover herself. She stood straight, shoulders back, meeting Sivka’s eyes.

Sivka circled her once, assessing. “Good. You don’t flinch at nakedness. That will matter. The Games will strip you in every sense. The crowd will see your body. Your handlers will touch it. Your body is not yours in the arena—it is a tool, and tools have no modesty.”

“A tool,” Mila repeated. “I understand.”

“On the bench. Face up.”

Mila lay down. The leather was cold against her back, her thighs, her calves. Sivka moved to the side and began working with a coil of rope—thin, braided silk that gleamed in the torchlight.

“The first lesson is restraint,” Sivka said. “Not just enduring it. Performing it.” She lifted Mila’s left wrist, threading the rope through the iron ring, then winding it around her forearm in a precise pattern. “The crowd wants to see you helpless. But helplessness is never the point. The point is what you do with it.”

She bound Mila’s right wrist, then her ankles, spreading her legs apart. The position left her exposed—arms above her head, thighs open, every part of her accessible. Mila’s pulse quickened, but she kept her breathing steady. She was cataloging. The way Sivka tied the knots—firm but not cutting, restraint without damage. The way the rope lay against her skin—a constant pressure, impossible to ignore, designed to remind her with every movement that she was not free.

“How does it feel?” Sivka asked.

“Tight.”

“Yes. But it won’t bruise unless you struggle. The silk is deliberate. The prince’s Games use thin rope—it bites deeper when you pull against it. The pain is a choice. Yours.” She stepped back, studying Mila’s bound form. “Now we test your endurance.”

She produced a candle from a nearby shelf—thick, white wax, already lit. The flame danced as she brought it closer. Mila watched it, her heart rate elevating despite her control.

“The wax will be hot,” Sivka said. “Not scalding. I’ve chosen this candle for its burn point. But it will hurt. Do you wish to know why we do this?”

“To teach me not to react.”

“Partly. Also to teach you to breathe through pain. In the arena, you may be bound. They may use heat, cold, blade, lash. You cannot stop them. But you can control your response. The crowd watches your face. Your body. The way your muscles clench. They want to see you suffer. If you give them nothing, they grow bored.”

Sivka tilted the candle. The first drop of wax struck Mila’s stomach, just below her navel—a sharp, searing point of heat that spread and then cooled almost instantly, hardening into a pale dollop on her skin. Mila’s abdominal muscles tightened. She did not gasp.

“Good.” Another drop. Higher this time, on her ribs. Then another, and another, tracing a line across her torso. The heat bloomed and faded, bloomed and faded. Mila focused on her breathing—in through her nose, out through her mouth. The pain was bright, immediate, impossible to ignore. But she could hold it. She could watch it from somewhere just behind her own eyes.

Sivka moved lower. A drop on Mila’s inner thigh, where the skin was more sensitive. Mila’s leg tensed against the rope. She did not cry out.

“You’re fighting yourself,” Sivka observed. “The tension in your shoulders. Your jaw. Release it. The pain is happening. Let it happen. Your resistance is what costs you.”

Mila exhaled slowly, deliberately relaxing her muscles. The next drop fell on her other thigh, and she let the sensation wash through her without bracing against it. It still hurt—sharp, hot, demanding—but she was not fighting it now. She was receiving it.

“Better.” Sivka set the candle aside. “Now cold.”

She produced a small bowl filled with chips of ice, glistening in the low light. Mila’s skin was still warm from the wax, dotted with white circles that pulled slightly at her skin. Sivka selected a piece of ice and pressed it to Mila’s sternum.

The shock was different from the heat—sharper, more penetrating. It stole her breath before she could control it. She felt her nipples tighten, her skin pebbling with gooseflesh. Sivka dragged the ice downward, tracing a cold line between Mila’s breasts, over her stomach, circling one of the wax dots.

“Hot and cold,” Sivka said. “Alternating sensations. The body can adapt to one. The shift between them is what breaks people. Your handlers will know this. So will the prince.”

She pressed ice to the arch of Mila’s foot, and Mila’s toes curled involuntarily. Then wax again—this time on the sensitive skin of her inner arm. Heat, then ice on her throat. Wax on her hip. Ice on the soft underside of her breast.

Mila closed her eyes. She catalogued every sensation, every location. She noted the way her body wanted to flinch, to pull away, to curl into itself. She noted how each urge passed if she let it. The pain was information. The rope was information. Her own nervous system was information, and information could be mastered.

“Look at me.”

Mila opened her eyes. Sivka stood over her, the candle in one hand, ice melting in the other, her expression unreadable.

“You haven’t made a sound.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s not real.”

Sivka’s eyebrow lifted. “The wax is real. The ice is real. The rope is real.”

“They’re sensations.” Mila’s voice was steady. “They’re happening to my body. But I am not my body. You told me it was a tool. I’m treating it like one.”

For a long moment, Sivka was silent. Then she set down the candle and the bowl, and Mila saw something flicker in her gaze—not warmth, exactly, but recognition.

“Most recruits cry,” Sivka said. “Or beg. Or curse me. Most of them learn endurance. Few of them learn distance. That’s what you have. Distance from your own flesh.” She began untying the rope at Mila’s left wrist. “It will keep you alive in the arena. But it may also cost you something. Distance is useful until you need to come back.”

“Come back to what?”

“Yourself.” Sivka worked the knots at Mila’s right wrist. “The Games will ask more of you than pain. They’ll ask you to pretend desire. To perform need. To make the crowd believe you’re breaking even when you’re not. That performance requires you to be present in your body, not floating above it.” She moved to Mila’s ankles, freeing them. “You’ve mastered the first lesson. The rest will be harder.”

Mila sat up slowly, rolling her wrists. The rope had left faint red lines that would fade within the hour. The wax dots were still affixed to her skin, white and waxy, and she picked one off absently. “Then show me the rest.”

Sivka studied her for a long moment. Then she nodded, and something in her stern expression softened by the smallest fraction—the respect of one weapon recognizing another.

“You remind me of myself,” she said. “Twenty years ago. Before I learned to bend.”

