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Chapter 1 — Trainer

Mila stood at the edge of the training yard and watched the cart roll through the compound gates.

The morning light was thin, the color of old bone. It caught the dust the wheels kicked up and turned it into something that looked almost beautiful — a trick of the light Mila had learned to distrust. Nothing in the late prince’s compound was beautiful. Some things were simply less ugly than others.

Malamut rode at the head of the cart, his posture relaxed, one hand resting on his thigh. He looked like a man bringing livestock to market. In a sense, he was.

“Mila.” He raised a hand in greeting as the cart creaked to a stop. “You look well. Authority suits you.”

She didn’t return the greeting. She was looking past him, counting heads in the cart. Nine girls. Young, mostly. Eighteen, nineteen. Their clothing was travel-stained, their faces marked with the particular exhaustion of a long journey in an open cart. Some of them were trying not to look afraid. Some of them were failing.

“Nine,” Mila said. “More than I expected.”

“The northern territories were generous this season. A border dispute. Very productive.” Malamut swung down from the cart with the ease of a man who’d done this a thousand times. “Good material, I think. You’ll tell me if I’m wrong.”

Mila let the silence stretch. The girls were watching her now. She could feel their eyes, the way prey watches something it hasn’t decided is a predator yet. She remembered that feeling. She remembered being in a cart like that one, with Zara pressed against her side, both of them trying to calculate their odds.

That was a different Mila. That Mila was dead. The woman standing in the training yard had killed her.

“Unload them,” Mila said. “The yard. In a line.”

∞∞∞

The girls stood in the hard-packed dirt, nine of them in a ragged row. The morning sun was climbing, and the yard offered no shade. Mila let them stand there for a full minute while she walked the line, looking at each of them in turn.

She was not tall, and she was not broad, and she was not loud. But she had learned — from Sivka, from Severin, from the arena itself — that authority didn’t come from size or volume. It came from the certainty that you would do what needed to be done. Mila had killed a prince with her body. There was nothing in this yard that could frighten her.

She stopped in front of a girl with dark hair and a split lip. The girl’s eyes were down. Mila moved on.

The next girl was younger. Sixteen? No — the procurers knew the rules. Eighteen, then, but small. Her hands were shaking. Mila noted it and filed it away. Fear could be trained out. Weakness couldn’t.

She reached the end of the line and turned. The girls were all watching her now. All except one.

The fifth girl in the line — wiry, with sharp cheekbones and hair the color of rust — was looking directly at Mila’s face. Not challenging, exactly. But not submitting, either. Her posture was relaxed, almost insolent, as if the hard-packed dirt and the climbing sun and the woman who held her life in her hands were all vaguely interesting but not especially concerning.

Mila held her gaze.

The girl held it back.

The silence stretched. One of the other girls shifted her weight — a small sound, leather on dirt — and the moment broke. Mila filed the red-haired girl away for later and turned to address the line.

“You all volunteered to be here.”

Her voice carried across the yard. She’d learned that, too — how to pitch it so it reached without shouting. Sivka had called it the commander’s register. Mila had never commanded anything before she became a Trainer. She was still learning what it cost.

“If anyone wants to leave…” She gestured toward the gate. “Go. It’s open. Walk out. Live the glorious life of a kitchen slave, die at a ripe old age on a pile of straw. They’ll be happy to have you.”

No one moved.

“But you’ve chosen to stay. Very well. Today, the choice may seem easy.” Mila walked the line again, slower this time. “Tomorrow you will realize that it is hard. You’ll train. You’ll suffer. You’ll do things that terrify you — things that would have made you sick to think about a month ago. You’ll learn to use your body as a weapon. You’ll learn to endure. And when the Harem Games begin, you’ll compete in front of ten thousand people who are hoping you fail. Some of them will be hoping you die.”

She let that land.

“You’re not slaves anymore. You’re competitors. That means you have something to fight for. Glory. Position. A life that isn’t scrubbing pots or spreading your legs for whichever guard has the keys. But it also means you have something to lose. If you don’t train hard enough — if you’re not strong enough, fast enough, tough enough — you’ll lose it. You’ll wish you’d left tonight. You’ll wish you’d taken the kitchens.”

Mila stopped at the center of the line. She could feel Zara watching from the doorway of the compound — a familiar presence, steady and dry and unimpressed by all of it. Zara had seen Mila rehearsing this speech. She’d told Mila she was getting good at it. Mila wasn’t sure “good at it” was a compliment.

“The last Trainer before me was a woman named Sivka,” Mila said. “She trained me. She was hard. She had to be. The Games don’t care if you’re ready — they’ll chew you up and spit you out whether you’ve trained for a week or a year. But Sivka didn’t break me. She made me stronger.”

She turned to face the red-haired girl directly.

“Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

The girl didn’t blink. “You’re telling us it’s going to hurt.”

“And you volunteered. All of you. Remember that, when you’re on your knees in the dirt and your muscles are screaming and you want to quit. You chose this.”

The red-haired girl’s mouth twitched — not quite a smile. “And you?”

Mila took a step closer, scowling at the girl. She didn’t step back. Up close, Mila could see a thin scar along her jaw, old and white. The kind of scar you got from someone who meant to leave one.

“Could you have been a kitchen slave?” the girl asked.

Mila met her eyes, and the girl held her gaze. “What’s your name?” Mila asked her levelly.

“Didra.”

“Didra.” Mila let the name sit in the air between them. “You’ve got a mouth on you. That’s going to be a problem.”

“Probably.”

Mila almost smiled. She didn’t — she’d trained herself out of smiling — but something shifted in her chest, a recognition she didn’t want to name. She stepped back and addressed the line again.

“You’ll be housed in the recruits’ barracks. Two to a room. Zara — my attendant — will assign quarters. You’ll eat at dawn and dusk. You’ll train between meals. You’ll sleep when I tell you to sleep. If you’re injured, you’ll tell me. If you’re sick, you’ll tell me. If you’re pregnant, you’ll tell me, and you’ll be reassigned to the kitchens. Everything else is mine to command.”

She paused.

“Any questions?”

Silence. Even Didra kept her mouth shut.

“Good. Rest while you can. You’ll need your strength tomorrow.” Mila turned toward the compound. “Zara. Quarter them.”

∞∞∞

That night, Mila sat on the edge of her bed, still in her training leathers, staring at nothing.

Her quarters were larger than the recruits’ — a privilege of rank — but she hadn’t decorated them. The walls were bare stone. The only personal object in the room was a small knife on the bedside table, the blade she’d carried since her village. Everything else was functional. She liked it that way. Or she told herself she did.

The door opened. Zara came in without knocking — the only person in the compound who would.

“You’re brooding,” Zara said, closing the door behind her.

“I’m thinking.”

“That’s what brooding is. Thinking, but dark.” Zara crossed the room and sat down beside her on the bed. “That red-haired one. Didra.”

“She’s going to be trouble.”

“She reminds you of someone.” Zara chuckled.

Mila didn’t answer.

“The speech was good,” Zara said. Her voice was lighter now — the way it got when she was trying to pull Mila out of whatever dark room she’d locked herself in. “Very intimidating. The part about the kitchens — nice touch.”

“Was it effective?”

“They looked appropriately terrified. Except Didra, who looked like she was calculating whether she could take you in a fight.”

“Perhaps she could.”

“Perhaps.” Zara’s hand found Mila’s knee. “But one thing I’ve learned is to never bet against you. And the only thing I know for certain is that you haven’t slept properly in three days, and you’re sitting here in your training leathers like you’re expecting an attack at any moment, and you need to not be the Trainer for a few hours.”

Mila looked at Zara’s hand on her knee. Looked at Zara’s face — the familiar sharpness of her, the dry humor that had kept Mila alive on the slave cart and in the arena and after everything. Zara was the only person Mila was soft with. The only person she could be soft with.

“I don’t know how to not be the Trainer,” Mila said.

“Then let me teach you.”

Zara rose and extended her hand. Mila took it.

The lamps had been turned low, the oil scented with something herbal — rosemary, maybe, or lavender from the market. Mila hadn’t noticed Zara preparing the room. She’d been too busy being the Trainer, too busy carrying the weight of nine girls who needed her to be iron.

Zara’s fingers found the buckles of Mila’s training leathers, and she worked in silence, each strap loosened with deliberate care, her knuckles brushing Mila’s ribs, her hip, the small of her back. When the chest piece came away, Mila exhaled — a sound she hadn’t meant to make, a rare surrender.

“There you are,” Zara murmured. “Under all that armor.”

She peeled the leather from Mila’s shoulders, let it drop to the floor. The linen undertunic followed, lifted over Mila’s head with Zara’s hands guiding her arms up like a child being undressed for bed. Mila sat bare-chested in the lamplight, the air cool on her skin, her nipples tightening. She didn’t cross her arms. She didn’t look away. This was Zara. This was the one place she didn’t have to be anything but herself.

Zara’s gaze traveled her body. The scar across Mila’s ribs from the Voltan arena. The older one, fainter, along her collarbone from the slaver’s whip. The topography of survival. Zara touched Mila’s hip, thumb tracing the ridge of muscle there, and said nothing at all.

Then she knelt.

She worked Mila’s boots off, one at a time, setting each aside with care. The training trousers came next, and the thin smallclothes beneath them, until Mila sat naked. Zara stayed on her knees a moment longer, looking up at her.

“You still look like you’re waiting for an attack,” Zara laughed. “Shoulders back. Weight balanced. Like someone’s going to come through that door.”

“Old habits.”

“I know.” Zara rose. She was still fully clothed — her own tunic, her own trousers, her hair pulled back in its practical knot. The asymmetry of it was intentional. Mila understood. Zara was giving her permission to be the one who needed, not the one who provided. “Lie down.”

Mila climbed back onto the bed. The sheets were clean — Zara had done that too, changed them while Mila was addressing the recruits. She lay back, the mattress soft beneath her, her body sinking into it degree by degree as if it had forgotten how to rest.

Zara undressed by the bedside. Not a performance — she simply removed her clothes with the same methodical care she’d shown Mila’s armor. Tunic folded over the chair. Trousers next. The breastband unwound, freeing small breasts with dark nipples that peaked in the cool air. Her body was lean, hips narrow, the muscle of her thighs defined from years of labor. The lamplight caught old whip scars on her shoulders, the faint silver lines that matched Mila’s own.

She climbed onto the bed and settled beside Mila, propped on one elbow. Her free hand found Mila’s stomach, palm flat, warm.

Mila closed her eyes. Zara’s mouth was on her shoulder, then her neck— soft kisses, unhurried, the kind they’d learned to give each other in the quiet hours between arena matches when neither of them knew if they’d survive the next day. Zara’s lips traveled down Mila’s sternum, paused at the swell of her breast, then closed around her nipple.

Mila’s back arched. A small moan escaped her. Zara’s tongue was slow and deliberate, tracing circles, while her hand continued its path down Mila’s body. Over the stomach. Through the coarse hair at the junction of her thighs. Lower.

When Zara’s fingers found her, Mila was already wet. The touch was light at first — just the pads of two fingers brushing her folds, spreading the slickness, learning the shape of her arousal. Zara lifted her mouth from Mila’s breast long enough to say, “You needed this.”

“Yes,” Mila breathed. It was the only word she had.

Zara’s fingers circled Mila’s clit in slow, steady strokes. She knew exactly how Mila liked it — firm pressure, a rhythm that built without rushing, the kind of touch that said I have you and let go in equal measure. Her mouth returned to Mila’s breast, teeth grazing the sensitive peak, and Mila’s hips began to move of their own accord, rocking into Zara’s hand.

“There,” Zara murmured against her skin. “That’s it. No brooding. No thinking at all.”

Mila’s hand found Zara’s thigh, fingers digging in as the pleasure built. She could feel the heat gathering low in her belly, the tension building, her muscles tightening. Zara’s fingers dipped lower, slipped inside her — two of them, curling just so — and Mila cried out.

She didn’t care who heard. That was the gift Zara was giving her.

Zara worked her with the same focused intensity she brought to everything — the arena, the training yard, the careful art of keeping Mila human. Her thumb pressed Mila’s clit while her fingers stroked deep, and her mouth never left Mila’s skin. Kisses along her jaw. Nips at her earlobe. Murmured words Mila couldn’t quite hear and didn’t need to.

The orgasm built like a wave — slow at first, then inevitable. Mila felt her body tightening, her breath coming in short gasps, her hand clutching in the sheets. Zara’s fingers curled inside her, hit that spot, and Mila shattered.

She came with Zara’s name on her lips — a broken sound, raw, nothing like the Trainer’s voice she’d been using all day. Her inner muscles clenched around Zara’s fingers in rhythmic pulses, waves of pleasure rolling through her, her clit throbbing under Zara’s steady pressure. Her hips bucked once, twice, then stilled as the tension flooded out of her.

Zara eased her through it, fingers slowing, mouth pressing soft kisses to Mila’s temple, her cheek, the corner of her mouth. She waited until Mila’s breathing steadied before withdrawing her hand, wiping her fingers absently on the sheet.

“Better?” Zara asked.

Mila opened her eyes. Zara was looking down at her with an expression that was tender and full of something that had kept Mila alive through the worst months of her life.

“Come here,” Mila said.

She pulled Zara down into a kiss — the first real kiss of the night, deep and slow, Mila’s tongue sliding against Zara’s. She tasted herself on Zara’s lips. Her hand slid between Zara’s thighs and found her wet, ready, aching for touch.

She rolled them, reversing their positions, settling between Zara’s legs. Zara’s thighs parted for her, an invitation and a homecoming. Mila kissed down her body — the hollow of her throat, the valley between her breasts, the ladder of her ribs. Zara’s breathing quickened, her fingers threading through Mila’s hair.

Mila settled between Zara’s thighs and did what she’d done a hundred times before, what she would do a thousand times again. She parted Zara’s folds with her tongue and found her clit, drawing it into her mouth with the same steady pressure Zara had used on her. Zara gasped, her hips lifting, her grip tightening in Mila’s hair.

Mila licked into her slowly at first, then with more urgency, reading every shift of Zara’s body as instruction. She slid two fingers inside her, matching the rhythm of her mouth, and Zara made that sound she always made when Mila found exactly the right pace.

“Don’t stop,” Zara said. “Mila. Don’t stop.”

Mila didn’t. She fucked Zara with her mouth and fingers, bringing her to the edge and holding her there, drawing out every gasp and shudder. When Zara finally came, she cried Mila’s name, her thighs clamping around Mila’s head, her body arching off the bed as pleasure wracked through her.

Mila crawled up the bed and collapsed beside Zara, both of them breathing hard, their bodies slick with sweat. The lamp had burned lower, the shadows deepening in the corners of the room. Outside, the compound was silent — the recruits asleep in their dormitory, the guards at their posts, the world holding its breath.

Zara reached for her in the dark, pulling her closer. Mila let her.

∞∞∞

Later, in the dark, Zara’s head rested on Mila’s shoulder. Her breathing was slow and even — not quite asleep, but close.

“The red-haired one,” Zara murmured. “Didra.”

“What about her?”

“I like her.”

Mila stared at the ceiling. “I know.”

“You’re going to be hard on her.”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Zara’s hand found Mila’s in the dark and laced their fingers together. “She needs it. So do you.”

Mila didn’t answer. But she didn’t let go of Zara’s hand, either.

Outside, the compound was quiet. The new recruits were sleeping — or lying awake, staring at unfamiliar ceilings, wondering what they’d volunteered for. Tomorrow, training would begin. Tomorrow, Mila would start turning them into something harder than they were.

But tonight, in the dark, with Zara’s fingers laced through hers, she let herself be soft.

Just for a few hours.

Just until dawn.


﻿Chapter 2 — The Gauge

Dawn came hard and cold.

Mila was in the training yard before the sun cleared the compound wall. She’d left Zara sleeping — a rare indulgence, but Zara would need her rest for the day ahead. Mila needed the silence more. She stood in the center of the yard and let the cold settle into her bones, sharpening her.

