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Chapter 1 — The Harem

The harem quarters bled red velvet. It was a color designed to suggest sex.

Mila thought of murder.

She stood in the arched doorway and surveyed her domain.

Five women. They had been arranged for her inspection, kneeling on cushions in a loose semicircle, their heads bowed in the posture of formal greeting. The late-afternoon light filtered through the latticework windows, striping the marble floor with gold. Incense burned somewhere — sandalwood, she thought, or something close. The king’s steward, Goodson, had delivered her to this threshold with a speech about duties and protocols and the honor of serving the crown, and Mila had nodded at the appropriate moments while her mind was elsewhere. On the king. On the knife she did not yet carry but already felt against her palm.

Goodson had gone. The heavy door had closed behind him with the soft finality of a cage locking.

Mila walked forward.

“Rise,” she said. “Let me see you.”

They rose. Five faces, five bodies, five histories she would need to learn if she was going to use them. The first lesson of the arena: know your assets. Know what they can do. Know what they will break under.

The one on the far left was small, dark-haired, with the kind of face that had been pretty recently, but now she looked tired. Her hands were folded in front of her, and Mila noticed the calluses on her fingertips — needlework, probably. She held herself like someone who had learned to take up as little space as possible.

“Your name,” Mila said.

“Elysse, Harem Keeper.” The voice was barely above a whisper.

“You may call me Mila. All of you may. We will be spending a great deal of time together.” She moved to the next girl. “And you?”

“Vera.” This one was younger — eighteen, perhaps nineteen — with the bright, eager energy of a puppy who had not yet been kicked. She smiled as she said her name, then seemed to remember that smiling was perhaps not appropriate and suppressed it with visible effort.

Mila continued down the line. The third girl was tall and languid, with heavy-lidded eyes that suggested she was either perpetually half-asleep or perpetually half-aroused. “And you?”

“Aryth.” Her voice was soft, dreamy, the voice of someone who lived mostly inside her own head. “It is an honor to serve you, Harem Kee— Mila.”

“Mm.” Mila moved on. The fourth girl watched her for a moment, assessing, before docilely averting her eyes. She was older than the others — mid-twenties, perhaps, her beauty in her sharp, angular features rather than softness.

“Celie.”

The fifth girl was already smiling — a warm, unguarded smile that crinkled the corners of her eyes. She was curvier than the others, with large breasts and child-bearing hips,, and she radiated a kind of maternal comfort that made Mila think of kitchens and hearth-fires and things she had not allowed herself to miss.

“Kassia,” she said.

Mila stepped back, taking them all in. Five women. Her women now. The king’s concubines, and hers to command.

She felt it then — the first real flush of power. Not the sharp, desperate power of survival, which she had worn like armor for more than a year now. This was different. This was the power of station, of title, of walking into a room and knowing that every person in it answered to you. It was a warm thing. A hungry thing.

It was, she realized with a small shock, arousing.

She had not expected that. She had expected duty. Strategy. The cold calculation of positioning herself closer to the king. But the way they looked at her — these five women, waiting for her command, their bodies arranged for her approval — stirred something in her that had nothing to do with vengeance.

Or perhaps everything to do with it. Vengeance and desire had always been tangled together in her, the way roots tangled underground.

“Sit,” she said. “All of you. On the cushions. Around me.”

They moved. Kassia guided Elysse with a hand on her elbow — Mila noted that, filed it away — and within moments they had arranged themselves in a loose circle on the silk cushions. Mila stood at the center.

“I need to understand you,” she said. “All of you. Your skills. Your temperaments. What you are capable of.” She paused.

She let the silence stretch. Celie’s eyebrow lifted, just slightly. Aryth’s heavy-lidded eyes grew heavier. Vera looked confused. Elysse looked at the floor. Kassia’s expression was unreadable, but something shifted behind her eyes.

“There will be many duties required of you in my service,” Mila continued. “But tonight, there is only one. I wish to be pleasured. All of you. Together.”

She let that sit.

“Is that understood?”

A murmur of assent. Vera’s was too loud. Elysse’s was barely there. Celie’s was a single, “Of course.”

“Good.”

Mila undressed. She did it slowly. Let them watch. This is my body. This is what I have fought through. The scars on her ribs from the arena. The older, fainter marks from the invasion, from the march, from the life before. She let them see it all. Let them understand that the woman they were about to touch had been forged in fire.

Then she lay back on the largest cushion, her head propped against a bolster, her body open to the room.

“Begin.”

Elysse moved first — or rather, someone moved her. Kassia’s hand found the small of the mousy girl’s back and guided her forward. “She’s not going to bite,” Kassia murmured.