“I don’t want to bend.”

“No.” Sivka’s voice was quiet. “But you might have to. The prince is not a man you defeat with hate alone. You need patience. You need allies. And you need to understand that the Games are not the arena.”

“What are they?”

Sivka met her eyes. “A distraction. The real game is happening in the stands. In the bedchambers. The seraglio. The throneroom. And if you want to survive it, you’ll need to learn it all.”

She walked away before Mila could ask what she meant. The torches guttered. Mila sat alone in the dark training hall, her body aching, her mind racing.

She filed the lesson away. She was collecting them now — lessons, tools, weapons. She would need them all.


﻿Chapter 6 — The Games

The Gilded Pit was not a stadium. It was a theater of cruelty dressed in gold.

The arena floor sand, veined with a dark streaks that might have been natural coloring and might have been old blood. Tiered seats rose on all sides, packed with spectators — nobles in silks, merchants in fine wool, commoners crammed into the upper tiers. They had all paid to be here. They had all come to watch girls compete against men in contests that had nothing to do with strength and everything to do with endurance, skill, and the particular kind of performance that the prince’s program had spent weeks drilling into Mila’s bones.

The first challenge was a pleasure contest. Two girls, two men. Whichever pair the crowd judged most… compelling… advanced.

Mila drew a man named Vorrin — a free competitor, here for the prize money and the glory. He was handsome in a blunt, uncomplicated way, and he looked at her like she was a meal he’d been promised.

“Don’t hold back,” he said as they took their positions on the arena floor. “I won’t.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

The horn sounded.

Mila moved first.

She stepped into Vorrin’s space, one hand sliding up his chest, the other finding the back of his neck. Her fingers threaded into his hair—a lover’s gesture, intimate, possessive—and she pulled his mouth down to hers. The kiss was deep and immediate, her tongue sliding against his before he’d finished inhaling. Vorrin made a sound of pleased surprise against her lips, his hands going to her waist.

There, she thought. They need to believe I want this.

She broke the kiss and dropped. Her knees hit the arena floor—cool stone, smooth beneath her skin—and she looked up at him through her lashes. The crowd murmured. A good murmur. Anticipatory. She was giving them what they wanted: the illusion of submission, the beautiful slave girl kneeling before the strong free man.

Vorrin grinned down at her. “Eager.”

She didn’t answer. Her hands found the laces of his breeches, efficiently working them loose, just as she’d been practicing. Sivka had drilled her on this: Make it look like worship. Make him believe it. The crowd will believe whatever he believes.

She pulled his breeches down just far enough. His cock sprang free—already hard, already flushed dark at the head. A bead of moisture glistened at the tip. Vorrin was well-made, she’d give him that. Thick enough to be impressive, long enough to be useful.

She took him in hand.

Her fingers wrapped around his shaft, and she stroked him slowly, root to tip, her thumb spreading the moisture across the head. Vorrin’s breath caught. Above her, beyond her, the crowd rustled—that particular sound of a hundred bodies leaning forward in their seats.

“Look at them,” she said, low enough that only Vorrin could hear. “They’re already watching you.”

His chest puffed. Good. Feed the ego. It made men predictable.

She leaned forward and licked the head of his cock. Just the tip of her tongue, just a flick—and then she pulled back, letting him see the strand of moisture that connected her mouth to his skin. Vorrin’s hand found her hair. She let him. Made her body pliant, her head tilting into his grip.

Then she took him into her mouth.

She didn’t rush. She sucked firmly and slid down his shaft inch by inch, letting her tongue work the underside, letting her lips stretch. Vorrin groaned. His grip on her hair tightened. Mila catalogued the sensation—the weight of him on her tongue, the taste of salt and skin, the way he pressed forward instinctively—and filed it away as data. This was not pleasure. This was information.

She pulled back, then took him deeper. Found her rhythm. Slow, deliberate, hand and mouth working together. Extra loud so that the wet sounds carried in the arena’s acoustics. The crowd was quiet now—that hungry quiet, the kind that meant they were watching every movement, every bob of her head, every flicker of expression on Vorrin’s face.

Good. Give them something to watch.

She looked up at Vorrin, meeting his eyes, and saw the moment he decided he was in control. His jaw tightened. His hand moved in her hair, trying to guide her pace. Trying to push her deeper. She would let him, but only for a moment – just enough for the crowd.

Vorrin drove her head down until her nose pressed against the coarse fur of his belly and the broad head of his cock sealed her throat. She gagged—a wet, convulsive clamp around his shaft—and he held her there, one beat, two, his fingers twisted tight in her hair, heedless of the spasm that rolled through her shoulders. Then he pulled her back just far enough for a single ragged breath before forcing her down again, deeper this time, a thrust of his hips meeting the downward push of his hand, and her throat surrendered to the full length of him in a long, slick slide that left her eyes streaming and her lungs burning.

He kept this up for several thrusts, driving into her throat, groaning as he pulled her deep into his pelvis, crushing her nose while she struggled for air. Finally she had had enough. She gave his cock a nip and he yelped and quickly pushed her off.

Annoyance flickered across his face, but then he stifled it – he was performing too – and in that moment she stood and hooked her fingers into the waist of her own loincloth and let it fall. The crowd inhaled, and whatever annoyance he might have felt melted away

Mila turned, giving the spectators the curve of her bare hip, the line of her back, and then she stepped up to Vorrin’s chest and pushed him backward.

He stumbled. Caught himself. His eyes widened.

“Lie down,” Mila said.

Her voice carried. The front rows heard it. She could see them react—the men leaning in, the women’s eyes brightening. This was what they wanted. The reversal. The moment the prey showed teeth.

Vorrin hesitated. His pride warred with his arousal. Mila put her hand on his chest—gentle pressure, nothing aggressive—and guided him down to the sand. He let her. His cock jutted upward, slick with her spit, and she saw the exact instant he decided this was still victory. She was on top. That was fine. That was still him winning, in his mind.

She straddled him.