The recruits arrived in a shuffling line, still blinking sleep from their eyes. Zara had provided them training shifts — rough linen, sleeveless, cut short enough to move in. The fabric did nothing to hide the differences between them. Some were soft from a life indoors. Some were lean with the kind of muscle that came from labor. Didra was in the second category — wiry arms, a healed-over scar on her ribcage visible where the shift gaped.

“Line,” Mila said.

They lined up. Faster than yesterday. Already learning.

“Training begins with measurement. I need to know what I’m working with. Your strengths. Your weaknesses. What you’re afraid of — and what you think you’re good at that you’re actually terrible at.”

She let that settle.

“We’ll start with stamina. The wall.”

Mila pointed to the eastern wall of the compound — stone, twelve feet high, warmed by the morning sun. She directed them to press their palms against it, arms extended, and hold a half-squat position. Legs spread. Back straight. Stillness required.

It sounded easy. It wasn’t.

By the third minute, two of the girls were shaking. By the fifth, one of them — the small one with the trembling hands from yesterday — collapsed to her knees, gasping. Mila let her stay there. The lesson wasn’t in the holding. It was in the failure.

Didra held for nine minutes. Her face was blank, almost bored, but the sweat running down her neck told a different story. When Mila finally called time, Didra straightened slowly, rolling her shoulders like she’d just finished a light warm-up. She caught Mila’s eye and raised an eyebrow — a tiny, insolent gesture that said, Is that all?

Mila didn’t react. But she noted it.

∞∞∞

The second assessment was flexibility. Mila put them through a series of stretches — some conventional, some less so. Positions that required them to open their bodies, to hold angles that would be useful in the arena. A girl who couldn’t bend was a girl who’d break.

There was no dignity in it. That was the point. The Harem Games didn’t care about dignity.

Sable — the dark-eyed girl who’d kept her head down during the speech — moved through the stretches with a fluid, contained grace. She wasn’t the strongest, but she was the most precise. Every position was perfect. Every transition was controlled. Mila watched her and thought: This one wants to win. Not for glory. For something else. Something hungrier.

When the stretches were done, Mila called Sable forward.

“You’ve done this before.”

Sable’s face gave away nothing. “I danced. Before.”

“Before is gone.”

“I know.” Sable met her eyes — not challenging, like Didra, but steady. “But I carry some of it with me.”

Mila studied her for a long moment. Then she nodded and sent her back to the line.

∞∞∞

The third assessment was the one they’d been dreading.

Mila brought out the gauge.

It was a wooden phallus jutting out from an upright pole, polished smooth by years of use, slightly curved and thicker than any man Mila had ever seen and a full hand-span long. Sivka had called it the gauge. Mila had learned to hate it during her own training — not because of what it was, but because of what it represented. The arena paired girls with men of all sizes. Some of them were enormous. If you couldn’t handle the gauge, you couldn’t handle the arena.

The recruits stared at it. One of them — the girl with the split lip — made a small sound in her throat.

“This is a tool,” Mila said. “Nothing more. In the arena, you’ll face men of all sizes. Some will be larger than anything you’ve encountered. If you can’t manage the gauge, you’ll be injured in the Pit. If you’re injured, you’ll be eliminated. If you’re eliminated, you’ll be reassigned. Do you understand what reassignment means?”

They understood. Reassignment meant the kitchens, or the guards’ barracks, or worse. There was no safety net under the Harem Games. There was only winning and everything else.

“We’ll start with your mouths. Who’s first?”

Silence. The recruits looked at each other. The small one was already shrinking back. The split-lipped girl was staring at the ground.

Sable stepped forward.

“I’ll do it.”

Mila didn’t smile. But something in her chest — the thing that had recognized Sable’s hunger earlier — registered approval.

“Kneel.”

Sable knelt in the dirt. Mila positioned the gauge in front of her, adjusted it to the level of her mouth.

“Breathing is everything. If you hold your breath, you’ll tense up. If you tense up, you’ll tear. You breathe through it. You find the angle that works for your body. You don’t fight the size — you accommodate it.”

Sable nodded. Her face was calm, but Mila could see the pulse in her throat beating fast.

“Whenever you’re ready.”

Sable leaned forward. The other recruits watched in silence as she took the gauge into her mouth — slowly, controlled, exactly as Mila had described. Her jaw worked. Her throat moved. She gagged once, pulled back, breathed, and tried again.

The second attempt went deeper. Sable’s eyes were watering, but she didn’t stop. She found the angle Mila had described — a slight tilt of the head, a relaxation in the throat — and the gauge slid past the point of resistance.

She held it there for three full seconds before pulling back.

Mila watched the whole thing without expression. Inside, she was recalculating. Sable wasn’t just hungry. Sable was disciplined. There was a difference. Hunger made you want to win. Discipline made you capable of it.

“Good,” Mila said. “Again.”

Sable did it again. And again. By the fourth repetition, she wasn’t gagging at all.

∞∞∞

The other recruits took their turns. Some managed the gauge with difficulty. Some couldn’t manage it at all — couldn’t open their jaw wide enough, too much gag reflex, too much fear, too much tension in their bodies. Mila noted each failure as carefully as she noted each success. The failures would get extra work. If they couldn’t improve, they’d be cut.

Didra was last.

She approached the gauge like it had insulted her mother. There was no hesitation in her body, no fear in her face. She knelt, positioned herself, and took the gauge in a single motion — fast, aggressive, almost violent, pinning her face against the upright pole. Her throat worked. Her eyes stayed open, fixed on Mila’s face, defiant even on her knees.

She pulled back, wiped her mouth on her arm, and stood.

“Anything else?”

The recruits were staring at her. Even Sable looked impressed — or as close to impressed as Sable’s face ever got.

Mila studied Didra for a long moment. The girl was strong. The girl was fearless. The girl was going to be a problem — the kind of problem that got other people killed if it wasn’t managed.

“You think this is about being tough,” Mila said. “It’s not. Tough gets you through one challenge. Tough gets you tired. Tough gets you dead.” She stepped closer. “The gauge isn’t a test of courage. It’s a test of control. You went at it like you were trying to win a fight. You can’t fight size. You have to survive it.”

Didra’s jaw tightened. “I survived it.”

Mila nodded. “This time.”

She kicked out the stay at the bottom of the device’s upright, and lowered to the ground. “Position two,” she announced.

She looked at Didra. “Squat.”

Didra blinked. She looked down at the phallus, rising up from the sand. “I’m not… prepared.”

“Preparation is a luxury. There are no luxuries in the area. Squat.”

Didra stepped over the gauge, lifted her shift, and squatted, pressing the enormous phallus to the entrance of her pussy.

Mila could see the grim work on her face. Trying to relax, perhaps summoning up some erotic image in the hope her body might naturally lubricate to ease the way.

After a minute of effort, her face twisted in annoyance. She stood.

She was defeated, but she did not bow her head. Instead, she looked at Mila with a defiant glare. “I could do it if I had a moment to prepare.”

Mila held her gaze. Unbuckled her own bottoms and dropped them into the stand. Hocked and spat onto her hand and rubbed it onto her pussy.

She stepped forward, squatted, and with one, two, three presses, had the entirety of the massive phallus seated deep inside her.

He held there for a moment, then stood the massive member sliding from her pussy. She retrieved her bottom from the sand and turned back to the girls.

Some regarded her with open awe. Didra held an expression of uncertainty. Possibly something like the first glimmers of respect.

“If you’re here thinking you have nothing to learn,” she said, “I promise you: you’ll die out there.”

She looked at Didra frankly. “You want to try again?”

Didra hesitated – just a moment – and behind them, Sable said, “She’s afraid.”

It was a small statement of fact. Not mocking, not cruel, but Didra instantly spun, strode three steps, and slapped Sable across the face.

Sable stared at Didra, shocked.

The other girls went silent.

This was something Mila hadn’t anticipated, but she knew she needed to respond.

“Didra, Sable,” she said. “Come with me.”

∞∞∞

The storage room off the training yard smelled of old leather and iron, the air thick with the dust of disused equipment. Mila threw the bolt behind them and lit a single oil lamp on the wall shelf, its flame steadying into a small sphere of amber light. Didra stood with her arms crossed, jaw set, trying to hide her fear and nearly succeeding.

Sable, on the other hand, trembled. Perhaps she feared it was she who would be punished.

She needn’t have worried.

Mila pulled a heavy wooden table into the center of the room. It had iron rings bolted at each corner, and the oak surface was scarred with old gouges. She had never used it before. She didn’t need to explain. Didra looked at the rings, then at Mila, and something flickered in her expression — not quite fear yet, but a recognition of the shape this was about to take.

“Lie down,” Mila said. “On your belly.”

Didra didn’t move. “You think this will make me obey you?”

“I think you slapped a girl who spoke the truth, and right now you’re too full of pride to feel the shame you earned. Lie down.”

A long moment. Didra’s nostrils flared, but she walked to the table, climbed onto it, and lay on her stomach. Mila saw the shiver that ran through her as the cool wood pressed against her belly. She cinched leather cuffs around Didra’s wrists, then her ankles, threading the straps through the iron rings and pulling them taut until Didra’s body was stretched long, vulnerable, the arch of her back accentuated, the swell of her ass raised slightly. Her thin training tunic had ridden up, exposing the pale skin of her lower back and bare ass. Mila left it. Didra’s breathing was already audible.

Sable hovered near the wall, watching, her hand idly stroking her reddened cheek.

Mila opened a cabinet and withdrew a riding crop — light leather, the keeper stitched with a narrow tongue of double-thickness hide. It was not a weapon. It would not break skin. But it would burn like Hell.

She turned to Sable. “Come here.”

Sable looked surprised, but then she obediently stepped forward, eyes flicking between the crop and Didra’s bound form.

“Take it.”

Sable’s fingers closed around the handle. She held it as if it might bite her.

“Didra struck you,” Mila said, her voice low and hard. “You’re going to return the lesson. You’re going to strike her until I tell you to stop. Do you understand?”

Sable nodded, a jerky motion.

Didra turned her head on the table, cheek pressed to the wood, and managed a thin, defiant smile. “Go on, little bird. Hit me like you’d swat a fly. See what happens.”

Mila ignored her. She positioned Sable at Didra’s side, adjusting her grip, showing her the angle. “Aim for the meat of her ass. Not the kidneys, not the spine. Swing from the shoulder. Commit.”

Sable’s first strike landed with a soft thwack, barely enough to dimple the skin through Didra’s thin linen trousers.

“Harder,” Mila said.

The second was a little sharper, but Didra made no sound. Her body didn’t tense. Sable’s hand trembled.

“Harder. She’s not learning. She’s counting your failures.”

Sable swung again, and this time the crop left a faint pink stripe on her bare skin. Didra’s hips shifted, but still no sound. Sable’s breath was ragged. She hit again, and again, each blow slightly firmer, but none with conviction. Didra’s silence was a wall. Mila watched Sable’s face crumple with frustration.

“You’re letting her win,” Mila said. “She feels your pity and she’s using it. She’ll keep using it in the arena until someone uses it to break her. Hit her like you want to save her life.”

Sable brought the crop down with a crack that echoed off the stone walls. Didra’s whole body jerked, and a sharp grunt escaped her. Sable froze, breathing hard.

“Again.”

The next strike split the grunt into a choked cry. A darker welt rose on Didra’s skin. Sable’s eyes were streaming now, but she swung again, harder, and Didra cried out, a raw, unwilling sound that seemed torn from her chest. She arched against the restraints. “Fucking bitch!” she cried, fingers curling into fists, her teeth clenched.

“That’s enough from you,” Mila said, and took the crop from Sable’s hand. Sable stumbled back, sobbing, and pressed her palms against the wall as if to steady herself.

Mila stepped to Didra and ran the flat of the crop’s tongue along the raised welts she’d already earned. She felt the heat through her own palm, the staccato twitch of over-sensitized muscle. Didra’s breath came in hissing pulls. Her exposed lower back gleamed with sweat.

“I don’t know how to teach you discipline, Didra, but I’m going to try.” Mila said it quietly, with no rancor. She let the crop speak.

The first true stroke she laid fell like a hot wire. Didra screamed — a real scream, torn from the belly, and the sound of it filled the small stone room and sank into the wood and the leather and Sable’s heaving quiet. Mila gave her no pause. The next stroke crossed the first in a neat, searing line, and Didra bucked, the leather cuffs groaning. The third striped the tender skin just below the crest of her ass, and Didra’s scream broke into a sob. Her body shook. The welts were darkening, her pale skin blooming in angry reds and bruised purples, and still she made no plea, no surrender. But her pride had cracked open, and Mila could see the raw, bleeding thing inside.

She raised the crop again.

“Stop!”

Sable’s voice shattered the rhythm. Mila halted, the crop poised. Sable had turned from the wall, her face swollen and wet, her hands reaching out as if she could physically catch the next blow.

“Please,” Sable said, her voice cracking. “She’s had enough. Please, Mila. She’s had enough.”

Mila lowered the crop. The only sound was the ragged chorus of their breathing, three women in the amber dark, and the faint drip of oil from the lamp. On the table, Didra’s body shuddered, but she made no other move. Her fingers slowly uncurled.

“In the area,” Mila said, “compassion could kill you.”

“If I lose my compassion,” Sable said, daring to meet her eye for only a moment, “I’d just as soon be dead.”

They stood there like that for a moment, the only sound Didra’s ragged breathing.

Mila set the crop aside and began to loosen the restraints.


Chapter 3 — Orders

The training equipment had been Sivka’s before it was Mila’s.

Mila hadn’t gone through it — not really. When she’d been promoted to Trainer, the position had come with a locked storage room off the training yard, a ring of iron keys, and a standing instruction from Sivka’s departing note: Use what you need. Burn what you don’t.

Mila had needed very little. The gauge. The training whips — light leather, designed to sting without cutting. The stress-position blocks. She’d left the rest where it was, gathering dust in the dark.

Zara, being Zara, had decided that tonight was the night to inventory it.

“You can’t just ignore a whole room,” Zara said, setting a lantern on a crate. The storage room was narrow and low-ceilinged, smelling of old leather and lamp oil. “What if there’s something useful in here? What if there’s something dangerous?”

“What if there’s something Sivka wanted forgotten?”

“Then I definitely want to find it.”

Mila leaned against the doorframe, watching. She was tired — the kind of deep, bone-level tired that came from three weeks of training recruits who didn’t know how to do anything except be afraid. Didra had pushed back twice today. Sable had excelled and then looked at Mila like she wanted a gold star. The small one — Lissa, Mila had finally learned to remember her name — had cried during stress-position drills. Mila had let her cry. The arena wouldn’t care about tears.

Zara pulled open a wooden chest and made a sound of discovery.

“What?” Mila said.

“You didn’t tell me Sivka had one of these.”

Zara stood up. In her hands was a leather harness — dark brown, well-made, fitted with brass buckles. Attached to the front of the harness was a carved phallus, smooth and polished, shaped with the kind of anatomical precision that suggested it had been commissioned, not improvised.

Mila stared at it. “I didn’t know.”

“She had it wrapped in silk. In a locked box inside the chest.” Zara turned the harness over in her hands, examining it with the same practical curiosity she brought to everything. “This wasn’t training equipment. This was personal.”

“Then put it back.”

“Why?” Zara looked up, and there was something in her face that Mila hadn’t seen before — a spark of mischief, but underneath it, something softer. Something that had been waiting. “You spend all day ordering girls around. Making them kneel. Making them perform. Making them take whatever you give them and say thank you.”

Mila’s jaw tightened. “That’s training.”

“I know.” Zara took a step closer. The lantern light caught the brass buckles, the smooth curve of the carved phallus. “But can you take orders?”

The question hung in the air between them. Mila looked at Zara — really looked at her, the way she hadn’t let herself look at anyone during the long, brutal weeks of training. Zara’s face was sharp and familiar and so dear it made Mila’s chest hurt. They had been through everything together. The slave cart. The journey. The arena. Severin’s death. The promotion. All of it, side by side.

But they had never done this. Zara had never asked for this.

“You want to fuck me,” Mila said. It wasn’t a question.