Mila watched them approach through half-lidded eyes. Five women. Five sets of hands.

“Elysse.” Mila’s voice was quiet, but it cut through the incense-heavy air. “Here.”

She touched the inside of her own thigh. Elysse’s breath caught — Mila heard it, filed it away — and then the girl was kneeling between Mila’s legs, her small hands trembling as they settled on Mila’s knees. She didn’t push them open. She waited.

Mila noted this.

Vera needed no instruction. She was already on Mila’s right, her mouth finding Mila’s neck, her ear, the upper swell of her breast. Clumsier than Mila would have liked, though — too much tooth on her ear, not enough breath on her neck — but Mila let her continue. Initiative had its uses where instinct failed. She catalogued Vera’s technique the way she’d once catalogued an opponent’s weaknesses in the arena: overeager, predictable, clumsy.

“You.” She caught Vera’s chin between two fingers and tilted her face up. “Slower. Or I’ll give your spot to someone else.”

Vera’s eyes went wide. She nodded once, twice, and when she bent her mouth to Mila’s nipple again, her tongue was more careful.

Better.

Aryth was the one Mila watched. The dreamy one — the one who moved like she was underwater, like every touch was the first touch in the history of the world. She had positioned herself at Mila’s left side, and instead of reaching for Mila’s body, she was looking at it. Really looking. The scars. The muscle beneath the softness. The way Mila’s ribcage rose and fell with each unhurried breath.

Aryth smiled then — slow and strange and utterly unafraid — and lowered her head to one of the scars. Her lips traced its length from rib to hip, and Mila’s stomach tightened, and for a moment — just a moment — the calculation stopped. There was only sensation: the drag of Aryth’s mouth, the wet heat of Vera’s tongue on her breast, Elysse’s trembling hands finally finding the courage to push her thighs apart.

Celie had not moved from the edge of the circle. Obediently waiting for instructions? Or defiantly frustrating her mistress?

“Kassia. Come here.”

Kassia settled behind Mila, lifting her shoulders into her lap, and her hands found the knots in Mila’s neck with surgical precision.

“You’ve been fighting,” Kassia murmured into her ear, her thumbs working into the muscle.

“I’ve been winning.”

“Either way, the body keeps score.” Kassia’s hands moved down to Mila’s shoulders, and Mila let her head fall back, her throat exposed, her body opening like a flower. Above her, Kassia’s face was framed by the lattice-work shadows of the window — warm, maternal, knowing.

Elysse’s mouth finally found Mila’s cunt.

Tentative. Barely there. The brush of lips against her folds was tentative. Still, Mila’s hips twitched — an involuntary response, the body’s own demand for more, now, yes — and Elysse made a small sound against her, surprised and pleased.

“Good girl,” Mila breathed. “Again. With your tongue this time.”

Celie finally approached, on the other side from Vera, and took her right nipple into her mouth.

The room was a symphony of mouths after that.

Aryth’s lips traced every scar while her fingers found Mila’s clit, aiding Elysse’s tongue. Vera had learned from her correction and was lavishing attention on one of Mila’s breasts while Celie worked the other. Kassia’s hands kept working the tension from Mila’s shoulders, planting soft kisses on her neck and earlobes.

And Elysse was proving herself quite skilled between Mila’s legs, her tongue sliding through Mila’s folds with the careful precision of a scribe illuminating a manuscript. She mapped the territory: the sensitive ridge at the top, the softer flesh below, the place where Mila’s body opened and wanted. When she pushed a probing finger inside, Mila’s hand flew to the back of her head and held her there.

“Yes.”

The word came out raw. Mila didn’t care. She was beyond calculation now, beyond strategy. Her thoughts were a cascade: the king is two hundred feet from this room, the king is sleeping alone tonight, the king has no idea what I am, what I can do, what I will do to him —

Aryth’s fingers began to move on her clit. Slow circles. Steady pressure. Mila’s inner muscles clenched around Elysse’s tongue, which was inside her again, deeper now, probing the sensitive spot behind her pubic bone.

“Don’t stop.” The command broke on a gasp. “Don’t — any of you — don’t stop.”

She thought about killing him.

She thought about his throat under her hands, the way his pulse would hammer against her palms, the precise amount of pressure required to crush a trachea. She thought about doing it while he was inside her. That was how she killed the king’s son, though he hadn’t known it at the time. But with the king, she would want him to know. She thought about the moment of transition, when pleasure became terror, when the king understood that he was not the predator in this bed.

The thought was a white-hot wire running from her brain to her sex.