The crowd’s murmur rose. Mila reached between her legs and wrapped her fingers around his shaft, positioning him at her entrance. She was wet—she’d made sure of that, working herself to readiness while she’d had him in her mouth, thinking of Sivka’s lessons and the prince’s cold eyes and nothing else. The head of his cock pressed against her lips, parted them, and she sank down.

The stretch of him drew a genuine gasp from her throat. She let it out. Let the crowd hear it. Vorrin’s hands found her hips, and his fingers dug in—hard enough to bruise, hard enough to show the crowd he was still a man, still strong. Mila didn’t flinch.

She began to move.

Her hips rolled in a slow, grinding rhythm, taking him deep and then deeper, adjusting the angle with minute shifts of her pelvis. Sivka had taught her this position, this motion—the one that put pressure on her clit with every stroke, the one that looked from the outside like abandon but was in truth absolute control. She braced her hands on Vorrin’s chest and rode him.

“Fuck,” he breathed. “Gods, you’re—”

She cut him off with a clench of her inner muscles. Deliberate. Tightened around him like a fist. Vorrin’s head fell back, his throat exposed.

Mila read the crowd.

The men were with Vorrin, imagining themselves beneath her. The women were with her—she could see it in their faces, the hunger and the recognition. She was giving them something rare. A woman who took pleasure on her own terms, who used a man’s body for her own satisfaction. She shifted her weight, changed the angle, and let a moan escape her lips.

Vorrin’s hips bucked upward, trying to match her rhythm, trying to take back control. Mila rode the motion, absorbed it, made it hers. She was the one setting the pace. She was the one using him.

Try, she thought, watching his face contort with pleasure and frustration. Go ahead and try.

He rose suddenly—surged up, his hands gripping her waist, his mouth finding her throat. He tried to flip them. Mila let him almost do it, let him roll her halfway, and then she hooked her leg around his and twisted. She was on top again, and he was flat on his back, and her pussy hadn’t lost his cock for a single stroke.

The crowd gasped. Then laughed. Then cheered.

Vorrin’s face flushed. Not with anger—with surrender. She saw the moment he gave up. His body relaxed beneath her, his hands falling from her hips to the stone floor. She had him. He knew it. The crowd knew it.

Now she needed to finish it.

Mila rode him harder. Faster. Her breathing was real now—the exertion, the heat, the building pressure at the base of her spine. She let herself go, let the rhythm become rougher, let the wet slap of their bodies fill the arena. The other pair was forgotten. Vorrin was forgotten. There was only the crowd and the performance and the swelling, cresting wave of—

She came.

Mila gasped, her back arching, her inner muscles clamping down on Vorrin’s cock in rhythmic pulses. Waves rolled through her, each one a bright, sharp shock of pleasure. She rode it, rode him, her hips grinding down onto him as the spasms shook through her body. She was aware of the crowd’s utter silence, aware of Vorrin’s strangled groan beneath her, but only distantly. For one brief, selfish moment, she let herself feel it completely.

Then she opened her eyes and looked down at Vorrin.

He was close. She could read it in the desperate tension of his jaw, the way his hips thrust up into her without rhythm, without control. The crowd wanted his finish. The crowd wanted to see him break.

Mila leaned down. Her lips brushed his ear.

“Now,” she whispered. “Give them what they came for.”

She tightened around him—hard, deliberate, a full-body clench that left no room for resistance. Vorrin cried out. His cock pulsed inside her, hot come spilling in thick, desperate surges. His body went rigid beneath her, his hands slamming against the stone, his mouth open on a sound that was almost pain.

Mila kept moving. Milked him through it. Drained him until he was soft and gasping and utterly spent beneath her.

The crowd was silent. Not a single cough.

Then they roared. Mila stood, breathing hard, Vorrin’s cum dripping down her leg. She looked up at the prince’s box. He was watching her — not the other girl, not Vorrin. Her. He raised his goblet in a mock toast.

She did not bow.

∞∞∞

The Games continued for days. Each challenge was different — endurance, creativity, the ability to withstand degradation without breaking.

Mila won some and lost some, exactly as she’d planned. She couldn’t appear invincible. Invincible was a threat. She needed to seem talented but not dangerous — skilled enough to advance, vulnerable enough to be underestimated.

Thus she sucked eleven cocks in a row without spilling a single drop of seed, while her closest competitor vomited at ten and disqualified herself. But when it came to riding what Sivka called “the wooden pony”, Mila faked a cramp after five minutes, tumbling off the infernal thing and into the sand, allowing another girl, sore and limping, to claim victory after twenty-three minutes.

She learned the other competitors. Some were like her — girls who’d been recruited, trained, shaped into performers. Others were free participants, men and women who competed for prize money or fame. A few were genuinely dangerous — the kind of people who enjoyed the cruelty of the arena and had made it their profession.

She learned the crowd. She learned which sections were nobles, which were merchants, which were commoners looking for a show. She learned to play to each of them differently.

And she learned the prince. Severin attended every match. He watched from his gilded box, surrounded by sycophants, his expression never changing. But Mila noticed the things others didn’t — the way his fingers tightened on his goblet when a contest was particularly brutal, the way his eyes followed certain girls longer than others, the way he looked at her.

Not desire. Not exactly. Something hungrier.

He was the son of the man who had killed Corin. He was the heir to the empire that had burned her village. And every time she met his eyes across the arena floor, she imagined what it would feel like to watch him die.

Soon, she told herself. Soon.


Chapter 7 — The Edge

The Games wore on. Girls were eliminated. Some were injured. One — a quiet girl from the southern provinces whose name Mila had never learned — was carried out of the arena on a stretcher and never came back.

Mila advanced. Not brilliantly — she was careful not to be brilliant — but steadily. She won when she needed to win. She lost when losing wouldn’t cost her. She cultivated the image of a competent but unremarkable competitor, the kind of girl the crowd liked but didn’t fear.

The crowd liked her. The prince, she noticed, never stopped watching.

It was Sivka who told her the truth about the final round.