“I want to see you on your knees.” Zara’s voice was light, almost teasing, but her eyes were serious. “Not because someone ordered you there. Not because you’re using your body as a weapon. Because you want to be there. Because you trust me.”

Mila’s throat was tight. “I trust you.”

“Then prove it.” Zara held up the harness. “On your knees. Let me be in charge for a while.”

Mila looked at the harness. Looked at Zara’s face. Looked at the lantern casting shadows on the low ceiling, the crates of forgotten equipment, the dust motes floating in the amber light.

Then she knelt.

“Look at me,” Zara said.

Mila looked up at her.

Zara began fastening the harness around her own hips. She moved with the same efficiency she brought to everything — adjusting the straps, testing the buckles, making sure it sat right. When she was done, she looked down at Mila with an expression that was equal parts tenderness and mischief.

“You look ridiculous,” Mila said.

Zara laughed. “But I feel powerful.” Zara reached down and ran a thumb along Mila’s jaw. “Now. You’re going to do what I tell you. Understood?”

Mila’s voice came out rougher than she intended. “Understood.”

“Good girl.”

The words hit Mila somewhere below her ribs — a warm, unexpected flush of pleasure that had nothing to do with the cold calculations of power and everything to do with the way Zara was looking at her, like Mila was something precious rather than something dangerous.

Zara guided her to her hands and knees. The stone floor was cold and Mila felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with nakedness. For weeks, she had been the one in control. Always the one giving orders, setting terms, deciding what happened next. She hadn’t realized how heavy that was until she’d set it down.

Zara’s hands found Mila’s shoulders first—a grounding touch, warm through the thin fabric of her shift. “Let’s get this off you,” she murmured, and Mila raised her arms obediently, something unclenching in her chest at the simple act of being undressed. The shift whispered over her skin, and then she was bare, the cool air raising goosebumps along her arms and thighs. Zara made a soft sound of appreciation behind her. “You’re beautiful like this. Do you know that? On your knees, waiting for me.”

Mila didn’t answer. She wasn’t sure she could.

“Look at me.”

Mila turned her head. Zara stood naked now except for the harness. The leather was dark against her hips, the phallus rising from it sleek and polished—not oversized, but substantial.

“Good girl,” Zara said, and the unfamiliar praise landed somewhere deep in Mila’s chest, a warmth that spread outward. Zara knelt on her discarded tunic, the fabric cushioning her knees. Her hands settled on Mila’s hips. “I’ve been thinking about this for weeks. Watching you train those girls, watching you hold yourself together.”

Zara’s hands slid lower, cupping the curve of Mila’s ass, thumbs pressing gently into the muscle. “You’re so tense. All that armor, even when the metal’s off.” She leaned forward, her breasts pressing against Mila’s back, and kissed the nape of her neck, and Mila felt the phallus rest idly against the base of her spine. “Let me take care of you. That’s all this is. You don’t have to do anything but feel.”

Mila’s arms trembled slightly. She was wet already—could feel it, the slickness between her thighs, the ache of wanting. Zara’s fingers found her there, tracing through her folds with a gentleness that made Mila gasp.

“So ready,” Zara breathed against her shoulder. “That’s my good girl.”

She withdrew her fingers, and Mila heard the soft sound of her licking them clean. Then the phallus was pressing against her entrance, and Zara’s hand was steady on her hip, and Zara’s voice was in her ear, low and sure: “Breathe in for me. That’s it. Now let it out, and let me in.”

Mila exhaled, and Zara pushed forward.

The stretch was slow, deliberate—Zara giving her time to adjust with each incremental inch. Mila’s fingers curled against the stone floor, her head dropping between her shoulders. This was so different from the training ground. Maybe that had been Zara’s intention all along – to take these instruments of training and show her that they could be instruments of tenderness. Zara’s hips pressed flush against her, and Mila realized she was moaning, a low sound she hadn’t meant to make.

“There you are,” Zara murmured, and began to move.

She set a rhythm that was unhurried but deep, each thrust rocking Mila forward onto her hands. The phallus filled her completely, reaching places that made her breath catch and stutter. Zara’s hands roamed her body as she moved—smoothing down Mila’s spine, reaching around and cupping her breasts, fingers teasing her nipples to tight peaks. It was overwhelming in the best way, sensation layered on sensation until Mila couldn’t tell where one ended and the next began.

“You’re doing so well,” Zara said, her voice slightly breathless now. Her thrusts deepened, angled, and Mila cried out as the phallus found a spot inside her that sent sparks cascading down her thighs. “Right there? Yes. I can feel you clenching around me. Take it. Take all of it.”

Mila’s arms gave out. She fell to her elbows, her cheek pressed against the mat, and the new angle made everything sharper, more intense. Zara followed her down, covering her body, her breasts warm against Mila’s back, her breath hot at Mila’s ear. One hand slid beneath Mila’s hips, fingers finding her clit with unerring precision.

“Come for me,” Zara whispered. “I want to feel you. Come on my cock, Mila. Let go.”

The orgasm built like a wave pulling back from shore—a gathering tension, a coiling pressure that made Mila’s thighs shake and her breath come in ragged gasps. Zara’s fingers circled her clit with steady pressure, her thrusts never faltering, and Mila was saying something, words she couldn’t control, pleas or praise or just Zara’s name over and over—

It broke.

Mila’s body arched, her pussy clamping down on the phallus in rhythmic pulses that seemed to go on and on. The pleasure was a white-hot thing, cresting through her in waves that left her gasping, her fingers scrabbling against the floor for something to hold onto. Zara stayed with her through it, hips grinding slow and deep, drawing out every last tremor until Mila collapsed beneath her, limp and shaking.

Zara pulled out gently, carefully, and Mila whimpered at the loss. She heard the buckles again—Zara removing the harness—and then Zara was lying beside her on the mat, pulling her close, skin against skin.

“That’s it,” Zara said softly, her hand stroking Mila’s hair back from her damp forehead. “I’ve got you. You did so well.”

Mila pressed her face into the hollow of Zara’s throat and let herself be held. The shaking wouldn’t stop. She didn’t understand it—she’d had orgasms before, but this was different. Something had come loose inside her, some knot she’d been carrying so long she’d forgotten it was there.

“Zara,” she whispered.

“I know.” Zara’s arms tightened around her. “I know.”

∞∞∞

Later — much later — they walked back to Mila’s quarters together. Zara had cleaned the harness and put it away, wrapped in silk, locked in its box inside the chest. Mila had watched her do it.

“Keeping it?” Mila asked.

“I thought I might.” Zara’s voice was light again, but the warmth was still there underneath. “Unless you object.”

Mila thought about it. Thought about the way Zara had looked at her in the lantern light. Thought about the weight of control lifting off her shoulders, the impossible relief of not being in charge for a few hours.

“No,” Mila said. “I don’t object.”

“Good.” Zara took her hand as they walked. “Because I’m going to want to do that again.”

Mila almost smiled. Almost.

“Next time,” she said, “I’m going to make you work for it.”

Zara laughed — the same soft, surprised sound she’d made the night before. “I’d expect nothing less.”

They walked the rest of the way in silence, hand in hand, the compound dark and quiet around them. Somewhere in the barracks, Didra was sleeping — or not sleeping, replaying the day’s defeats, plotting tomorrow’s challenges. Somewhere off in the palace, King Volmar sleeping in his silks, unaware that his son’s killer was getting closer every day.

And somewhere in Mila’s chest, a small, stubborn thing was still beating — the thing that Zara touched when she said good girl, the thing that had nothing to do with revenge or power or the cold arithmetic of survival.

Mila didn’t know what to call it. She’d forgotten most of the words from her village — the soft words, the tender ones, the words for things that weren’t weapons or wounds.

But she knew what it felt like.

It felt like Zara’s hand in hers, walking through the dark.


﻿Chapter 4 — Breaking

The weeks blurred together. Dawn drills, midday endurance, evening assessments. Mila pushed the recruits until they dropped, then pushed them again. The ones who couldn’t keep up fell away — reassigned to the kitchens, the laundry, the guards’ barracks. Lissa, the small one with the trembling hands, was the first to go. Mila didn’t mourn her. The arena wouldn’t have mourned her either.

By the end of the first month, six recruits remained. By the end of the second, four. Sable was the best of them — disciplined, precise, hungry in a way that showed in every movement. Two others were adequate. And Didra was still a problem.

She didn’t challenge Mila openly anymore — the gauge demonstration had put an end to that. But she challenged in other ways. A beat too long before obeying an order. A glance exchanged with the other recruits when Mila’s back was turned. A whispered joke that made someone laugh during stress-position drills. Nothing Mila could punish without looking petty. Nothing that crossed the line into outright defiance. But constant. Wearing. A pebble in Mila’s boot that she couldn’t shake out.

The other recruits were starting to look at Didra before they looked at Mila. That was the real danger. Not Didra’s attitude — her influence. If Didra decided Mila wasn’t worth following, the others would follow Didra.

Mila couldn’t allow that. The Games were eight weeks away. She needed soldiers, not a rebellion.

∞∞∞

“We’re changing the training today,” Mila announced at dawn.

The four remaining recruits stood in the yard — Sable, Didra, and the two middling girls whose names Mila used but never let herself get attached to. The morning was cold, the sky a pale, washed-out gray. Mila’s breath misted in the air.

Men came marching into the yard — twelve of them, shuffled from the prince’s barracks and kitchens, their boots scraping the frost-hardened dirt. Soldiers, footmen, a pair of scullions still smelling of ash. Mila watched the recruits’ faces as the men formed a loose, smirking line: Sable’s jaw tightened, the two middling girls traded a look of strained resolve, and Didra — red-haired, green-eyed Didra — simply stood with her weight planted, her expression as unreadable as stone.

“Three men apiece,” Mila announced, her voice cutting through the cold air. “You have ten minutes to finish all three. If any man hasn’t spent by the time I call, you’ll run laps until you vomit. Men, find your girls.”

The men moved with the graceless purpose of those given permission to use. They chose quickly, dividing by unspoken agreement — three to each girl, except the four who bee-lined for Didra and had to be cut down by a sharp word from Mila. One of the footmen grumbled and peeled off to join the group around a brown-haired recruit whose name Mila knew but never let herself think too long.

The girls stripped with the brisk efficiency Mila had drilled into them, shifts pulled over heads, until all four were bare in the gray dawn, their breath pluming, their skin pebbling. The men unfastened their trousers and pulled out cocks in various states of arousal — some already stiff from anticipation, others needing a few rough tugs to fatten. No foreplay was offered. No one spoke softly.

The brown-haired recruit dropped to her knees immediately, reaching for the nearest man’s shaft. She took him into her mouth with the grim workman’s rhythm of someone who had learned that efficiency mattered more than pride. The other two men stood flanking her, stroking themselves, waiting their turn. She didn’t use her hands on them, only her mouth — moving from one cock to the next in a grim rotation, her jaw already tight, spit slicking her chin.

The girl whose name Mila also wouldn’t let herself attach to had chosen the safer configuration: on hands and knees in the dirt, one man already lodged inside her cunt, thrusting with a dull, thudding rhythm while the other two stood with cocks in hand, jostling for position. She meant to take each man sequentially — a plan that dissolved when the man behind her finished with a guttural curse, spilling inside her, and pulled out. No sooner had he stepped back than the next man grabbed her hips and drove in, her sore flesh offering no resistance. She muffled a cry against her forearm.

Sable was on her back, legs parted, one man’s weight pinning her while he rutted into her pussy with shallow, bruising thrusts. She’d agreed to this configuration, a second man straddling her chest, his cock already pushing past her lips as she tilted her head back to make a straight channel. But the man fucking her mouth had no concern for her comfort; he grabbed her hair and used her throat like a tight sheath, driving deep enough that her nostrils flared and a wet, strangled sound broke from her. Her eyes were wide, panicked, and Mila saw the moment she realized she couldn’t pull back — not without biting, and using teeth meant punishment.

Mila strode over to Didra, and was unsurprised to see that she was the most ambitious of the bunch. She knelt on all fours, back arched, body open. One man stood before her, his cock buried to the root in her mouth, his hand tangled in her hair. Another was under her, pounding up into her cunt with deep, jarring strokes that made her breasts sway against his face. The third man had pressed the blunt head of his cock against the pucker of her ass, and when he pushed in, Didra’s body clamped down but she made no sound — only a slow exhale through her nose, her green eyes fixed on nothing. Mila circled the group, watching the triple penetration with a cool, appraising eye. Didra’s jaw stretched wide, her cunt and ass stuffed full, three men using her in a rhythm that threatened to pull her apart. Her skin was slick with sweat despite the cold, and the man in her mouth kept pulling her head forward until her nose pressed against his belly.

Mila checked the sun. Time was dwindling. She paced back to the brown-haired recruit and watched how her blowjobs were going, arriving just as the first man came with a grunt, pulling out to pump a thick white jet across the girl’s cheek and nose; she flinched but kept her mouth open for the next. By the time the second man finished — a hot gush down her throat that made her cough, her eyes watering — she was trembling, but she held her hands steady on her thighs and tilted her face up for the third, who painted her forehead and lips, then shoved his softening cock back into her mouth to clean it. She gagged, but didn’t retch, then stood on wobbly knee, her smeared face gleaming with triumph.

Mila noticed that that other recruit – whatever her name was – had failed in her plan to take each from behind in her pussy. The third man had grown impatient waiting his turn and knelt in front of her guiding himself into her mouth without preamble. She was having trouble propping herself at that angle, and took him with a desperate, wet suck, tears running sideways across her face, her pussy leaking spent seed. The man in her mouth came into her throat, and she swallowed with a convulsive shudder; the one fucking her cunt pulled out a moment later and shot across the small of her back. He wiped his cock on her flank and stepped away, and she lay there in the sand, sticky and sore, her task finished.

Mila strode back to Sable, where the man in her pussy was grinding against her pubic bone with no rhythm but his own pleasure, and Sable’s body went rigid and something in her throat spasmed. The man fucking her mouth came with a satisfied hiss, spent down her gullet, then pulled out quickly enough that the last of his seed splashed across her chin and the corner of her mouth. She coughed, chest heaving, while the man between her legs continued until he shuddered and emptied inside her. Sable turned her head and spat a thin string of saliva and cum onto the dirt as the third man descended on her pussy and began humping away.

Mila paced back to Didra. Her men seemed to approaching climax, and she arrived just as the man in her mouth tore at her hair, fucked her face with abandon, and came with a guttural roar — straight down her throat, so deep she couldn’t swallow fast enough, and a thin trickle of white escaped from the corner of her lips. He pulled out with a laugh and slapped his still-spurting cock against her cheek, leaving a smear. The man in her cunt wrenched her hips back harder, then buried himself to the hilt and released inside her with a series of shuddering pulses. The man buggering her ass lasted longest, sawing in and out until his rhythm stuttered and he emptied himself into her tight passage with a broken groan. All three pulled away, leaving Didra alone on her hands and knees, her holes gaping and leaking, her expression absolutely calm.

There was only one man left unfinished – the one currently humping Sable. “You,” she called to him. She gestured at Didra. “This one’s ass is available. She told me she wants to be fucked so she feels it tomorrow.”

The man grinned and stumbled over to Didra, falling upon her and sliding his cock into her already sore asshole. She grunted with pain and shot a murderous look up at Mila.

She bore up under the fucking, fingers balled into fists in the sand in front of her, and the man came mercifully quickly, groaning as he shot another load deep into her and the falling to his ass in the sand.

The yard fell quiet save for the harsh rasp of breath. The men buttoned themselves, muttered, shuffled back toward the gates. The two unnamed recruits were crying softly, wiping their faces. Sable was on her side in the dirt, knees drawn up, eyes closed, still coughing. Didra hadn’t moved. Her hands were planted, her head down, her red hair a tangled curtain.

“Training’s over,” Mila said to the other recruits. “Barracks. Now.”

They went without a word, except for Didra, who stayed there in the sand.

Mila waited until the yard was empty. Then she knelt beside Didra.

The red-haired girl was still on her hands and knees, her head hanging, her hair a tangled curtain hiding her face.