“I’m close.” She barely recognized her own voice. “Elysse — inside me — another finger —”

Elysse obeyed. Two fingers slid into Mila’s cunt while her tongue replaced Aryth’s finger on her clit, and it was the second finger that did it — the fullness, the heat of five mouths on her skin, the smell of jasmine and sex and her own sweat, and underneath it all the cold, glittering knowledge that she was going to destroy a kingdom from the inside.

She came with the king’s name nearly escaping her lips held there like a knife between her teeth.

The orgasm rolled through her in waves: the first one sharp and electric, her back arching off Kassia’s lap, her thighs clamping around Elysse’s head; the second one deeper, slower, her muscles pulsing around Elysse’s fingers as her tongue and Aryth’s fingers kept moving on her clit, drawing it out, making it last; the third one unexpected, dragged from somewhere behind her ribs.

When it was over, she let Elysse’s head go.

The girl surfaced, gasping, her chin glistening. Mila looked down at her — then at all of them.

These were the tools she would use to get close to the king.

Nothing would stop her now.

Later Mila lay in the tangle of cushions and just watched the girls. The light had shifted — the gold had gone amber, the shadows lengthening across the marble. Vera had fallen asleep on a nearby pillow. Kassia was braiding Elysse’s hair in slow, rhythmic motions, and Elysse — mousy, trembling Elysse — had produced a pair of knitting needles and was working at something purple and as yet shapeless.

Mila watched the needles move. Click, click, click. A steady, hypnotic rhythm.

Mila closed her eyes. The king was somewhere above her — two floors up, perhaps three, in chambers she had not yet seen. She would see them. She would stand in them. She would watch the light die in his eyes and think of her village, her family, Corin’s face in the sunlit field before the soldiers came.

One step at a time. She was inside now. She had the harem. She had the power.

The rest was patience.


Chapter 2 — The King’s Favorite

Zara’s fingers traced lazy circles on her breast, as Mila’s breathing slowed after her orgasm. She had been Harem Keeper for three days now, and the king—old as he was—had not called for companionship once.

“Something troubles you,” Zara observed. Zara had been with her since those days on the slave cart. She had been with her through the trials of the Gilded Arena. She had salved her wounds, and the wounds of the girls Mila had trained.

“It’s only the usual,” Mila said. “Impatience, mostly.”

Zara laughed. “You are a woman of many virtues. Patience is not one of them.”

“And yet I feel like waiting is all I ever do.”

“You do much more than waiting. I assure you.” Zara kissed her on the neck. “And you do it well.”

“And what is it I’m so good at?” Mila asked her with a smile.

“Many things,” Zara said, taking Mila’s hand and sliding it down between her legs.

Mila laughed. “Am I?”

“Actually…” Zara said, “suddenly I don’t remember. Why don’t you show me.”

And she leaned in, and the two women kissed, as Mila slid one figure into Zara’s wetness.

∞∞∞

Goodson came for a girl on the fourth evening.

Mila was in the common room with the harem when the knock came — three sharp raps, bureaucratic and impatient. She opened the door to find the steward standing in the corridor with his hands clasped behind his back and his chin lifted at an angle that suggested he was doing you a favor by breathing your air.

“Harem Keeper.” He said it the way another man might say gutter rat. “The king requires his companion for the evening.”

Mila felt her pulse quicken. Three days. Three days she had been waiting, and now the door was opening.

“I will attend him,” she said.

Goodson’s expression flickered — amusement, disdain. “That is not how it works. The king has preferences. He will specify which of his concubines he wishes to see.”

“Then I will present myself. He may find he has new preferences.”

“The king,” Goodson said, with the slow, savoring patience of a man who had been waiting to deliver this correction, “has not requested any woman other than Elysse in seven months. He does not wish to sample the new meat. He wishes Elysse. Fetch her.”

The door closed.

Mila stood in the corridor, her hands clenched at her sides, and felt the old anger rise — the same anger that had carried her through the trainings, through the arena, through every impossible thing she had done to reach this place. She was so close. The king was a staircase away, and she was being blocked by a functionary with a ledger and a sense of his own importance.

She returned to the common room. Elysse was in her usual corner, knitting. The needles moved in their steady rhythm — click, click, click — and she did not look up when Mila entered.

“The king has requested you.”

The needles stopped. For a moment, Elysse went very still — the stillness of a rabbit that has scented a predator. Then she set her knitting aside.

“Of course,” she said, and rose.

She left the room without meeting Mila’s eyes.

∞∞∞

Elysse returned two hours later.

Mila had waited in the common room, trying not to pace. The girls had sensed her tension and were quiet. The only sound was the distant creak bark of a hunting dog.

If Mila could not get to the king, she needed someone who could. And if Elysse was the only girl who got to see him, then it was Elysse – that mouse – who must deliver the fatal blow.