“The prince participates,” she said one night, after the other girls had gone to bed. “Once per season. The Games build toward it. The last surviving competitor faces him in the arena.”

Mila went still. “The prince competes.”

“He calls it competing. The girls call it something else.” Sivka’s voice was flat. “No one has ever beaten him. No one has ever even come close. He chooses the challenge, he sets the terms, and the girl…” She didn’t finish the sentence.

“What happens to the girl?”

Sivka looked at her. “Whatever he wants.”

Mila felt the name rising in her throat. Volmar. She swallowed it. This was not about the king. Not yet. This was about his son.

“When is the final round?”

“Three days. You need to qualify first — there’s a preliminary challenge tomorrow.” Sivka studied her. “You’ve been holding back. I’ve been watching.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Yes, you do. You’re better than you show. You’re smarter than you show. And the prince —” She paused. “The prince sees it too. He’s been watching you more than the others.”

“I know.”

“If you face him in the arena, he will try to break you. Not because you’re a threat. Because he can. Because he’s bored. Because breaking things is the only pleasure he has left.”

“He won’t break me.”

“No,” Sivka agreed. “I don’t think he will. Which is why I’m telling you this: whatever you’re planning, whatever you came here to do — you’re not the only one.”

Mila met her eyes. “What do you mean?”

Sivka took her arm and drew her around the stone wall, glancing in both directions before speaking in a whisper. “There are people in the capital who want the prince dead. Foreign interests. Political rivals. People who have been waiting for someone like you.” Sivka’s voice dropped. “You’re not alone, Mila. But you’ll need to prove yourself before they’ll trust you. Tomorrow’s challenge — the preliminary — is your chance. Win. Not quietly. Not carefully. Win. Show them what you really are.”

“And if I do?”

“Malamut will find you. He has something to discuss.”

∞∞∞

It was down to her and one other girl. They entered the arena at the same time, her at the south end, Mila at the north. In front of each, their competition: twenty men each, straining against their loin cloths.

“Begin!” the prince cried.

Mila had barely taken a step forward before the men descended on her. They came not as individuals but as a wave of heat and muscle, and the first hands that found her were not gentle. Her tunic torn away in a single wrench, competitor’s palm closed over her throat from behind and forced her down to her knees in the sand. She did not fight. This was not a battle she could win with resistance; it was a contest of endurance, and her body was the field.

A cock was already at her mouth before she could draw breath. It was blunt and red, the head beaded with wetness, and the man who owned it tangled his fist in her hair and forced her lips apart with the width of it. She opened her jaw as wide as it would go and let him slide over her tongue. He was salt-sweat and musk, and he pushed until the head nudged the soft entrance of her throat and she gagged.

He did not pause. He fucked into the wet clench of her mouth with short, brutal thrusts, his knuckles white against her scalp, his breathing gone ragged above her. Mila fixed her eyes on a mole on his thigh and let her mind retreat to a narrow, steady place while her throat yielded.

Another man knelt behind her and yanked her hips up, forcing her onto her hands and knees, and she made sure to keep the cock in her mouth as she was shifted. She felt his knuckles dig into the meat of her ass as he parted her, and then the hot press of a cockhead against her folds. There was no warning. He grunted and shoved inside, and the friction seared through her like a blade, rough, despite the work she had done to prepare.

Her cunt clenched against the intrusion, unwilling, but he was already moving—hard, deep lunges that forced a choked cry from around the mouthful of flesh she still served. The men laughed. One of them slapped her flank and the sound cracked across the arena. She did not permit herself to react. She counted instead: one, two, three. Each thrust was a number. Each number brought her closer to the end.

The man at her mouth came with a guttural snarl, flooding her tongue with a thick, bitter pulse that she could not swallow fast enough. It spilled from the corners of her lips and dripped down her chin, warm and viscous. He pulled free, and before she could swallow fully, another cock replaced the first—this one thicker, more insistent, and the man behind her was still fucking into her with a rhythm that made her stomach lurch.

More cocks came at her mouth, and she swallowed what seed she could and let the rest paint her chin, her throat, the hollow between her breasts. Every drop was a tally in her favor. She would take more than the other girl. She would hold more inside her. This was the measure of the test.

The one behind her came deep in her pussy, and another took his place. She felt the blunt pressure of him at her other entrance—the tight, forbidden ring of muscle that she had never offered to anyone—and was about to correct him, but then she realized that this was his intent. Mila’s body seized in instinctive refusal, but the man behind her spat into his palm, smeared it over the head of his cock, and pushed. The burn was extraordinary. A long, tearing stretch that made lights mosaic behind her eyes. She bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted iron, and then he was inside her—fully seated, his hips flush against the spread of her ass.

Soon another man, laughing, slid under her and there was another cock sliding into her pussy, where he began thrusting away. The man in her ass began to move in counterpoint, and together they split her open from the inside out. She felt impossibly full, stretched past endurance, her own flesh protesting with a deep, dull ache that radiated through her pelvis and down her thighs. The man at her front continued fucking her mouth, and she took him with the same hollow compliance, her lips stretched raw around his girth. Saliva and cum dripped unceasingly down her chin. The sand beneath her grew dark with it.

She lost track of the sequence after that. The men blurred into a procession of cocks and crude hands and hot, animal respiration. She was passed between them, repositioned, filled and emptied and filled again. When one spent himself inside her cunt, the seed running down her inner thighs in slow, ticklish rivulets, another was already kneeling to push it deeper with his own flesh. They took her from behind, then on her back with her legs forced wide and her knees hooked over burly shoulders. They heaved into her with the single-minded focus of beasts, chasing their own release, and she lay beneath them like a vessel—a cup to be filled to overflowing. Her pussy grew slick with a mixture of the pooled spunk of a dozen men; the sound of each thrust grew wetter, sloppier, and the crowd began to murmur in a rhythm that matched the fucking.