“Look at me,” Mila said.

Didra didn’t move.

“Didra. Look at me.”

Slowly, painfully, Didra raised her head. Her face was wet — tears, sweat, semen. Her eyes were bright and furious and utterly undefended. It was the first time Mila had seen her without armor.

“I hate you,” Didra said. Her voice was raw.

“I know.”

“I hate this place. I hate the Games. I hate that I volunteered for this. I hate that I couldn’t stand the idea of being a fucking kitchen slave.”

“I know,” Mila said again. “I said the same things, once. To the woman who trained me. While I was on my knees in the dirt, exactly like you are now.”

Didra stared at her. “Did she break you?”

“She tried.” Mila reached out — slowly, giving Didra time to pull away — and tucked a strand of rust-red hair behind the girl’s ear. “She made me stronger instead. That’s what I’m trying to do for you.”

“I don’t need you to make me stronger. I’m already strong.”

“You’re tough,” Mila corrected. “There’s a difference. Tough gets you through the first few rounds. Tough gets you noticed. Tough gets you killed.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping. “Strength gets you through the final challenge. Strength wins. You’re tough, Didra. I need to make you strong.”

Didra was silent for a long moment. Her breathing slowed. The fury in her eyes didn’t fade, but something else joined it — something Mila recognized because she’d felt it herself, kneeling in this same dirt, looking up at Sivka’s stern, unreadable face.

Respect. Not the soft, grateful kind. The hard kind. The kind you earned with sweat and pain and the refusal to break.

“You’re going to be harder on me than the others,” Didra said. It wasn’t a question.

“Because you’re better than them, and because if I don’t push you harder, you’ll get yourself killed trying to prove you don’t need anyone’s help.” Mila stood and offered her hand. “You do need help. Everyone needs help. The arena doesn’t care how tough you are — it’ll chew you up and spit you out if you go in alone.”

Didra looked at Mila’s hand. Looked at Mila’s face. Then she took it.

Mila pulled her to her feet. Didra swayed, steadied herself, and met Mila’s eyes. The fury was still there — it would always be there, Mila thought, it was part of who Didra was — but something else was there too.

“Tomorrow,” Mila said, “we start over. You’re going to work harder than anyone in this compound. You’re going to do everything I tell you without question. And when the Games come, you’re going to win.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then you’ll die, and I’ll have wasted my time.” Mila turned toward the compound. “Get your ass seen to. Zara has salve.”

She walked away without looking back. But at the doorway, she paused — just for a moment, just long enough to hear Didra’s footsteps behind her, slow and limping and following.


﻿Chapter 5 — The Prize

Malamut came at dusk, as he always did — quiet, unhurried, a man who moved through the world like smoke through a cracked window.

Mila received him in her quarters. She didn’t offer him a seat. She didn’t offer him anything. Malamut had been useful to her — he’d brought the recruits, he’d kept his silence about the assassination, he’d given her the Trainer’s position without asking for anything in return. That was exactly what worried her. Men like Malamut didn’t do favors. They made investments. And investments came due.

“You’ve done well with them,” Malamut said, settling into the chair Mila hadn’t offered. “The recruits. I hear one of them — the red-haired one — is going to be exceptional.”

“Didra.”

“Yes. Her.” Malamut’s expression didn’t change, but something in his voice shifted — a flicker of interest that Mila didn’t like. “You’re hard on her.”

“She needs it.”

“They all need it. You’re harder on her.” Malamut leaned back, studying Mila with those dark, knowing eyes. “You see yourself in her.”

Mila didn’t answer. She’d learned not to give Malamut anything he could use.

“I didn’t come to discuss your training methods,” Malamut said, when it became clear Mila wasn’t going to respond. “I came with information. About the Games.”

“The Games are six weeks away. I know the schedule.”

“You know the schedule. You don’t know the prize.” Malamut’s voice dropped, becoming something almost intimate — the register of secrets passed between conspirators. “This season is different. The king is old.”

“I know the king is old.”

“And so does he. He’s lost his heir, and now contemplating his own mortality… He’s consolidating power. Appointing successors. Filling key positions with people he trusts — or people he wants to control.” Malamut paused. “The winning trainer of this season’s Games will be appointed to run the royal harem.”

The words hung in the air like smoke.

“The royal harem,” Mila repeated.

“Direct access to the king. Daily audiences. Private chambers. The harem is the heart of the palace — whoever controls it controls access to Volmar himself.” Malamut’s eyes glittered. “I thought you might find that interesting.”

Mila’s mind was racing. The royal harem. Direct access to the king. If she won — if her recruits won — she’d be inside the palace. Close enough to touch him. Close enough to kill him.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because we want the same thing.” Malamut stood, adjusting his robes. “You want the king dead. I want the empire destabilized. The appointment serves both our purposes. Train your girls to win, Mila. The prize is bigger than you knew.”

He moved toward the door, then paused. “One more thing. The other trainers know about the appointment. They all want it. Orven, in particular — he’s been waiting for a palace position for years. He’s not going to let a twenty-year-old former competitor take it from him.”

“Orven can want whatever he likes. Wanting and deserving are two different things.”

“I know that,” Malamut smiled — a thin, knowing expression that never reached his eyes. “But do you?”

He was gone before Mila could answer.

∞∞∞

Mila stood in the center of her quarters, staring at the door Malamut had closed behind him.

The royal harem. Direct access. The thing she’d been working toward since the moment she’d watched Corin fall under the soldiers’ blades — the thing that had kept her alive on the slave cart, in the arena, in Severin’s bed. It was within reach. If she won.

She walked to the window and looked out at the training yard. The recruits were in the barracks — she could see the warm glow of lantern light through the windows. Didra was in there. Sable. The two middling girls whose names she used but never let herself care about.

They weren’t just recruits anymore. They were her path to Volmar.

The thought should have felt cold. It didn’t. It felt like purpose — the same purpose that had carried her through every degradation, every compromise, every moment of the past year. She’d killed a prince to get here. She’d train champions to get further. And when she was close enough, she’d kill a king.

She looked at the palace on the hill — a dark shape against the darkening sky, its windows lit with the warm glow of torches and lanterns. King Volmar was in there. Old and mourning and unaware that his son’s killer was standing in a training compound across the city, recalculating her odds.

Six weeks, Mila thought. Six weeks, and I’ll be inside.

“What was that about?”

Mila turned. Zara was in the doorway, her arms crossed, her face unreadable. Mila hadn’t heard her approach.

“Just Malamut.”

“I know it was Malamut. I saw him leaving.” Zara stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. “What did he want?”

“Information. About the Games.”

“What kind of information?”

Mila hesitated. She could tell Zara the truth — or part of it. The winning trainer gets the harem appointment. It was a prize, a promotion, a step up. It didn’t have to mean anything more than that.

But Zara knew her. Zara could read the stillness in Mila’s body, the way her hands went steady when she was thinking about something dangerous. Zara would know there was more.

“The winning trainer gets appointed to run the king’s harem,” Mila said. “Direct access to the palace. It’s the most prestigious position a trainer can earn.”

Zara’s expression didn’t change. “And you want it.”

“Every trainer wants it.”

“I’m not asking about every trainer. I’m asking about you.”

Mila met Zara’s eyes. “Of couse I want it.”

They looked at each other for a long moment. Zara’s face was sharp in the lamplight, her dark eyes searching Mila’s with an intensity that bordered on accusation. She knew Mila was hiding something. She’d known since the night Severin died — since the night Mila had come back to their quarters with a cold, steady calm that Zara had never seen before.

Mila had told her some of it. Enough. She’d told Zara that Severin was dead, that she’d played a part, that the official story of a seizure was a lie. She hadn’t told Zara the details — the aconite quill, the sex, the way she’d delivered the fatal jab. She hadn’t told Zara that she’d been planning it for weeks, that Malamut had given her the poison, that the whole thing had been a conspiracy with foreign assassins and political operators.

And she hadn’t told Zara the most important thing: that Severin was only the first. That the king was next.

“There’s something you’re not telling me,” Zara said.

Mila turned back to the window. “The Games are six weeks away. I need to focus on training. Everything else can wait.”

“Can it?” Zara crossed the room and put her hand on Mila’s shoulder, turning her around. “Mila. Look at me.”

Mila looked at her. Zara’s face was fierce and tired and so dear it made something crack open in Mila’s chest.

“I don’t know what you’re planning,” Zara said quietly. “I don’t know what you did to Severin, exactly, or what Malamut has on you, or what you think you’re going to accomplish by getting into the palace. But I know you. I know when you’re treating people like pieces on a board. And I need you to remember that I am not a piece. Those girls out there are not pieces. Whatever you’re doing — whatever you’re working toward — it has to be worth what it costs. Do you understand?”

Mila swallowed. “I understand.”

“Good.” Zara’s hand dropped from Mila’s shoulder. But she didn’t step back. She stayed close, her eyes searching Mila’s face for something Mila wasn’t sure she could give. “Then prove it. Tonight. With me. Not because you’re strategizing or calculating or trying to win. Because you want to.”

Mila reached up and cupped Zara’s face in her hands. “I always want to. With you, I always want to.”

Zara’s expression softened — just a little, just enough. “Then show me.”

Mila kissed her.

∞∞∞

After, Zara slept with her head on Mila’s chest, her breathing slow and even and trusting.

Mila didn’t sleep.

She stared at the cracks in the ceiling and thought about the palace on the hill. About King Volmar, old and dying, surrounded by guards and servants and harem girls. About Malamut’s knowing eyes and unspoken debts. About Didra’s fury and Sable’s hunger and the four girls who’d become her path to the thing she’d wanted since the day her village burned.

She thought about Zara’s face when she’d said, I need you to remember that I am not a piece.

Zara was not a piece. Zara was the only person Mila had ever let herself love — really love, not the strategic, calculated affection she’d deployed against Severin and Malamut and everyone else who’d tried to use her. Zara was real. Zara was precious.

And Zara didn’t know the truth.

She’ll understand, Mila told herself. When it’s over. When Volmar is dead and the empire is broken and none of us have to fight anymore. She’ll understand.

It was a lie, and Mila knew it. Zara would not understand. Zara would look at Mila the way she’d looked at her tonight — fierce and tired and searching for something Mila couldn’t give — and she would realize that the woman she loved had been using everyone, including her, as a means to an end.

But that was a problem for another day. After the Games. After the victory. After Volmar was dead and Mila’s revenge was complete.

For now, she had six weeks to turn her recruits into champions. Six weeks to earn a prize she’d kill for — had already killed for. Six weeks to get close enough to finish what she’d started in the Gilded Pit with Severin’s body beneath her and aconite in her blood.

Six weeks, Mila thought, staring at the dark ceiling. Then the real work begins.

Outside, the palace lights burned on the hill — distant and golden and waiting.


Chapter 6 — The Arena Opens

The Gilded Pit had not changed.

The same stone tiers rising in a bowl around the arena floor. The same gilded railings, worn smooth by a thousand gripping hands. The same smell — sweat and sex and the faint metallic undertone of blood that never quite washed out of the sand. The same roar of the crowd, ten thousand voices rising in anticipation of the violence and degradation they’d paid to see.

Mila had walked into this arena as a competitor six months ago. She’d been afraid then — not of the challenges, but of failing. Of being eliminated. Of being sent back to the slave pens with nothing to show for her suffering.

Now she walked in through the trainer’s entrance, and nothing in the Pit could frighten her.

The trainer’s box was a raised platform on the eastern side of the arena, overlooking the floor without quite being above it. Close enough to see the sweat on the competitors’ faces. Close enough to hear them breathe. Zara stood beside her — not as a competitor, not as a servant, but as Mila’s second. Mila had insisted.

“You’ll be able to see everything from here,” Mila said, settling into the chair at the front of the box.

“I could see everything from the stands, too.”

“From the stands, you’re alone. Up here, you’re with me.”

Zara didn’t answer, but she took the chair beside Mila’s.

The arena floor had been transformed since Mila’s season. The sand was raked into patterns — concentric circles, like a target. In the center, a low platform had been erected, padded with dark fabric. The announcer — a thin man with a voice that carried like a bell — was working the crowd into a frenzy, promising spectacles and surprises and the kind of entertainment that only the Harem Games could provide.

Across the arena, in the western trainer’s box, Mila saw Orven.

He was older than she’d expected — gray at the temples, his face weathered and hard. He’d been a trainer for fifteen years, she knew. He’d produced champions. He’d earned his reputation. And he was watching her with the flat, appraising gaze of a man who’d been waiting for his prize and had just learned that a twenty-year-old upstart might take it from him.

Orven raised a hand in her direction. Not a greeting. An acknowledgment. I see you. I’m not worried.

Mila returned the gesture.

It would be the last courtesy she would show him.

∞∞∞

The first challenge was called The Position.

The announcer’s voice rang out across the arena: “Four competitors. One from each trainer’s stable. The challenge is simple — hold the inverted lotus until you cannot hold it any longer. Last woman standing wins the round for her team.”

The inverted lotus was a position Mila remembered from her own season. Head down, hips up, legs folded back over the body in a configuration that looked almost serene and felt anything but. The strain was in the neck and shoulders and the deep muscles of the core — muscles most competitors didn’t know they had until they were asked to hold them against gravity and the screaming protest of their own bodies.

Didra was Mila’s choice for this round.

“You’ll hold it,” Mila had told her the night before. “You’ll hold it longer than anyone else in that arena. You won’t look at the crowd. You won’t look at the other competitors. You’ll find something inside yourself — something to focus on — and you’ll hold.”

Didra had nodded, her jaw set. “What should I focus on?”

“Whatever keeps you still.”

Now, on the arena floor, Didra took her position on the central platform. Three other competitors from three other trainers’ stables knelt beside her — Mila recognized Orven’s girl, a tall blonde with the shoulders of a swimmer, and two others she didn’t know. The crowd was already shouting, betting, calling out names and obscenities in equal measure.

Mila’s hands were steady on the arms of her chair.

The horn sounded.

Four women inverted themselves on the platform — heads down, legs up, bodies folding into the lotus shape like flowers closing for the night. The strain was immediate and visible. Within thirty seconds, one of the unknown competitors was trembling. Within ninety, she collapsed — her body giving out, her legs unspooling onto the padded platform. The crowd jeered. She was helped off the floor by arena attendants, her face blank with exhaustion and shame.

Three remained. Didra. Orven’s blonde. Another unknown.

The minutes stretched. The crowd’s noise became a background hum — the kind of sound Mila had learned to tune out during her own season, when focusing on the crowd meant losing focus on the challenge. She watched Didra’s body, looking for the telltale signs of failure — the tremble in the thighs, the shake in the shoulders, the moment when the body’s will to survive overrode the mind’s will to win.

Didra wasn’t trembling.

The second unknown collapsed at four minutes.

Now only Didra and the blonde remained on the platform, both locked in the reverse lotus — hands braced wide, spines arched, each woman supporting herself across the backs of their necks. The announcer’s voice cut through the din like a blade. “Time to make it interesting, ladies and lords of the arena! Let’s see who shatters first.”

Two males mounted the platform — arena-bred, thick with slave-muscle, their cocks already hard and dark-veined, and the crowd’s roar became a living thing, shaking the stone beneath Mila’s feet.. The first knelt behind the blonde, seized the thin fabric of her undergarment, and tore it aside with a sound like ripping silk. Her cunt gleamed, pale and exposed, the lips already parted by the backward tilt of her hips. The second man positioned himself behind Didra with the same brutal efficiency. He hooked fingers into her briefs and yanked, baring the dark triangle of hair between her thighs, the flesh beneath already slick with sweat from the strain.

Neither woman could move. The position held them pinned, necks bowed under the load.

The men drove in simultaneously. Mila watched the blonde’s face shatter — her mouth opened, a soundless gasp — as the cock filled her in a single grinding thrust. Didra’s reaction was smaller. Just a tightening around the eyes. A micro-flinch. Then nothing.