The faces above her changed, but the demand did not. She held her mouth open when they required it, tilting back her head so that they could see the pale column of her throat working. More than once she choked, but she did not pull away. She swallowed when she could, and when she could not, she let the cum slide over her tongue and down her chin to coat the sand. Some of it she held in her cheeks like a secret hoard, the salt and alkaline tang a measure of her success. Her belly began to distend slightly from the sheer volume of liquid forced into her, and that too was a victory.

When the last man pulled free, his cock drooping and spend-streaked, Mila collapsed onto her side in the sand. She did not whimper. Her body was a map of evidence—bruises in the shape of fingerprints on her hips, semen drying in crusts on her belly and breasts, her sex gaped and leaking a slow, pearly flood. Her ass throbbed with a dull, foreign ache. Her jaw ached so deeply that she was uncertain she could ever close it again. But she had not broken. Inside her, the combined tribute of twenty men sloshed and settled, and she pressed a hand against her lower belly as if to seal it in. She had taken every drop they gave. Mouth, cunt, ass—all filled, all proven.

Mila pushed herself up onto trembling arms. Sweat and worse dripped from her skin, a slick coating that caught the torchlight, but her spine was straight. She lifted her chin and looked toward the prince’s box. And through the salt and the ache and the burning stretch of her own flesh, she stood.

The crowd erupted. Prince Severin leaned forward in his box.

And Mila, breathing hard, sweat, and cum, and worse dripping down her skin, looked up at him and smiled.

Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow, I face you.

∞∞∞

That night, Malamut came to her quarters. “Prince Severin has enemies,” he said. “I represent a… consortium of interested parties. We want him dead. We want it to happen in the arena, in front of the crowd, where no one can deny what happened. And we want you to do it.”

“Why me?”

“Because you have something the other girls don’t. You hate him. I saw it the day you auditioned. I’ve been watching it grow ever since.” He leaned forward. “Help us kill the prince, and when it’s done, you’ll be promoted. Trainer. Someone who shapes the girls instead of competing. Someone with influence. Access. Someone who might, eventually, find herself close enough to the king to do something about him too.”

He knew. Somehow, Malamut knew about the king. About Corin. About the village. She didn’t ask how. She didn’t care.

“How?” she asked.

He placed a small object on the table between them — a quill, delicate as a needle, its tip glistening with something dark.

“Aconite,” he said. “Monkshood. A scratch is all it takes. The poison works slowly — hours, not minutes. By the time he feels the effects, the Games will be over. You’ll be long gone from the arena. And when he dies —” He spread his hands. “No evidence. No witnesses. Just a prince who pushed his body too hard and paid the price.”

Mila picked up the quill. It was lighter than she’d expected. Almost nothing. A feather’s weight.

“Where do I hide it?”

Malamut smiled. “I can think of a few places.”


﻿Chapter 8 — The Conspiracy

The night before the final round, Mila found Zara.

She’d sent word through the servants’ network — a message passed from hand to hand until it reached the merchant’s house where Zara worked. Come. I need you. And Zara came, because Zara always came, slipping through the compound’s back gate with the ease of someone who’d spent years learning to be invisible.

They sat together in Mila’s narrow quarters. The quill was hidden beneath a loose stone in the floor — Mila could feel its presence even now, a cold weight in the back of her mind.

“You’re different,” Zara said.

“A lot’s happened.”

Zara’s eyes were sharp. “You’ve been planning something. You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The one you had on the cart. The one that said you were counting guards and memorizing rotations.” She leaned forward. “What are you going to do?”

Mila was quiet for a long moment. She wanted to tell Zara everything — the poison, the conspiracy, the prince. Zara was the only person in the world who knew about Volmar, the only person who had held her while she cried. But telling her would make her an accomplice. Telling her would put her in danger.

“I’m going to face the prince tomorrow,” she said. “In the arena. The final round.”

“I know. Everyone knows. The whole city is talking about it — the borderlands girl who’s going to challenge Prince Severin.” Zara’s voice was flat. “They’re taking bets on how long you’ll last.”

“What are the odds?”

“Against you.”

“How much?”

Zara hesitated. Then: “I put everything I have on you.”

Something cracked open in Mila’s chest — not quite hope, but something adjacent to it. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“Yes, I did.” Zara reached out and took her hand. “Whatever you’re planning — whatever you can’t tell me — just live. That’s all I’m asking. Live.”

Mila pulled her close. They didn’t speak after that.

Mila pulled Zara closer, and the careful distance she’d maintained for months — the armor she wore like a second skin — began to crack. Not shatter. Just crack. Enough to let something through.

Zara’s hands found the hem of Mila’s tunic. She didn’t tug. She waited, her dark eyes asking a question Mila had been afraid to answer since the moment they’d met. Can I see you? The real you. Not the fighter. Not the survivor. You.

Mila lifted her arms. Let Zara draw the fabric up and over her head. The air was cool against her bare skin, her breasts, the scars that mapped her torso like a history written in raised tissue. Zara had seen them before. Had traced them in the dark. But tonight she looked — really looked — and Mila let her.

“You’re beautiful,” Zara said. Not a compliment. A statement of fact. “Every time I see you, I forget how beautiful you are.”

Mila didn’t know what to do with that. She’d been called many things. Desired, feared, underestimated, used. But Zara’s words landed somewhere unprotected. She reached for Zara’s tunic in turn, her fingers slower than they’d ever been. This wasn’t the desperate tearing of clothes in the training room shadows. This wasn’t performance. She pulled the fabric up, and Zara’s skin emerged — the slope of her shoulders, the swell of her breasts, the soft curve of her belly. Mila pressed her palm flat against Zara’s sternum and felt her heartbeat. Steady. Strong.

They undressed each other like that — slowly, with pauses that said more than words. Zara’s trousers. Mila’s. The simple undergarments beneath. When they were both naked, Zara guided Mila down onto the narrow bunk. The mattress was thin. The frame creaked. Neither of them noticed.

Zara lay beside her, propped on one elbow, her free hand tracing the line of Mila’s collarbone. Down between her breasts. Over the ridge of her ribs. Mila shivered — not from cold. Zara’s touch was light, deliberate, a cartography of care. She mapped Mila’s body like she was memorizing it.

“Let me,” Zara whispered. “Whatever you’re carrying — put it down. Just for tonight. Let me hold you.”

Mila closed her eyes. The weight of tomorrow pressed against her ribs: the quill, the poison, the final round, the man she was going to kill. She’d spent so long becoming a weapon that she’d forgotten what it felt like to be held. Zara’s mouth found her throat — not biting, not claiming, just lips against her pulse point. Mila’s breath caught.

Mila’s hand came up to cup the back of Zara’s head, fingers threading through the tight curls there. Zara’s tongue slid against hers, and Mila tasted salt. Her own tears. She hadn’t realized she was crying.

Zara pulled back just enough to meet her eyes. She didn’t ask. She just wiped the tears with her thumb and kissed the damp trails on Mila’s cheeks. Then her mouth moved lower. Throat. Collarbone. The valley between Mila’s breasts. Mila’s nipples tightened under the attention, and when Zara’s lips closed around one, her tongue working in slow circles, Mila arched into the touch. Her hand fisted in the thin blanket beneath them.

“Zara.” She breathed the name like an incantation.

Zara took her time. She attended to Mila’s breasts with devotion — mouth and fingers working in concert, teasing each nipple to a tight peak before moving to the other. Mila’s hips began to shift, an involuntary rhythm, the ache between her thighs building from ember to flame. Zara’s hand splayed across her stomach, holding her steady.

“Is this good?” Zara asked, her lips brushing the underside of Mila’s breast.

“Yes. Don’t stop.”

Zara didn’t. Her mouth traced a line down Mila’s belly, pausing to press a kiss to the scratch just below her navel — a souvenir from the Harem Games, some brute’s untrimmed fingernail. Zara kissed it like it was sacred. Then lower. The jut of Mila’s hipbone. The sensitive skin where thigh met groin. Mila’s legs fell open.

When Zara’s mouth found her, Mila gasped. Zara’s tongue parted her folds, finding the swollen ache of her clit and circling it in slow, steady strokes. Mila’s hand flew to Zara’s head, anchoring herself. The pleasure was sharp and sweet, building in waves that rolled through her belly and down her thighs. Zara’s fingers slid lower, teasing at Mila’s opening, and when she pushed inside — two fingers, curling just so — Mila cried out.

“There,” she managed. “Right there.”

Her fingers stroked that spot inside while her tongue kept its relentless rhythm on her clit. Mila’s breathing turned ragged. The tension coiled tighter, a spring winding past breaking point — and then it cracked. Pleasure washed through her in a hot, shuddering pulse. Her inner muscles clenched around Zara’s fingers as she came, her back bowing off the thin mattress. Zara worked her through it, gentling her touch as the waves subsided, until Mila slumped back against the bunk, trembling.

Zara crawled up to lie beside her, her lips glistening, her expression soft. “There you are.”

Mila pulled her into a kiss — tasting herself on Zara’s mouth, her hands already moving to return the gift. “Let me try.”

Zara started to protest — this was about you — but Mila silenced her with another kiss. She rolled them so Zara lay beneath her, and now it was Mila’s turn to worship. She kissed the hollow of Zara’s throat. The swell of her breasts. She took her time with Zara’s nipples, using her tongue the way Zara liked — quick flicks, then slow, sucking pressure. Zara moaned, her hips rolling.

Mila moved down her body, slower even than Zara had. She wanted to memorize every sound Zara made. The catch in her breath when Mila’s teeth grazed her inner thigh. The way her fingers tightened in Mila’s hair when Mila’s tongue found her clit. Zara was already wet, already aching, and Mila took her time — because this might be the last time. The thought was a knife, but she turned it into something else. She turned it into devotion.

She worked Zara with her mouth and fingers the way Zara had done. Zara’s thighs trembled on either side of Mila’s head. Her breaths grew shorter. When she came, it was with Mila’s name on her lips — a quiet, broken sound that Mila would carry with her into whatever came next.

After, they shifted until they lay face-to-face, legs tangled, foreheads nearly touching. The bunk was too narrow for two, and that was the point. Zara’s hand rested on Mila’s hip. Mila’s palm pressed flat against Zara’s heart. The candle had burned low, the wax pooling in a cooling puddle on the crate beside them.

Mila traced the curve of Zara’s cheekbone with her thumb. Her lips parted. The words rose in her throat — the quill. The poison. What I’m about to do. What they’ll do to me when it’s done. She could see them, suspended in the space between their mouths. For three heartbeats, she almost let them fall.

But Zara had bet everything on her. Zara believed in her. And if Mila told her the truth — asked her to carry this weight — she’d be making Zara complicit. The guards would have questions after tomorrow. Better that Zara could honestly say she knew nothing.

Mila closed her mouth. Kissed Zara’s forehead instead.

“Whatever happens tomorrow,” Zara said quietly, “I’m proud of you. Whatever you’ve become — whoever you had to become — I’m proud of you.”

Mila didn’t answer. She couldn’t. But she held Zara tighter, and that was answer enough.

∞∞∞

At dawn, Sivka came to her quarters. The trainer’s face was unreadable.

“It’s time,” she said. “The final round. The prince has chosen the challenge personally.”

“What is it?”

Sivka met her eyes. “You. Him. The arena. No rules. No limits. The crowd decides when it’s over.”

Mila reached beneath the loose stone and retrieved the quill. It was cold in her palm — so small, so light. A feather’s weight. A king’s death.

Mila looked at Sivka. “How long have you known about this?”

“I’ve known since the day you arrived. Malamut told me to watch you. Train you. Make sure you survived long enough to get here.” Sivka’s voice was steady. “I didn’t expect to respect you.”

“Will you be in trouble? After?”

“No one will know I was involved. Malamut’s people will see to that.” She paused at the door. “Good luck, borderlands girl. Make it count.”

Mila tucked the quill into the folds of her robe. It was time.


Chapter 9 — The Final Round

The Gilded Pit was fuller than Mila had ever seen it. Every tier, every seat, every standing space along the upper galleries was packed with bodies. The noise was a physical thing — a roar that pressed against her skin as she walked onto the arena floor. The sand was hot beneath her bare feet.