The male on Didra settled his bulk along her spine, his hips working in a steady, punishing rhythm. His weight bore down on her neck, forcing her head lower, her shoulders screaming. Mila could see the strain in the tendons of Didra’s throat, the way her forearms shook against the stone, the way the muscles of her cunt must have been clamping with the primal need to brace. The man grunted, his thrusts growing slicker as her body betrayed her with wetness drawn by friction.

Beside her, the blonde buckled. Her supporting arm collapsed, the man’s weight crushing her down, and she went flat with a cry lost beneath the crowd’s jeers. She was dragged away limp, the man still buried in her, still fucking through the defeat.

BUt Didra held.

The male behind her drove harder now, spurred by the audience’s bloodlust. His breathing turned wet and ragged. At the last moment he pulled out — his cock glistening with her, a thick vein pulsing along the shaft — and began to come. The first rope splashed hot across her cunt, painting her folds and the top of her thighs white. The second shot higher, arcing over her hip to spatter the stone platform as well as her face and splayed hair. Didra didn’t move. Didn’t flinch. Her eyes stayed open, fixed on nothing, while the man’s seed cooled on her skin.

The announcer’s voice cut through the crowd noise: “The winner — Didra of Team Mila!”

The crowd roared. Mila didn’t smile. But she let herself breathe.

On the arena floor, Didra uncurled from the lotus with the same controlled precision she’d brought to every training exercise. She stood — her legs steady, her breathing even, semen dripping down her leg — and looked up.

Not at the crowd. At the trainer’s box. At Mila.

Their eyes met across the distance. Didra didn’t smile either. But she nodded — a small, sharp gesture that said, I did what you asked. Now what?

Mila nodded back.

∞∞∞

The second challenge went to Orven’s team.

It was a pleasure contest — each competitor paired with a male challenger from the arena’s stable, judged on how effectively she could bring him to orgasm while kneeling bare-kneed on sharp pebbles. Orven’s girl — a dark-haired woman with the coldest eyes Mila had ever seen — won it in under four minutes, her partner gasping and spent while the other competitors were still working.

Mila watched Orven accept the crowd’s applause with a small, satisfied nod. He didn’t look at her. He didn’t need to. The message was clear: You won one round. I’ve been winning for fifteen years.

“He’s good,” Zara said quietly.

“He’s experienced. That’s how we’ll beat him. Orven’s trained champions the same way for fifteen years. My recruits have been trained to beat champions.”

Zara raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been planning for him.”

“I’ve been planning for everyone.” Mila turned back to the arena. “The next challenge is mine.”

∞∞∞

The third challenge of the day was The Swallow — oral endurance. How many men a competitor could service to completion before tapping out. The crowd loved The Swallow. It was crude and visceral and required the kind of endurance that looked effortless from the stands but felt like dying on the arena floor.

Mila sent Sable.

She and three other competitors took their lanes. Sable walked onto the sand like a woman approaching a shift at the mill — no hesitation, no performance for the crowd. The morning light caught the copper undertones in her skin, and the roar of the stands seemed to part around her stillness. She wore the standard competitor’s tunic, loose enough to move in, belted at the waist. The arena stewards had already lined up the challengers — young men from the stable perhaps, fit and eager, their cocks already half-hard from the spectacle of the previous rounds.

Mila leaned forward in her seat, arms crossed on the railing. The trainer’s box gave her a clean sightline: the curve of Sable’s jaw, the line of her shoulders, the way she took in the first man with the same assessing gaze she used when inspecting a blade for flaws.

The announcer called the start, and the crowd surged.

Sable knelt. Not gracefully — there was nothing decorative in how she lowered herself to the sand — but with an efficiency that Mila appreciated. She didn’t look at the crowd. She didn’t play to the judges. She looked at the cock in front of her, already stiffening, the head emerging from the sheath of foreskin, and she went to work.

No ceremony. Sable lipped the head of his cock, let her tongue slide beneath the ridge where it flared into shaft—slow, wet, deliberate. The man above her made a noise low in his throat, surprise knotted into a groan he didn't quite let out. His hands twitched at his sides. He lifted them, almost reached for her, then caught himself and kept them at his thighs, balled into fists, knuckles blanching. There were rules for this one. The woman set the pace. No touching from the men.

Sable moved deeper, taking the shaft into her mouth with a steady rhythm. No showmanship for the cheap seats. She worked him with the same methodical focus she brought to every task Mila had ever given her — one hand braced on his thigh for leverage, the other cupping his balls with a grip that was firm without being affectionate. The challenger’s breathing changed, his stomach tightening. Mila could see the tension in his thighs from thirty feet away.

When he came, Sable didn’t pull back. She took it — every pulse, every bitter swallow — her throat working around him as his cock emptied. The crowd screamed. The man staggered when she released him, blinking like he’d forgotten his own name. Sable was already looking at the next challenger.

The second man was thicker, and Sable paused for the first time, assessing. She tilted her head to one side, working her jaw once — a small, private reset — and then took him in her hand first, slicking him with her own saliva before guiding him into her mouth. The crowd’s noise became a constant, rolling thing, like surf against the arena walls. Mila tuned it out. She was watching Sable’s breathing, the way she timed her inhales through her nose, the way she adjusted her grip when the man’s hips began to thrust involuntarily.

He was close. Sable knew it. She pulled back slightly, working just the head with her lips and tongue, and the challenger made a desperate, broken sound. She held him there, hovering at the edge, and then took him deep again, her throat opening around him. His orgasm was louder than the first — a strangled shout, his hands clenching at his sides as his cock pulsed against her tongue. Sable swallowed and kept swallowing, her eyes closed, her brow furrowed with concentration rather than passion.

The third man stepped forward before the second had finished stumbling away. Sable looked up at him — and for the first time, something flickered in her expression. Not weariness. Determination. As though the first two men had been warm-up sets, and now she was finally approaching the weight she’d come to lift.

He was longer than the others, and Sable’s mouth had to stretch to accommodate him. She took him slow, her lips sliding down the shaft inch by inch, her throat flexing as she adjusted to his size. The crowd had gone quiet, or maybe Mila had just stopped hearing them. She was focused on the small details: the way Sable’s hands moved to her own thighs, grounding herself. The way her shoulders rose and fell with each controlled breath. The way the challenger’s cock disappeared into her mouth and reappeared slick and shining, over and over, as she found her rhythm and held it.

He lasted longer than the others. Whether that was a function of his own stamina or Sable’s technique — she was varying the pressure now, pulling off to lick along the shaft, taking him deep and then shallow in a pattern that kept him straining but not tipping — Mila couldn’t be certain. But when Sable finally decided to end it, she did so with precision. She took him to the base and held there, her nose pressed against his belly, her throat tight around him, and he broke with a sound that was almost pain. His cum spilled into her, pulse after pulse, and Sable’s throat moved steadily as she took every drop.

She released him. Cleaned her lips with her teeth. Rose to her feet. Moved to the next man in line.

The crowd was a wall of sound, but Mila tuned it out. She checked in on the other girls. One was ahead of Sable, on her fifth cock, another girl still struggled with her second. But speed didn’t matter for this competition. Tapping out after a quick seven in ten minutes would still fall to the slow-and-steady competitor who took eight in thirty.

Each girl worked her line at her own pace. The first to falter was the blonde from the northern stock—twelve cocks in, her stomach rebelled. She pulled off mid-thrust, a slick rope of saliva and half-swallowed seed still bridging her lips to the glistening tip before she doubled over and vomited onto the sand. The mess was mostly fluid, thick and pearly, laced with bile. The crowd groaned in visceral sympathy, then roared louder, a beast scenting blood.

The next fell at fifteen. A brunette with fierce eyes who had been flagging for three men already. She simply sat back on her heels, spat the last mouthful of cum into the dirt, and tapped her shoulder twice. Smart. No shame in it.

By twenty, only Sable and one other remained—a whipcord-lean girl from the western districts whose jaw worked with mechanical efficiency. The organizers were already scrambling, pulling men from the spectator stands, shoving them through a makeshift inspection behind the lines. Mila saw the flicker of coin exchanging hands. The crowd ate it up.

The numbers climbed. Mila counted silently, her eyes locked on Sable. Twenty-two. Sable’s rhythm never changed—steady, deep, each new cock taken to the root with the same patient inhale, the same unhurried swallow at the end. Twenty-five. The western girl was at twenty-seven, but her neck was corded, her throat working overtime against what Mila could only imagine was a mounting tide of salt and thickness threatening to trigger the gag that would end her.

At twenty-eight, the western girl’s body finally overruled her will. She took the latest load, held it for a long three-count, and then her shoulders locked. A wet, retching gush erupted from her mouth—a torrent of spent seed, not just the last man’s offering but everything that had been accumulating in her gut, flooding out in thick, glistening waves. She collapsed sideways, heaving, and the crowd’s noise crested to a deafening pitch.

Sable was still at twenty-four, wiping her lips with the hem of her tunic. She looked toward the judges’ table, then at the mess the western girl had left. No expression. She simply crawled forward to the next man.

Twenty-five, twenty-six, twenty-seven. Her jaw was starting to betray her. Between cocks, Mila saw her massaging the hinge with her fingers, flexing her mouth open and shut in a quick, pained stretch. The twenty-eighth man came almost before she had her lips sealed around him—a rapid, involuntary spurt that she swallowed with a single convulsive motion, her eyes watering.

And then came the twenty-ninth.

He was a big man, barrel-chested, with a cock that stood out from a thicket of dark hair—not the largest she’d taken that day, but stubborn. Sable took him deep, her nose pressing into the coarse thatch as her throat opened for him, and held. And held. His hips twitched, his fists clenched at his sides, but nothing came. She pulled back, glistening lips sliding to the crown, and sucked hard, in and out. Still nothing. A frustrated grunt from above. She tried a different angle, one hand cupping his sac, the other bracing against his thigh, her head bobbing with renewed vigor. The wet sounds of her mouth were loud even over the crowd—a slick, hungry suction that should have finished any man in seconds. But he just stood there, breath heaving and frustrated, on the edge and unable to tip over.

Sable’s pace slowed. Her rhythm faltered. She pulled off entirely, a thick string of saliva and pre-cum stretching from the head to her lower lip, and she bent forward onto her hands. Mila saw her back arch with a spasm—one, two, three wracking contractions as she retched. A thin trickle of milky fluid escaped her lips, but nothing else. She didn’t vomit. She held it.

For a long moment, she just stayed there on all fours, gasping. The crowd grew quiet, a held breath of fifty thousand people. Then she pushed herself up, wiped the thin trail from her chin, and locked her eyes on the stubborn cock before her. She attacked it.

This time there was no patience, no careful technique—just pure, ferocious determination. She took him to the root and swallowed around him, a rhythmic, milking pulse that Mila could see working in the long column of her throat. Her jaw must have been screaming. Her hands clutched at his ass, pulling him harder, and a sound escaped her—something between a growl and a sob—as she worked him with everything she had left.

The man finally broke. His whole body stiffened, a choked cry tearing from his throat, and his cock jerked on her tongue as he emptied himself. Sable’s throat bobbed once, twice, three times, each swallow deliberate and visible, and when she finally pulled back, she opened her mouth to the judges’ table to show the clean, empty cavern of her victory.

The crowd erupted. Sable rose unsteadily to her feet, cum and saliva slick on her chin, her jaw still working in tiny, pained circles. She was victorious, and she looked up at Mila, and for just a moment, her expression flickered — pride, or something close to it.

Mila gave her a single nod. It was all the praise Sable needed.

∞∞∞

That evening, in the compound, Mila gathered her recruits in the yard. The light was fading, the sky going purple and gold over the western wall. Didra and Sable stood at the front — the two who had won the most rounds. The middling girls stood behind them, tired but alive, still in the competition.

“You did well today,” Mila said. “Didra held The Position longer than anyone I’ve seen. Sable won The Swallow with technique, not luck. You’ve proven you belong in the arena.”

Didra’s mouth twitched — not quite a smile, but close. Sable’s face stayed still, but something in her posture straightened.

“We won the day,” Mila continued, “but tomorrow, we face the Gauntlet. The Measure. The Load. These are harder challenges. They require more endurance, more control, more of everything I’ve been training you to do. You’ll be tired. You’ll want to quit. You won’t.”

She stepped closer, her voice dropping.

“Orven’s team won the second round. They’re good. But they’ve been trained the same way for years — the same techniques, the same strategies, the same assumptions about what wins and what doesn’t. You’ve been trained differently. You’ve been trained by someone who competed in this arena and survived. You’ve been trained to win.”

She let that land. Then she turned to Didra.

“You held The Position for seven minutes. Tomorrow, you’ll hold the Gauntlet — more men than any competitor Orven has ever trained. You’ll do it because you’re tougher than they are, and because you’ve learned something they haven’t.”

“What’s that?” Didra asked.

“How to bend without breaking.”

Didra’s expression flickered — something softer underneath the defiance, something that might have been gratitude if Didra were the kind of person who felt grateful. Mila didn’t push it. She turned to Sable.

“The Measure is yours. Deepthroat progression. You’ve got the control for it. Don’t rush. Don’t panic. Breathe.”

Sable nodded. “I won’t fail.”

“I know.”

Mila stepped back and addressed all four of them. “Eat. Sleep. Be ready at dawn. The Games aren’t over. They’ve barely started.”

The recruits dispersed — Didra toward the barracks with a backward glance at Mila, Sable with her quiet, determined stride, the middling girls trailing behind like shadows.

Zara appeared at Mila’s elbow. “You won’t lose.” Zara’s voice was certain in a way Mila’s couldn’t be. “You’ve trained them too well.”

Mila didn’t answer. But she reached out and took Zara’s hand — a small, private gesture, hidden in the gathering dark. Zara’s fingers closed around hers, warm and steady.

Tomorrow, Mila thought. Tomorrow we get closer.


Chapter 7 — The Gauntlet

The second day of the Games dawned hot and still.

Mila was in the trainer’s box before the first horn, Zara at her side. The arena was already filling — the crowd louder than the day before, drunker, hungrier. There was a rhythm to the Games that Mila remembered from her own season: the first day was novelty, the crowd testing the competitors like fruit at market. The second day was when they started wanting blood.

Below, the arena floor had been reconfigured. Three stations — one for each of the day’s challenges. The Gauntlet was a long, padded lane running the length of the arena, lined with male challengers. The Measure was a raised platform with a display of wooden phalluses arranged by size — small to monstrous. The Load was a simple kneeling block, but the crowd knew what it was for, and their anticipation was a physical presence in the air.

“Orven won the pleasure contest yesterday,” Mila said, her voice low enough that only Zara could hear. “He’ll push hard today. He needs to.”

Mila’s eyes found Orven across the arena — the older trainer was already in his box, arms crossed, face set. “Men like Orven don’t believe in losing to women like me.”

“Then make him believe.”

Mila almost smiled. “That’s the plan.”

∞∞∞

The Gauntlet was first.

The announcer’s voice rang out: “The Gauntlet! Twelve men, one woman. She must satisfy each man to completion before the sands run out — and the sands run for fifteen minutes. The competitor who services the most men wins the round.”

The crowd roared. The Gauntlet was one of the spectacle rounds — fast, brutal, the kind of challenge that separated competitors from champions. Mila had chosen Didra for it. Not Sable — Sable was precise and controlled, but the Gauntlet required something else. Ferocity. Defiance. The ability to make each man feel like he was the only one while knowing there were eleven more waiting.

Didra could do that. Didra could do anything that required refusing to lose.

On the arena floor, four competitors took their positions at the head of the lane. Didra was second from the left — her rust-red hair braided back, her training shift already discarded, her body lean and scarred and unashamed. She wasn’t looking at the men. She was looking at the crowd, and there was a light in her eyes that Mila recognized — the light of someone who’d been told her whole life that she wasn’t good enough and was about to prove everyone wrong.

The horn sounded.

The first man came at her with the confidence of someone who’d never been humbled by a woman half his weight.

Didra let him get close — let him reach for her hip, let him think he was the one in control — and then she moved. Not fast. Not desperate. Just efficient. Her palm struck his chest, not hard enough to hurt but hard enough to redirect, and suddenly he was the one with his back against the lane partition and she was the one dropping to her knees in the sand.

The crowd roared.

Mila leaned forward in her seat, fingers curling against the railing. From the trainer’s box, she could see everything — the sweat already gleaming on Didra’s shoulders, the way her braids swung as she tilted her head, the flicker of something almost like a smile crossing her face before she reached for the man’s breeches.

Didra didn’t tease. That would accomplish nothing here. She yanked the laces open with one swift motion, pulled his cock free, and took him into her mouth before he’d finished drawing breath to curse.

He was already half-hard — the anticipation of the Gauntlet did that to men — and Didra worked him relentlessly. This may not have been his plan, but now that he was here, he grabbed the back of her head and pulled her in deeper.

She took him all that way, and just when he threw his head back, she grabbed him by the ass and pulled him in even deeper. The man made a sound that wasn’t human, and Mila saw his knees buckle slightly — just slightly, but enough. Didra felt it too. She pulled back, let him slide from her mouth wetly, and looked up at him with those fierce amber eyes.

“What are you?” she asked, loud enough for the nearest spectators to hear. “A man, or a kitten?”

The crowd ate it up. Laughter, jeers, the stamping of feet. The man flushed red, but Didra was already taking him back into her mouth, and whatever embarrassment he felt was swallowed by the wet heat of her tongue.

She brought him to the edge twice more before she let him finish. Each time, she pulled off just before he crested — not with cruelty, but with the precision of someone who understood that the other men were watching, and getting their blood flowing now would make her job easier later. By the third denial, the man was trembling, his cock slick and dark with blood, and Mila could see the bead of moisture at the tip catching the torchlight.

“Please,” he said, and it wasn’t a word men said often in the Pit.

Didra smiled — a real smile, fierce and bright — and took him all the way to the root.

He came with a shout that was swallowed by the crowd’s roar, as Didra swallowed the load. Didra held him there, her throat working, her eyes open and fixed on his face as he emptied himself into her. When she finally pulled back, she wiped her mouth on her arm and rose to her feet in a single fluid motion.

One down.

The second man was already stepping forward before the first had finished lacing his breeches.

He was bigger — broader across the shoulders, thicker through the chest. A bruiser, the kind who relied on size instead of speed. He reached for Didra with both hands, clearly intending to lift her, to position her, to put her exactly where he wanted her.

Didra let him.

He grabbed her hips from behind, and then he was inside her, and the sound she made was anything but submissive. It was a sound of satisfaction — the satisfaction of a job begun, a challenge accepted, a gauntlet being run exactly as she’d planned.

He fucked her with the single-minded determination of a bull, all force and no finesse, and Didra took it. Her legs wrapped around his waist, her fingers dug into his shoulders, and she took every thrust with her chin up and her eyes open.

She looked back at him over her shoulder. “You could at least have the courtesy to pull my hair while you do that.”

The crowd laughed, and his rhythm faltered, recovered, faltered again. Didra’s pussy was slick and tight around him, and Mila could see the gleam of her arousal on his shaft every time he pulled back, could see the way Didra’s inner muscles clenched and released with the kind of control that came from years of training.

She was riding him as much as he was fucking her. More.

When he came, it was with her name on his lips — or something that might have been her name, torn out of him in a groan that was some worshipful sound of defeat. Didra held him through it, her body milking him with deliberate, rhythmic contractions, and when he finally sagged against her she pushed him roughly away and turned to face the third man.

Her thighs were slick. The sand clung to her knees. There was a bruise forming on her shoulder where the partition had pressed into her skin.

She looked like a goddess.

The third man was cleverer. He’d watched the first two fall, and he’d learned. He didn’t grab. He didn’t rush. He circled instead, and Didra circled with him, and for a moment they were two predators assessing each other in the torchlight.

“You think you can outlast me?” he asked, and his voice was low, meant only for her.

Didra’s answer was to reach down and stroke herself — fingers sliding through her own wetness, circling her clit with the casual confidence of someone who knew her own body intimately. “I think you’re stalling,” she said, “and I think the crowd’s getting bored.”

It wasn’t true — the crowd was anything but bored — but the barb landed. The man’s jaw tightened. He stepped in, and this time he was the one who dropped to his knees.

Didra’s breath caught — a reaction Mila hadn’t expected. The man pressed his mouth to her inner thigh, tongue tracing the slick trail her arousal had left, and Didra’s hand found the back of his head with none of the commanding authority she’d shown the first man. This was different. This was her being surprised.

He ate her pussy like he was starving.

Didra’s hips bucked against his mouth. Her fingers tightened in his hair. The crowd was chanting something now — Mila couldn’t make out the words, but the rhythm was like a heartbeat, like the pulse that was visibly fluttering in Didra’s throat as the man’s tongue worked her clit in tight, relentless circles.

She came with a sound that was almost a snarl — frustrated, defiant, furious at herself for letting him have that victory. Her body arched, her inner muscles clenching visibly around nothing, and the man kept his mouth on her through every spasm, drinking her down like he’d earned it.

When Didra’s trembling subsided, the man rose and guided her down to the sand. She went willingly — not broken, not surrendered, but willing. He positioned her on her back, and Mila saw the moment Didra’s eyes found the trainer’s box. Found her.

Their gazes locked.

Didra’s face was flushed, her lips parted, her braids dusted with sand. And as the third man pushed between her legs, as her body took him in and clenched around him, as he began to fuck her with slow, deep strokes that made her breasts bounce — Didra held Mila’s gaze and did not look away.

See? that look said. See what I can do?

Mila saw.

The man’s pace quickened. His hands gripped Didra’s hips hard enough to bruise. Didra’s expression didn’t change — still fierce, still defiant — but her breathing roughened, and the muscles in her arms corded as she braced clutched his biceps. She was letting him use her body, but she wasn’t surrendering. She was enduring. There was a difference, and every person in the Pit understood it.

He came inside her with a groan, his pelvis pressed deep into hers, and Didra let her head drop for just a moment — just one breath — before she was pushing herself up, turning, and looking for the fourth man.

∞∞∞

The fourth, fifth, and sixth men blurred together in a rhythm of flesh and sand and roaring approval.

Didra took the fourth in her mouth again, kneeling in the sand with her thighs spread, and this time she let him fuck her throat with the same relentless pace she’d used on the first. She gagged once — a wet, choking sound that made Mila’s fingers tighten on the railing — but she didn’t pull away. Her hands gripped his thighs, and she took every inch of him until he spent himself across her tongue.

The fifth man bent her over the partition and took her from behind while she reached between her own legs and worked her clit. She came twice before he finished — the first time with a sharp, surprised cry, the second with a longer, deeper moan that seemed to be dragged out of her against her will. Her pussy was so slick by then that Mila could see it glistening on her inner thighs, could see the way her folds clung to the man’s shaft every time he withdrew.

The sixth man was young — nervous, visibly trembling. His timidity seemed to inspire some gentleness in Didra. She guided him to the sand, straddled him, and sank down onto his cock with a slowness that was almost tender. She rode him with her hands on his chest, her hips rolling in a rhythm that made him gasp and clutch at her waist, and when he came — too quickly, his face flushing with embarrassment — she leaned down and murmured something in his ear that made him laugh, shakily, and then she kissed his forehead before rising.

The crowd loved her for that most of all.

∞∞∞

By the seventh man, Didra was visibly exhausted. Her movements were slower, her breathing more labored, the sweat on her body cutting tracks through the sand and dust. But her eyes were still bright, still fierce, and when the seventh man approached — a dark-haired man with a knowing smirk — she straightened her spine and met him like she was fresh from the gate.

“You’re tired,” he said. It wasn’t a taunt. It was an observation, almost respectful.

“I’ve got three more in me,” Didra replied. “The question is whether you do.”

He laughed. Then he knelt in front of her — not to service her, but to be on her level. They faced each other on their knees in the sand, and he reached out and cupped her pussy with his whole hand, his palm pressing against her clit while his fingers slid through her folds.

Didra’s head fell back. Her hips rolled into his touch.

“There you are,” he murmured, and worked two fingers inside her while his thumb circled her clit with the kind of expertise that spoke of long practice. “Come for me again. I want to feel it.”

She did. Her body clenched around his fingers, her pussy gripping him in rhythmic pulses, and the sound she made was raw — exhausted and exhilarated and defiant all at once. He kept his hand on her through the whole thing, feeling every spasm, and when she finally opened her eyes he was smiling.

“Now fuck me,” she said, and her voice was hoarse. “Hard.”

He did. He laid her back on the sand, pushed her thighs up toward her chest, and drove his cock into her with a force that made her gasp. The angle was deep — deeper than any of the others had managed — and Didra’s hands scrabbled in the sand, searching for purchase, finding none. She was completely at his mercy, and from the expression on her face, that was exactly where she wanted to be.

He fucked her until she came again — a fourth orgasm, wrung out of her exhausted body — and then he pulled out and spent himself across her belly, hot and white against her sun-browned skin.

∞∞∞

The eighth man was the one Mila had been worried about.

He’d been watching from the back of the lane for the whole sequence, arms crossed, expression unreadable. He wasn’t the biggest man in the stable, but there was something in the way he moved — a controlled, patient economy — that set him apart. He’d been studying Didra. Learning her rhythms. Waiting for her to tire.

Now he stepped forward, and Didra pushed herself up from the sand with visible effort.

“Last one,” she said, and her voice cracked on the words.

“Last one,” he agreed.

He didn’t make her kneel. Didn’t bend her over. Didn’t lay her down. Instead, he pulled her to her feet, turned her to face the crowd, and pressed his chest against her back. His arms wrapped around her, one hand sliding down to cup her pussy, the other splaying across her stomach.

“Let them see,” he murmured against her ear. “Let them see what you’ve done.”

He lifted her thigh — hooked his arm under her knee, opening her to the crowd — and then his cock was pressing against her entrance, and Didra’s breath caught, and Mila realized she was holding her own breath in the trainer’s box.

He entered her slowly. Deliberately. The crowd could see everything — his shaft sliding between her slick folds, her pussy stretching to accommodate him, the way her head fell back against his shoulder and her mouth opened on a soundless cry.

“That’s it,” he breathed. “Let them watch. You’ve earned it.”

He fucked her like that — standing, exposed, her body on display for the entire Pit — and Didra let them look. Her eyes were half-closed, her expression transported, her breasts bouncing with every thrust. The hand on her stomach slid lower, his fingers finding her clit, and she jerked against him with a gasp that was half-sob.

“One more,” he said. “Give me one more.”

She shook her head — can’t — but her hips were already moving, grinding against his fingers, and he fucked her through the resistance, through the exhaustion, through every barrier her body tried to raise. His pace was relentless, his fingers on her clit precise, and when she finally shattered — when her body arched and her pussy clamped down on his cock and a raw, wild cry tore from her throat — the crowd erupted with her.

He held her through it. Fucked her through it. And when her body finally went limp against his, he pulled out and finished himself with a few quick strokes, his release spilling onto the sand between her feet.

Didra swayed. He caught her. For a moment, they stood like that — the exhausted champion and the man who’d honored her exhaustion — and then she steadied herself and stepped away.

She turned to face the crowd. Raised one fist in the air.

The Pit screamed its adoration.

When the sands ran out, Didra was still standing.

The crowd was on its feet, chanting something that might have been her name — the acoustics of the Pit made it impossible to tell, but the intent was clear. They loved her. They loved her the way crowds always loved the ones who made losing look like winning.

On the arena floor, Didra’s chest was heaving. Her legs were trembling — Mila could see it, even from here, the fine tremor of exhaustion that Didra was too proud to show the crowd.

But her eyes were clear. And when she met Mila’s gaze, she didn’t nod. Didn’t salute. Just held eye contact for three long seconds, and in those three seconds Mila heard everything Didra wasn’t saying: I did it your way. I bent. And it worked.

Mila nodded.

Beside her, Zara let out a breath. “She’s incredible.”

Mila watched Didra walk off the arena floor — the crowd still chanting, the other competitors staring, Orven’s blonde shaking her head in disbelief. “Yes,” Mila said. “She is.”

∞∞∞

The Measure was next. Deepthroat progression.

A raised platform. A display of wooden phalluses — six of them, ranging from modest to monstrous. The challenge was simple: take each one fully into the throat, hold for five seconds, move to the next. First competitor to complete the progression — or the one who advanced farthest — won the round.

Mila sent the third recruit. Kirin — the better of the two middling girls, a wiry brunette with steady nerves and a gag reflex Mila had spent weeks training out of her.

“You’ve done this in training,” Mila had told her. “It’s the same. The crowd doesn’t exist. The other competitors don’t exist. It’s just you and the gauge.”

“The gauge was one size. There are six up there.”

“The principle is the same. Breathe. Find your angle. Don’t rush.” Mila had put her hand on Kirin’s shoulder — a rare gesture of physical reassurance. “You’re ready.”

Kirin wasn’t Didra. She wasn’t Sable. She didn’t have Didra’s fury or Sable’s hunger. But she had steadiness, and steadiness mattered more than most people knew.

On the platform, Kirin made it to the fifth phallus before gagging — farther than Orven’s competitor, farther than anyone except a dark-skinned girl from the southern trainer’s stable who matched her at five and then failed the sixth. Neither of them finished the progression. But Kirin’s time on the fifth was longer — three full seconds of control before her body gave out.

Second place. Points for the team.

Mila noted it in the ledger she kept in her head: Didra first, Kirin second, the southern stable third, Orven fourth. The standings were tightening. Every point mattered.

∞∞∞

The Load was last.

The announcer’s voice had gone hoarse from screaming, but the crowd’s energy hadn’t dimmed. The Load was a favorite — vulgar, visceral, the kind of challenge that sent spectators home with stories they’d tell for weeks. How many loads a woman could swallow without getting sick. The competitors knelt on the padded blocks. The male challengers lined up — not the arena’s usual stable, but volunteers from the crowd, men who’d paid for the privilege of participating in the spectacle.

Mila sent Sable.

She’d considered sending Didra — Didra would have won, she was sure of it, Didra would have swallowed whatever they gave her and asked for more. But Didra was exhausted from the Gauntlet, and Sable was fresh, and Sable had something to prove.

On the kneeling block, Sable closed her eyes. Mila watched her breathing slow, watched her hands unclench, watched her find the same focus she’d found the first day of training when Mila had put the gauge in front of her and said Whenever you’re ready.

The horn sounded.

The first challenger mounted the steps with the swagger of a man who’d never been made a fool of by a woman in a public arena. He was thick-shouldered and already half-hard, his cock jutting from a nest of dark hair as he unbuckled his belt with one hand. The crowd bayed. Sable did not open her eyes.

The first man stepped up, already stroking himself to full length. His fist worked rough and fast, the head of his cock darkening as he approached the edge. Sable knelt motionless, her eyes still closed, her hands resting open on her thighs, her lips barely parted. The man grunted, aimed, and spent himself across her tongue in three thick pulses. The first landed on the flat of her tongue, the second streaked over her lower lip, and the third caught the corner of her mouth and dripped slowly down toward her chin. Sable closed her lips, swallowed once, and opened her mouth again without wiping her face. The crowd roared.

The second man was thinner, nervous, his cock already leaking as he climbed the steps. He barely had to touch himself before he was coming—a thinner, wetter spill that splashed across Sable’s waiting tongue and spattered her cheek. She swallowed again, steady as stone, and the warm smear on her skin caught the arena’s torchlight. The man stumbled back, spent, and the next was already unbuckling.

They came in a steady stream after that. The third man groaned and flooded her mouth so full she had to swallow twice, her throat working visibly before she opened for the fourth. The fifth shot high, painting the bridge of her nose and the arch of one eyebrow. The eighth came with a hoarse cry and left a long rope of white across her closed eyelid. The twelfth barely had time to aim—his spend caught her across the lips and dribbled down her chin in a steady thread that hung for a moment before breaking and falling to the stones.

Sable kept her mouth open. The crowd kept count. Their voices were a roar that Mila felt in her ribs.