The prince was already there.

Severin stood in the center of the arena, stripped to the waist, his body lean and muscled in the way of a man who trained for sport rather than survival. He was smiling — that same cold, amused smile she’d seen the day she arrived. He’d been waiting for this. He’d been waiting for her.

“The borderlands girl,” he said, loud enough for the crowd to hear. “The one who hates me. I’ve been watching you, you know. All season. You’re very good at pretending to be ordinary.”

“I’ve had practice.”

“I’m sure you have.” He circled her slowly. The crowd quieted, hungry for the performance. “Do you know why I compete in the Games? Why I choose one girl each season to face me?”

“Because you’re bored.”

“Because I want to see what happens when someone has nothing left to lose. When survival isn’t enough. When the only thing keeping them alive is the hope of hurting me.” He stopped in front of her. “You’re that girl, aren’t you? The one who’s been waiting for this moment since the day you arrived.”

Mila didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. He already knew.

“Good,” he said. “Then let’s give them a show.”

The horn sounded.

The horn’s echo still hung in the air when Severin’s hand closed around her throat.

Not hard enough to choke—not yet. Just enough to remind her, and the thousands watching from the stands, exactly who held the power here. His fingers were warm against her pulse, which beat steady and slow despite everything. Mila had learned long ago that fear was a luxury she couldn’t afford. Fear made you hesitate. Fear got you killed.

She’d come too far to die now.

“On your knees,” he said, his voice carrying to the crowd. They roared their approval. “Show them what a proper tribute looks like.”

Mila sank down onto the sand of the arena floor. The grit bit into her knees through the thin silk of her ceremonial robe—the one they’d dressed her in this morning, sheer white fabric that hid nothing and promised everything. She could feel the tiny weight of the quill inside her, the hollow tube of bone pressed against the walls of her pussy where she’d inserted it an hour before, using her own arousal to ease its passage. The poison inside was colorless, odorless, and very, very slow. Three days from now, the prince would begin to feel tired. Five days, his joints would ache. Seven days, his organs would begin to fail. Ten days, he would be dead, and no physician in the kingdom would be able to explain why.

Look at me, she thought, tilting her head back to meet his eyes. Look at the helpless little tribute. Look at her trembling lips and her tear-bright eyes. Look at anything except what she’s really doing.

Severin smiled down at her. He was beautiful in the way that venomous snakes were beautiful—all elegant lines and jewel-bright color, promising death with every movement. His cock was already hard, straining against the leather of his fighting breeches. He’d chosen to face her half-dressed, bare-chested and gleaming with oil, every muscle defined by the arena’s torchlight. The crowd loved it. The crowd loved him.

“Undress me,” he commanded.

Mila reached up with hands she kept deliberately unsteady. The crowd needed to see her fear. The prince needed to see it. She fumbled with the laces of his breeches, letting her fingers slip, letting her breath catch in her throat. She’d learned long ago that men like Severin wanted performances even more than they wanted flesh. Give them the show they expected, and they stopped looking for the knife.

The leather parted. His cock sprang free, thick and already slick at the tip. He was large—they always were, the ones who needed to prove something—and Mila let her eyes widen, let her lips part. The crowd laughed. Someone shouted something crude. Severin’s smile widened.

“You like what you see, tribute?”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Her voice came out soft, breathless. Perfect.

“Then take it.”

She leaned forward and took him into her mouth.

The crowd’s roar was deafening. Mila worked him with the skill of long practice, her tongue tracing the ridge of his shaft, her lips tight around his girth. One hand braced against his thigh, while the other cupped his balls, applying just enough pressure to make him groan. She let him see tears in her eyes when he thrust deeper. She let him feel her throat contract around him in what he would read as a gag, not the controlled relaxation it actually was.

You’re already dead, she thought, looking up at him through her lashes. You just don’t know it yet.

“That’s enough.” He pulled her off his cock by her hair, yanking her head back. “I want to fuck you properly. I want everyone to see.”

He dragged her to her feet and spun her around, bending her forward over the ceremonial block—a slab of black stone at the center of the arena, carved with the sigils of past champions. Mila’s cheek pressed against the cold surface. Her robe was ripped away, leaving her naked before the thousands. The night air was chill on her exposed skin, her nipples peaking tight, the wetness between her thighs cooling in the breeze.

Severin kicked her legs apart. His hand came down on her ass, hard enough to sting, hard enough to leave a mark. The crowd counted the strike. One. He hit her again. Two. Three. Mila gasped and whimpered and let her body jerk with each blow, and all the while her mind was a sheet of ice, clear and cold and utterly still.

Wait. Wait for the moment. Wait for him to be inside you. Wait for him to forget.

He positioned himself behind her. She could feel the heat of his cock against her folds, the blunt pressure of his head seeking entrance. One hand gripped her hip. The other tangled in her hair, pulling her head back, arching her spine.

“Look at them,” he growled in her ear. “Look at all the people watching you get fucked. This is what you were made for. This is all you’ll ever be.”

Then he drove inside her.

Mila cried out—not entirely from performance. He was thick, and she was still sore from yesterday, and he’d entered her without care, the stretch of him burning through her in a way that was impossible to ignore. She clenched around him involuntarily, her body’s automatic response, and felt him laugh against her neck.

“So tight. So wet. You wanted this, didn’t you? Wanted me to take you in front of everyone.”

She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. He was already moving, already lost in the rhythm of his own pleasure, fucking into her with the brutal intensity of a man who’d never been told no. The stone was cold beneath her. The crowd was chanting something, his name perhaps, or just the wordless noise of bloodlust. Mila’s fingers curled against the stone’s edge.

Wait.

He pounded into her, each thrust driving her harder against the altar. Her breasts scraped the cold rock. She could feel him hitting deep, deeper than was comfortable, and she let her body take it, let the pain sharpen her focus to a diamond point. This was the moment. This was the center of the storm. Every second of planning, every carefully constructed lie, every night she’d spent practicing the motion in her tiny cell—it all came down to this.