By twenty, Sable’s face glistened. Cum matted her hair at the temples and streaked the hollow of her throat. It had begun to pool in the divot between her collarbones, a shallow white reservoir that overflowed when she leaned forward to swallow. The twenty-third man grabbed the back of her head—allowed, in this challenge, so long as he didn’t force her mouth onto him—and aimed downward, coating her tongue so thickly that the pale film clung to the roof of her mouth when she opened again. She swallowed without flinching. A rivulet of milky fluid escaped the corner of her lips and traced a slow line down the column of her throat.

The thirty-first man was big, and he held himself at the base, squeezing, edging himself until the crowd was howling for release. When he finally came it was in a series of heavy, guttural jets that struck the back of Sable’s throat and made her gag—the first time her composure cracked. She recovered in the space of a breath, swallowed the thick mouthful, and opened again. The next man was already there, already coming, and he added his own thin, watery contribution to the glistening mess that covered her from hairline to sternum.

Forty. The air around the platform smelled sharp and saline and animal. Sable’s face was nearly unrecognizable—a mask of white, her features visible only in the dark wet glint of her open eyes. Cum dripped from her chin in a slow, unbroken thread. It had soaked into the collar of her tunic, darkening the fabric in a spreading stain, and it slicked the tops of her breasts where the neckline gaped. When she swallowed, her throat bobbed with effort, and a fresh dribble escaped the seal of her lips. The forty-first man watched her swallow before he touched himself—watched her throat work, watched the mess on her face catch the light—and then he spent himself directly into the slick hollow of her mouth as if adding to a cup already full.

Forty-seven. Sable’s swallows had grown slower. Each one took effort now, her throat constricting against a volume that her stomach could no longer comfortably hold. Her bare arms were streaked where men had missed. Her lips were swollen, glazed, the tender inner skin visible only when she parted them to accept another load. The crowd was counting now in unison, their voices a pounding drumbeat that shook the platform.

Fifty. The fifty-first man came almost apologetically, a thin trickle that hardly seemed worth the climb. The fifty-second shot from a distance and caught Sable across the bridge of the nose, adding another layer to a face that could no longer hold more. The smell was overwhelming—salt and bleach and something else, something biological and raw that even Mila, standing thirty feet away, could taste in the back of her throat.

The fifty-third man was older, gray at the temples, and he took his time. He worked himself to full hardness under the gaze of the crowd, under Sable’s steady, unblinking stare. When he came, it was with a deep, guttural groan, and the load was thick—heavy and ropy, catching Sable full on the tongue. She tried to swallow. She tried. Her throat seized, her stomach heaved, and then her body overruled her will. She doubled forward, one hand braced on the stones, and vomited—a pale torrent of everything she’d held down for fifty-three men, splashing across the platform in a spreading pool that drew a collective, visceral groan from the crowd. The announcer’s voice cut through the noise, shouting the final tally, and Sable knelt trembling in the mess she’d made, her chest heaving, her face still dripping, and did not raise her head.

Mila had won. Nobody had swallowed more.

The crowd was delirious. The announcer was shouting numbers, statistics, comparisons to previous seasons that Mila didn’t care about. What she cared about was the tally: Mila’s team had won three of the day’s four challenges. They were leading the standings. They were going to advance.

∞∞∞

That evening, Mila gathered the recruits in the barracks instead of the yard. They were too tired to stand in formation. Didra was sprawled on her bunk, her eyes half-closed but a faint, satisfied smirk on her face. Sable was sitting cross-legged on the floor, her back against the wall, her expression as unreadable as ever. Kirin and the fourth girl — Miren, the other middling recruit — were asleep, or close to it.

“You won today,” Mila said. “You won decisively. The southern stable is eliminated. Orven’s team is still in it, but they’re behind. Two more days of competition, and we advance to the semifinals.”

Didra opened one eye. “What’s the semifinal challenge?”

“I don’t know yet. They don’t announce it until the morning of.”

“Then how do we prepare?”

Mila looked at her — at the defiance that hadn’t gone away but had changed shape, turned into something sharper and more useful. “The same way you’ve been preparing. You train. You rest. You trust that what I’ve taught you is enough.”

“Is it?” Didra’s voice was quiet, but the question was genuine — not a challenge, but a request for reassurance. “What you’ve taught us. Is it enough?”

Mila crossed the room and knelt beside Didra’s bunk. The other recruits were watching — Sable’s dark eyes alert, Kirin stirring from her half-sleep.

“What I’ve taught you is how to survive,” Mila said. “The rest — the winning — that comes from you. From whatever it is inside you that made you volunteer for this instead of taking the kitchens. From whatever it is that kept you holding The Position for seven minutes when your body wanted to quit. I can’t give you that. You already have it.”

Didra stared at her for a long moment. Then she closed her eye — the other stayed open, watching Mila with an expression that was almost, but not quite, respect.

“You’re getting soft, Trainer.”

“Couldn’t be,” she said. “Soft gets you killed.”

Then she stood. “Now sleep. Tomorrow’s challenges will be harder.”

She walked out of the barracks and into the cool night air. Zara was waiting for her by the compound wall, arms crossed, a knowing look on her face.

Mila looked up at the palace on the hill. The torches were burning, the windows glowing gold. “They need to believe they can win. If they don’t believe it, they won’t.”

“Do you believe it?”

Mila was silent for a moment. Then: “I believe I’ve trained them well enough. Whether that’s enough to beat Orven — we’ll find out.”

Zara stepped closer and took Mila’s hand. “You’re going to win. You know how I know?”

“How?”

“Because you’ve never lost anything you really wanted.”

Mila looked at their intertwined fingers — Zara’s scarred knuckle, her own callused palm. “I lost my village. I lost Corin.”

“You didn’t want your village. You wanted to leave it. You told me that once — that you dreamed of seeing the capital, of getting out of the borderlands. And Corin—” Zara hesitated. “Corin wasn’t your choice to lose. The empire took him. You didn’t fail.”

Mila didn’t answer. She was thinking about the palace on the hill, about the king inside it, about the appointment that would put her close enough to finish what she’d started. She wanted that appointment more than she’d ever wanted anything — more than she’d wanted to survive the slave cart, more than she’d wanted to kill Severin, more than she’d wanted her own freedom.

She wanted it because it would let her kill the king. And killing the king was the only thing that had kept her alive since the day her village burned.

“Two more days,” Mila said. “Then the semifinals. Then the final challenge.”

“And then?”

Mila looked at the palace. “Then everything changes.”

Zara squeezed her hand. She didn’t ask what Mila meant. She didn’t have to. She knew — or she suspected, which was almost the same thing. And she was still here, still holding Mila’s hand in the dark, still choosing her.

That was either love or foolishness. Mila wasn’t sure there was a difference.


﻿Chapter 8 — The Choosing

The semifinals came down to a single challenge: the King’s Choice.

Not a test of endurance or technique — a test of nerve. Each trainer selected one competitor. That competitor was brought before a panel of three judges — former trainers, palace officials, men and women who’d spent decades watching the Games and knew the difference between genuine desire and skilled performance. The challenge was simple and cruel: seduce the judges. Not with words — the competitors weren’t allowed to speak — but with presence. With body. With the indefinable quality that made some women unforgettable and others merely competent.

Mila sent Didra.

It was a risk. Didra was not seductive in the conventional sense — she was sharp where others were soft, fierce where others were inviting. But Mila had learned something about Didra during the weeks of training, something the other trainers might not have recognized: Didra’s defiance was its own kind of magnetism. The crowd loved her not despite her sharp edges but because of them. The judges would too.

And they did.

Didra walked onto the arena floor like she was doing the judges a favor by appearing. She didn’t simper. She didn’t perform desire — she simply stood there, her body lean and scarred and unapologetic, and let them look. Let them want. The silence in the arena was absolute — the crowd holding its breath, the judges leaning forward in their seats.

After five minutes, the head judge — an old woman with a face like carved stone — raised her hand.

“The winner. Didra of Team Mila.”

The crowd erupted. Didra didn’t smile. She turned on her heel and walked off the floor, and the way she walked — the effortless, contemptuous grace of it — was more seductive than anything the other competitors had done.

Mila watched from the box and felt something swell in her chest. Pride. The real kind. The kind she hadn’t felt since her village — since before the invasion, before the slave cart, before she’d learned to turn every emotion into a weapon.

“Your girl just won the semifinals,” Zara said.

“She’s not my girl.”

“She’s absolutely your girl.” Zara’s voice was dry but her eyes were bright. “You made her. She’s Didra of Team Mila. The announcer said it.”

Mila didn’t answer. She was watching Didra disappear into the competitors’ tunnel, and she was thinking about all the things she’d done to shape that girl — the gauge demonstration, the whipping contest, the endless drills, the nights Mila had lain awake wondering if she was pushing too hard or not hard enough. All of it had led here. To Didra walking into the Gilded Pit and making a panel of judges want her with nothing but a look.

She’s going to win the whole thing, Mila thought. She’s going to win, and I’m going to get the appointment, and the king is going to die not knowing that his son’s killer trained the woman who made it possible.

The thought should have felt triumphant. It didn’t. It felt like a door closing — the door between the woman Mila had been and the woman she was becoming.

∞∞∞

That evening, Mila called Didra and Sable to her quarters.

The two of them stood side by side — Didra still riding the adrenaline of her semifinal victory, Sable quiet and watchful as always. They couldn’t have been more different. Didra burned; Sable glowed. Didra demanded attention; Sable commanded it without asking. But standing together, they looked like what they were: the two best recruits Mila had ever trained.

“The final challenge is the day after tomorrow,” Mila said. “It’s a tag-team gauntlet. Two competitors against a rotating series of male challengers. You’ll alternate. You’ll cover each other’s weaknesses. You’ll fight together.”

Didra’s eyebrows rose. “Together?”

“You’ve been competing against each other all season. Now you’re competing with each other. The final challenge isn’t about who’s better — it’s about who works better as a team.” Mila looked from Didra to Sable and back. “You’re my two. You’re the ones I’m sending into that arena. If you win, we all win. If you lose—”

“We won’t lose,” Didra said.

Sable didn’t say anything. But she nodded — a small, precise gesture that carried more certainty than any words could have.

Mila studied them both. Didra, who’d hated her and needed her and was finally starting to understand the difference between toughness and strength. Sable, who’d been hungry from the first day and had never once complained about the work it took to get here.

“You’re the best I’ve trained,” Mila said. “Whatever happens in that arena — you’ve already proven that. Remember it.”

Didra’s expression flickered — something softer underneath the defiance. “We’ll win, Trainer. For you.”

Mila didn’t correct her. Didn’t say win for yourselves or win for the team or any of the other things a trainer was supposed to say. She just nodded and dismissed them, and watched them go — Didra’s confident stride, Sable’s quiet grace, the two of them walking out of her quarters like they already knew they were champions.

∞∞∞

That night, Mila couldn’t sleep.

She lay in her bed, Zara’s head on her shoulder, and stared at the ceiling. The palace lights burned through the window — always there, always waiting. Tomorrow, the final challenge. Tomorrow, everything she’d worked for would be decided in the arena.

Zara stirred beside her. “You’re thinking about the appointment.”

Mila was quiet for a moment. Then: “Yes.”

“What happens after? When you’re in the palace, running the harem — what happens then?”

Mila could feel the question underneath the question. She was asking about Mila’s plan — the plan Mila had never fully explained, the plan that had started with Severin’s death and was building toward something Zara could sense but not see.

“I don’t know,” Mila said. It wasn’t entirely a lie. She didn’t know what would happen after. She knew what she wanted to happen — the king dead, her revenge complete, the empire destabilized — but she didn’t know what would come next. What she would be, after. Who she would be.

Zara propped herself up on one elbow and looked down at Mila. The moonlight caught her face, silvering the sharp lines of her cheekbones, the concern in her eyes.

“I need you to promise me something,” Zara said.

“What?”

“That you’ll come back. From whatever you’re planning. From whatever happens in the palace. That you’ll come back to me.”

Mila reached up and touched Zara’s face. “I’ll come back.”

Zara stared at her for a long moment. Then she leaned down and kissed Mila — not gently, not the way she usually kissed her in the quiet hours after sex. This was different. Harder. A demand.

“Remember that promise,” Zara said against Mila’s mouth. “When you’re in the palace and everything is happening and you’re making whatever choice you’re going to make — remember that you promised.”

Mila kissed her back. She didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. The lie was too big — the promise to come back, the promise to be safe, the promise that Zara would understand when she finally learned the truth. Mila was lying with her body and her silence and her hands on Zara’s skin, and she knew it, and she did it anyway.

Because the king was still alive. And Mila had been working toward his death since the day her village burned. And nothing — not love, not loyalty, not the woman in her arms who was asking her to promise something she couldn’t keep — was going to stop her.

One more day, Mila thought, as Zara’s breathing slowed and the moonlight shifted across the ceiling. One more day, and we win. One more day, and I’m inside.

One more day, and the real work began.


﻿Chapter 9 — The Arrest

The guards came at dawn.

Mila was already awake — she hadn’t slept, not really, just drifted in and out of a half-conscious state where the palace lights and Zara’s breathing and the weight of the coming day blurred together. She heard the boots on the compound stones before Zara did, and she was out of bed and dressed by the time the pounding started on the barracks door.

“What is it?” Zara was sitting up, her hair tangled, her voice rough with sleep.

“Stay here.”

Mila crossed the compound in the gray pre-dawn light. The guards had dragged one of the recruits out of the barracks — Mila could see the commotion from across the yard, the flash of armor, the sound of a woman’s voice raised in protest or fear. Her heart was already sinking before she saw who it was.

Sable.

They had her by both arms. Her training shift was torn at the shoulder, and there was a bruise darkening on her cheekbone — someone had hit her, or she’d fought back. Her face was the same as always: still, controlled, giving away nothing. But her eyes — when she saw Mila approaching, her eyes went wide and desperate in a way Mila had never seen before.

“Let her go,” Mila said.

The lead guard — a heavyset man with a captain’s insignia on his chest — stepped forward. “This girl was caught in the barracks with one of my men. A guard. Trading sexual favors for extra rations.” He said the words like they tasted bad. “That’s a violation of compound rules. She’s being taken to the holding cells for judgment.”

Mila looked at Sable. The torn shift. The bruise on her cheek. The desperate, silent plea in her eyes. And she understood, suddenly and completely, what had happened.

Sable was hungry. Sable had always been hungry — that was the thing Mila had recognized in her from the first day, the thing that made her train harder and perform better and push herself past every limit Mila set. Sable wanted to win. But Sable also wanted to eat. And in the chaos of the Games, with rations stretched thin and the guards controlling everything that came into the compound, she’d made a trade. Sex for food. The oldest trade in the world.

“You can’t take her,” Mila said. “She’s my champion. She’s competing in the final challenge today.”

“The final challenge doesn’t matter if she’s in a cell.” The captain’s face was impassive. “Rules are rules, Trainer. Your girl broke them.”

“She—” Mila stopped herself. She’d been about to say she didn’t do anything wrong, but that wasn’t true. Sable had broken the rules. The rules were stupid and cruel and designed to keep the recruits dependent on the guards for everything, but they were rules, and Sable had broken them.

Mila looked at Sable again. The girl’s face was still controlled, but her chin was trembling — the only crack in the armor. She’d been so hungry. So focused on winning. So desperate to get what she deserved that she’d reached for something she shouldn’t have.

“I’m sorry,” Sable whispered. The first words Mila had ever heard her say that weren’t about training or competition or the hunger that drove her. “I’m sorry, Trainer.”

Mila didn’t answer. There was nothing to say. The guards were going to take Sable to the holding cells, and the final challenge was in six hours, and Mila’s handpicked champion — the girl who’d been so disciplined, so precise, so hungry — was going to spend it in a cage.

∞∞∞

Mila stood in the empty training yard and stared at nothing.

The sun had cleared the compound wall. The barracks were quiet — Didra and the others had been kept inside by the guards, away from the commotion. Zara had come out once, taken one look at Mila’s face, and gone back inside without a word. She knew when Mila needed silence.

Sable was gone. Mila’s champion was gone. The final challenge was in six hours, and Mila had no partner for Didra.