Wait.

Severin’s rhythm grew erratic. He was close. His grip on her hip tightened to bruising intensity, and he threw his head back, his eyes closing, his body arching as he drove into her one last time. The crowd’s roar reached a fever pitch. He was buried in her to the hilt, his cock pulsing, his entire being consumed by the pleasure of his own orgasm.

Now.

Mila’s inner muscles—the ones she’d spent months learning to control, the ones that had made her so valuable as a pleasure slave—tightened around him in a ripple that made him groan and thrust deeper still. At the same moment, she shifted her hips just slightly, just enough to press her inner thigh against his. And there, hidden in the wet heat of her body, the tiny quill pricked against his skin.

A scratch. Nothing more. A pinprick lost in the chaos of sex and crowd and climax. She withdrew immediately, the quill sliding back inside her, its poison already beginning its slow work through his bloodstream. By the time his body processed what had happened, the Games would be over. By the time he felt the first symptoms, she would be somewhere with witnesses. By the time he died, she would be untouchable.

Severin shuddered against her, his cock pumping hot seed inside her body. She felt every pulse of his orgasm, felt the wet heat of his release, felt him collapse forward over her back as the last of his pleasure drained out of him. He was breathing hard. Satisfied. Still inside her.

Still dying.

Mila smiled against the cold stone.

“That was worth the wait,” Severin murmured, pulling out of her with a wet sound that made her stomach turn. “You’re better than the others. I might keep you.”

She rose on shaking legs—the trembling was real now, the aftermath of adrenaline and impact and the sheer physical toll of what she’d just endured. Blood and semen dripped down her inner thighs, but the quill was secure, the poison was delivered, and the prince was already dead. He just didn’t know it yet.

Mila turned to face the crowd. She bowed, low and deep, the perfect tribute acknowledging her master’s victory. The crowd roared their approval. She straightened and met Severin’s eyes one last time.

His gaze was lazy, satisfied, utterly confident. He saw a girl who’d been used and broken. He saw another tribute who’d survived the Games through his mercy. He saw exactly what she wanted him to see.

Mila held his eyes and let him see nothing else.

Then she turned and walked out of the arena, her bare feet leaving triumphant prints in the sand.

She did not look back at him. She did not need to. He would die soon. He would die in his chambers, surrounded by physicians who couldn’t identify the poison, while his father the king received the news that his heir was dead.

And Mila — the borderlands girl, the slave, the competitor, the murderer — would be one step closer to the throne.

∞∞∞

She found Zara waiting in her quarters. Zara took one look at her face and didn’t ask any questions. She just pulled Mila into her arms and held on.

“Is it done?” Zara whispered.

Mila didn’t answer. She couldn’t. But she held Zara tighter, and that was answer enough.

As she drifted off to sleep she whispered a name. Not Severin’s. Another name.

Volmar.

One down.


Chapter 10 — Trainer

Three days after the prince’s death, Mila was summoned to a house in the capital.

She’d expected to be arrested. She’d prepared for it — rehearsed her denials, hidden the quill where no one would find it, made sure her story was airtight. But when the guards came for her, they didn’t bind her hands. They escorted her like an honored guest.

The house appeared noble, its halls were lined with tapestries depicting imperial conquests. The floors were polished marble that reflected her face back at her as she walked. She looked different now, she realized. Older. Harder. The village girl in the sunlit field was a ghost.

She was led into a dimly-lit chamber where Malamut was waiting. He was not alone. A dozen other men and women — nobles, officials, people whose faces she didn’t recognize, hidden in the dark of the shadows — were assembled around a long table. Malamut gestured for her to sit.

“Prince Severin’s death has been ruled a seizure,” he said. His voice carried to the whole room. “The physicians found nothing. The investigation is closed. And you —” He turned to Mila. “You have been promoted. As agreed.”

“Promoted to what?”

“Trainer.” He smiled — the thin, knowing smile she remembered from their first meeting. “The Harem Games require someone to prepare the competitors. Sivka has requested reassignment. The position is yours.”

The room murmured approval. Mila kept her face still. Trainer. Not a competitor anymore. Not a slave. Someone with authority. Someone with access. Someone who might, eventually, find herself close enough to the king to finish what she started.

“There is one more thing,” Malamut said. He produced a document from his robes — an official-looking parchment with the imperial seal. “Your companion. The slave named Zara. She’s been transferred to the prince’s compound as your personal attendant. Consider it a signing bonus.”

Mila took the document. Her hands were steady. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me.” Malamut’s eyes were unreadable. “You earned this. All of it.” He paused. “The king is old. He is not well. When he dies — and he will die, sooner rather than later — there will be a power vacuum. People who are positioned correctly will rise. People who are not will be crushed.” He leaned closer, his voice dropping so only she could hear. “Where do you want to be when that happens?”

Mila met his eyes. “Close enough.”

“Good.” He straightened. “Then we have work to do.”

∞∞∞

That night, Mila stood on the balcony of her new quarters — the trainer’s quarters, twice the size of her old cell, with a view of the capital and the arena and the mountains beyond. Zara was inside, unpacking her few belongings, already making the space feel like something approaching home.

The prince was dead. The king was old. The revenge she had sworn on that slave cart — half-fulfilled, still burning, still driving her forward — was within reach.

She thought of Corin. Of the sunlit field. Of his voice saying pretty and clever, every one of them. Of the way he’d fallen in the village square while she watched from behind a stone wall and did not scream.

She had not screamed then. She had not screamed when the procurer had tested her. She had not screamed when the prince had taken her in the arena. She had learned to swallow her screams and use them as fuel.

One down, she thought. One to go.

Below her, the lights of the capital glittered like scattered stars. Somewhere in the palace, the king was sleeping — old and frail and unaware that his son’s murderer was standing on a balcony less than a mile away, looking at his city and counting the days until she could take it from him.

She whispered his name. Quietly, the way she’d whispered it every night since the village burned.

Volmar.

Soon.
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