She could forfeit. Let Orven win by default. Go back to the compound and train another group of recruits and wait another year for another chance at the appointment. Another year of the king dying slowly on his throne, of Malamut’s knowing looks, of Zara asking questions Mila couldn’t answer.

No. Forfeiting was not an option.

She could find another recruit. Kirin was still here. She was competent — steady, reliable, the girl who’d made it to the fifth phallus in The Measure. She wasn’t Sable. She wasn’t a champion. But she was here, and she was trained, and she might — might — be enough.

But Mila knew, even as she thought it, that Kirin wasn’t the answer. The final challenge was a tag-team gauntlet. It required two competitors who knew each other, who could anticipate each other’s movements, who could cover each other’s weaknesses. Kirin and Didra were oil and water.

There was only one person in the compound who knew Didra well enough to fight beside her.

Mila walked back into the barracks.

Didra was sitting on her bunk, her face set in the hard, defiant expression she wore when she was trying not to feel something. The other recruits were huddled in the corner — Kirin, Miren, the remnants of a team that had almost made it to the end.

“Sable’s gone,” Mila said. “Arrested. She won’t be competing.”

Didra’s jaw tightened. Of course she knew. “So we forfeit.”

“No.”

Didra looked up. There was something in Mila’s face that made her go still — a coldness, a certainty, the same expression Mila had worn when she’d knelt in the dirt and taken the gauge without flinching.

“We don’t forfeit,” Mila said. “I’m competing. With you.”

The silence in the barracks was absolute. Didra stared at Mila like she’d announced she was going to fly. “But you haven’t trained for the arena in months.”

“I’ve been training for the arena since the day my village burned.” Mila stepped closer, her voice dropping. “Didra. Sable’s gone. There’s no one else. It’s you and me, or we forfeit, and everything we’ve worked for — everything you’ve worked for — means nothing.”

Didra looked at her for a long, searching moment. Then she stood.

“Good,” she said. “I’d rather fight with you than watch you from the box.”

It was the first time Didra had ever said something that wasn’t a challenge or a complaint or a grudging acknowledgment. It was, Mila realized, the first time Didra had ever treated her as an equal.

Mila held out her hand. Didra took it.

“Six hours,” Mila said. “Eat. Rest. I’ll brief you on the gauntlet before we enter the arena. I have a strategy.”

Didra almost smiled. “Of course you do.”

∞∞∞

In her quarters, Mila strapped on her old training leathers — the ones she’d worn during her own season, before she’d become the Trainer, before she’d killed Severin and taken his place. They still fit. They still smelled faintly of the arena — sand and sweat and the metallic tang of adrenaline.

Zara was standing in the doorway, watching her.

“You’re going to compete.”

“Yes.”

“You haven’t competed since—”

“Since I battled the prince. I know.” Mila tightened the last strap and turned to face Zara. “I don’t have a choice.”

“You always have a choice. You’re choosing this.”

“I’m choosing to win.” Mila crossed the room and put her hands on Zara’s shoulders. “The appointment is in six hours. If I win, I’m inside the palace. Close to the king. Everything I’ve been working toward — it’s right there. I can’t let Orven take it from me.”

Zara’s face was unreadable. “What happens when you’re inside the palace? What happens when you’re close to the king?”

Mila didn’t answer. She didn’t have to.

Zara closed her eyes. When she opened them, they were wet — not crying, not quite, but close. “You’re going to kill him. That’s what this has always been about. Severin. Now the king. You’re going to kill the king.”

“Yes.”

“And then what? You die? You spend the rest of your life in a cell? You disappear and leave me here wondering what happened to you?”

“I don’t know.” Mila’s voice was steady, but her hands — her hands were shaking on Zara’s shoulders. “I don’t know what happens after. I only know I have to do this. I’ve been working toward it since my village burned. Since I watched Corin fall. Since I swore I’d make the king pay for what he did. I can’t stop now. I can’t.”

Zara looked at her for a long, terrible moment. Then she reached up and covered Mila’s hands with her own.

“Then win,” she said. “Win the challenge. Get the appointment. Get close to the king. Do whatever you need to do. But when it’s over — when he’s dead and your revenge is finished — you come back to me. You promised. Remember?”

Mila pulled Zara into her arms. She didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. The lie was too big, and Zara knew it was a lie, and they held each other anyway — two women in a compound full of people who wanted to use them, holding onto the only thing that had ever been real.

“I’ll come back,” Mila whispered into Zara’s hair. “I swear it.”

She didn’t know if it was true. But she said it like it was, and that was almost the same thing.


﻿Chapter 10 — One to Go

The Gilded Pit had never been this loud.

Mila stood in the competitor’s tunnel, the roar of ten thousand voices pressing against her like a physical force. Beside her, Didra was stretching her shoulders — a nervous habit she’d never broken, despite months of Mila telling her to stop. The tunnel was dark and narrow and smelled of the same old sweat it had smelled of when Mila had stood here six months ago, waiting to face Severin in the final round.

“Are you ready?” Mila asked.

“No.” Didra cracked her neck. “Are you?”

“No.”

The announcer’s voice boomed through the tunnel: “The final challenge of the Harem Games! The Tag-Team Gauntlet!”

The crowd screamed. Mila felt the sound in her chest, in her bones, in the place where her heartbeat should have been but wasn’t — because her heart was cold and still and focused on the only thing that mattered. Winning. The appointment. The king.

“Remember the strategy,” Mila said. “I start. You watch. Learn their patterns. When I tag you—”

“When you tag me, I go hard and fast. Don’t pace myself, don’t save anything for later. Hit them like I’m trying to end it in the first minute.”

“And if you get tired?”

Didra’s mouth curved into something that was almost a smile. “I won’t get tired.”

Mila looked at her — this sharp, defiant, impossible girl who’d challenged her from the first day and hated her and needed her and had finally, grudgingly, become something like a partner. Didra had been a problem. Now she was the solution.

“Let’s go.”

They walked into the light.

∞∞∞

The arena floor had been transformed. The tag-team gauntlet was a long, padded platform in the center of the Pit, surrounded by a ring of male challengers — one-hundred-twenty-one of them, the largest men the arena could provide. They were the final obstacle. The thing every competitor had been training for. The thing that would decide who won the Games and who went home with nothing.

Across the arena, in the other competitor’s tunnel, Orven’s two champions were emerging — the cold-eyed dark-haired woman who’d won the pleasure contest, and a second girl Mila hadn’t seen before. A ringer, probably. Someone Orven had been saving for the final.

Orven himself was in his box, arms crossed, face set in that smug, paternal expression he’d worn every time he’d looked at Mila. He thought he was going to win. He’d been waiting for this appointment for fifteen years. He wasn’t going to let a twenty-year-old upstart take it from him.

Mila intended to prove him wrong.

The announcer explained the rules: every man can cum once. Whichever team makes the most men cum wins.

The horn sounded.

The horn's blast was still ringing in the iron rafters when the first man stepped forward, and Mila met him. She went to her knees not in submission but in economy — the platform's stone was cold, gritty with sand, and the cock bobbing at her lips was already slick at the tip. She wrapped one hand around the base, feeling the heat and the throb of a pulse against her palm, and with the other she reached for the man beside him, pulling him close by the hip, her fingers finding his shaft already half-hard. She lapped at the first crown, a flat-tongued stroke that drew salt and the faint, animal musk of unwashed skin, and then she took him deep, relaxing her throat as she'd trained, her eyes flicking up to the second man even as her jaw stretched wide.

Behind her, hands gripped her hips. A cock pressed against her cunt, found her wetness — not from arousal, of course, but the usual preparatory oils — and pushed in with a grunt. She arched her back, bracing on her elbows, and let the rhythm find itself: the one in her cunt pounding in short, greedy strokes, the one in her mouth fucking her face with the careless urgency of a man who'd been waiting in line too long. She heard Didra somewhere to her left, a wet, rhythmic slap and a low, guttural moan that was half command, half dare. Mila pulled off the cock in her mouth with a gasp, a strand of spit and pre-cum bridging the distance, and turned her head just enough to bark, "Next — ass, now," to the shadow waiting at her flank.

The man who filled her ass was thick, and he went in without preamble, the stretch a searing, familiar burn that made her vision swim. For a moment she was nothing but holes: cunt clenching, ass gripping, mouth opening again to take the first man's cock back down while her hands worked two more, one on either side, her fists slick with sweat and the clear, sticky mess leaking from both tips. She could taste the one in her throat — bitter, alkaline, the way they always were — and when he came, the flood was hot and thick and she swallowed on reflex, the muscles of her throat milking him as he shuddered and pulled out. She didn't bother to wipe her mouth. Another man was already there, nudging her lips apart, and she sucked him in while the one in her ass finished with a guttural shout, his spend flooding her bowels just as her cunt clenched around a third climax not her own, the man inside her groaning as he emptied himself into her.

She couldn't count. The scoreboard would do that for her. All she knew was the burn in her thighs, the ache in her jaw, the way her wrists cramped from working shaft after shaft. She was sore — deeply, thoroughly sore, the kind that promised bruises on her knees and a raw throat tomorrow. She was slick with come: it slicked her inner thighs, matted the hair between her legs, dripped onto the stone beneath her. She smelled of it. Tasted of nothing else. The crowd was a constant roar that rose and fell like surf, and she moved within it, waving men into her ass when it was empty, shouting "In me, now" when her cunt was unoccupied, her voice hoarse and cracking.

Didra, for her part, was a flash of sweat-sheened brown skin and loosening braid, riding a man in her lap while she alternated two more in her mouth, her eyes set with pure ferocity.

Mila had a cock in her mouth, one in her pussy, one in her ass, and her hands were full — the left stroking a heavy, veined shaft, the right pumping a thinner one that curved to the side, and through the haze of pain and effort she thought: This is what we trained for. This is all of it, right here.

There was no pleasure. No building heat in her own belly, no secret clench of a climax gathering behind her clit. Her body was a machine for drawing seed, and she worked it with the cold precision of a woman who had learned to separate sensation from purpose. But there was something else, something that sat beneath the exhaustion like a coal in her chest: the knowledge that every man who spent himself inside her was a number on the scoreboard, and that every number pushed him further from victory. She watched through blurred vision as a man pulled out of her cunt, his cock glistening and deflating, and instantly crooked a finger at the next in line. "Come on," she rasped. "Give it to me. Hard."

The last man came in her mouth with a pitiful, whimpering grunt, his load thin and watery after the dozens that had preceded it. Mila swallowed, let him slip free, and sat back on her heels, chest heaving.

That was it. They were done.

The platform was a mess of wet stone and smeared fluids. The smell was overwhelming — salt, musk, the faint iron tang of her own blood from a bitten lip. She looked at the scoreboard. The numbers were still spinning, blazing runes against the dark canopy of the arena, and then they settled: sixty-two. A roar went up, so loud it felt like a physical pressure, and she saw Didra stumbling toward her, one braid undone, her body streaked with the evidence of the same labor.

Didra's hand found hers, and Mila held on, pulling herself upright. The crowd was a wave of sound and color, but all she could hear was Didra's hoarse whisper: “Commander. We did it.”

Mila reached out, took Didra's hand, and raised it high.

Didra turned to look at Mila. Her face was unreadable — the defiance still there, the sharp edges, the refusal to be anything but herself. But there was something else too. Something Mila had been waiting to see since the first day Didra had looked at her without flinching.

Respect. The hard kind. The earned kind.

“You’re not just a trainer,” Didra said. “You’re a fighter.”

The announcer’s voice cut through the noise: “The winners of the Harem Games — Didra and Mila of Team Mila!”

The crowd was roaring, but Mila looked past the crowd, past the prince’s empty box, past the arena walls.

She was looking at the palace on the hill.

∞∞∞

The ceremony was brief. The head judge — the old woman with the carved-stone face — presented Mila with the appointment scroll: a heavy cylinder of vellum bound with a gold ribbon, the king’s seal pressed into wax the color of dried blood. Mila took it with steady hands.

“The royal harem,” the judge said. “You’ll report to the palace at dawn. The King’s Chamberlain will assign your quarters and brief you on your duties.”

“I understand.”

“You’ve done well, Trainer. Your recruits performed admirably.” The judge’s eyes flicked to Didra, who was standing a few paces away, still riding the adrenaline of victory. “Especially the red-haired one. She has a future.”

“She does,” Mila agreed. “I made sure of it.”

The judge nodded — a small, grudging gesture of respect — and moved on to the next formality. Mila tucked the scroll into her belt and turned to find Didra standing behind her.

“What happens now?” Didra asked.

“Now I go to the palace. You stay here. Train the next cohort.”

Didra’s eyebrows rose. “You’re making me a trainer?”

“I’m making you the trainer. Someone has to take over when I leave.” Mila held Didra’s gaze. “You’re ready. You’ve been ready for weeks.”

“I hated you for most of those weeks.”

“I know.” Mila almost smiled. “You were supposed to.”

Didra was quiet for a moment. Then she stuck out her hand — the same gesture Mila had offered her in the training yard after the whipping, after the breaking, after everything.

“I’m not going to thank you,” Didra said.

“I don’t need you to.”

“I’m going to be better than you.”

Mila laughed. “You’d better be.”

They shook. Didra’s grip was strong and steady and just a little too tight — the grip of someone who was still proving something, even when there was nothing left to prove. Mila held it for a beat longer than necessary, then let go.

“Take care of the recruits,” Mila said. “The new ones. Don’t break them.”

“What if they need breaking?”

Mila looked at Didra — at the rust-red hair and the old scars and the defiance that had been forged into something stronger. “Then break them. But make sure you put them back together.”

She turned and walked toward the trainer’s box, where Zara was waiting. Behind her, Didra watched her go — standing in the center of the Gilded Pit, the crowd still roaring, the arena sand still marked with the evidence of their victory.

Didra didn’t call after her. She didn’t need to. Everything that needed saying had already been said.

∞∞∞

Evening. The compound was quiet.

Mila stood at the window of her quarters, the appointment scroll heavy in her hand. The palace on the hill was glowing in the dusk — a constellation of torches and lanterns, every window a star. Tomorrow, she would walk through its gates. Tomorrow, she would be inside.

Behind her, Zara was packing. Not much — a few changes of clothes, the small knife from Mila’s village, the leather harness from the storage room.

“You’re quiet,” Zara said, folding a tunic into a bag. “More than usual.”

“I’m thinking.”

“You’re always thinking.” Zara set down the tunic and crossed the room to stand beside Mila at the window. “What are you thinking about?”

Mila was silent for a moment. Then: “The king. The palace. What happens after.”

“What happens after is you get close to the king. You do what you need to do. And then you come back to me.” Zara’s voice was steady, but her hand — when she reached for Mila’s — was trembling. “That’s the plan.”

“That’s the plan.”

They stood together at the window, watching the palace lights burn in the dusk. Mila thought about King Volmar, unaware that his son’s killer was coming for him. She thought about Malamut, about the foreign assassins, about whatever debt would come due when the king was dead and the empire was destabilized. She thought about Didra, training the next cohort of recruits in the same yard where Mila had trained her. She thought about Corin — Corin, who’d died in the invasion, whose face she could barely remember anymore, whose death she’d been avenging since the day she was thrown onto the slave cart.

And she thought about Zara. Zara, who’d been there for all of it. Zara, who knew what Mila was and loved her anyway. Zara, who’d made her promise to come back even though they both knew it was a promise Mila might not be able to keep.

“One to go,” Mila said quietly.

Zara looked at her. “What?”

“Something I told myself after Severin died. ‘One down.’ The prince was the first. Tomorrow, I’ll be inside the palace. Close to the king.” Mila’s eyes were on the palace lights, steady and cold and certain. “One to go.”

Zara didn’t answer. She just squeezed Mila’s hand — a small, fierce gesture that said everything words couldn’t.

Outside, the palace burned gold against the darkening sky. And Mila — the village girl who’d watched her world burn, who’d survived the slave cart and the arena and the prince’s bed, who’d trained champions and broken recruits and loved a woman she might never see again — was finally close enough to finish what she’d started.

Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow, I walk through those gates.

And soon after that — the king dies.
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