But how to turn a concubine into an assassin? Particularly one as unassuming as Elysse?

The door opened. Elysse stepped through.

Her hair was undone. Her gown was creased, the fabric twisted at the shoulder as though it had been pulled on hastily in the dark. There was a redness at her wrists — not bruises, exactly, but the memory of pressure. And her eyes — her eyes were open but not present. Glassy. Drifting. The eyes of someone who had just been somewhere very far away and was not yet all the way back.

“Elysse.”

She blinked. Focused on Mila with visible effort. “Harem Keeper.”

“Mila. I told you.”

“Mila.” A ghost of a smile. “I am sorry. I am very tired.”

“Sit.” Mila guided her to a cushion. “Kassia left tea. It’s cold, but—”

“I don’t need tea.” Elysse folded her hands in her lap.

“The king,” Mila said carefully. “He is… demanding?”

“He is the king.” Elysse said it without irony.

“Is he kind to you?”

The question hung in the air. Elysse’s expression flickered — something moving beneath the surface, then gone.

“He is a great man,” she said. “The gods chose him to rule. It is an honor to serve him. Any woman in the empire would give anything to be where I am.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“It is the only answer that matters.” She went to her knitting. The needles resumed their rhythm — click, click, click — and she walked to her sleeping quarters without looking back.

∞∞∞

Three nights later, Mila found the servant corridor.

It was an accident — she had been exploring the palace after dark, mapping the passages and stairwells, learning the geography of the place she meant to conquer — when she noticed a seam in the paneling of the east hallway. A door, cleverly concealed, designed for servants to move through the palace without being seen. She slipped through it and found herself in a narrow passage, lit by widely spaced sconces, the walls close enough to touch on both sides.

The corridor ran behind the walls of the king’s private chambers.

She followed it. Her footsteps were silent on the worn stone. The passage curved, branched, and she chose the path that led upward, toward the royal apartments. At the end of the corridor, where the wall opened into a latticed viewing grille — the kind of thing designed for guards to monitor the king’s safety without intruding on his privacy — she stopped.

The grille looked into the king’s bedchamber.

She could see everything. The massive bed, draped in crimson silk. The candles burning low on the side tables. The king’s robe, discarded across a chair.

And the king himself.

He was older than she had expected. The portraits throughout the palace showed a man in his prime — broad-shouldered, golden-haired, the warrior-king who had conquered half the continent. The man in the bedchamber was a ruin of that portrait. His shoulders were still broad, but the muscle had gone to bulk, and his hair had thinned to gray. His face was lined, heavy-jowled, the face of a man who had spent decades indulging every appetite and was now paying the debt.

Elysse was on the bed.

She was naked, on her hands and knees, facing away from him.

The king mounted her from behind without preamble. No kiss. No word. His hand closed on her hip with the impersonal grip of a man adjusting a piece of furniture, and he pushed into her — into her cunt, Mila saw, the angle unmistakable — and began to fuck her with the mechanical rhythm of someone performing a necessary function.

Elysse made no sound. Her face was turned away from the grille, but Mila could see the tension in her shoulders, the way her fingers gripped the sheets. She was enduring. That was the word. Not participating. Not submitting. Enduring.

The king grunted. Shifted his grip. Without warning, without preparation, without any acknowledgment that the body beneath him was a person who might feel pain, he withdrew from her cunt and pushed into her ass.

Elysse’s whole body went rigid. A sound escaped her — not a scream, not a cry, just a sharp exhalation of air, the sound of someone being struck and refusing to acknowledge the blow. The king did not pause. He did not slow. He fucked her ass with the same mechanical rhythm, his expression blank, his mind clearly elsewhere.

This was not cruelty as Mila understood it. Cruelty required engagement — the enjoyment of another’s suffering. This was almost worse. This was indifference. The king was not hurting Elysse because he wanted to hurt her. He was hurting her because he did not care enough to avoid it. She was a receptacle. A vessel. A thing to be used and discarded.

He finished in her throat. He withdrew from her ass, flipped her onto her back with the same impersonal efficiency, positioned himself over her face, and heedlessly pushed his cock into her mouth. She gagged — Mila heard it, the wet, choking sound — and he held her head in place until he was done. When he pulled out, the last of his spend ran down her cheek. He wiped himself on her shift and stood.

“Clean yourself up,” he said. “And return to the harem.”

Elysse did not move for a long moment. Then, slowly, mechanically, she pushed herself upright. Her face was wet. Her body was red and raw. She reached for her gown.

The king was already at his desk, reviewing correspondence.

He did not look at her again.

Mila pulled back from the grille. Her pulse was hammering. Her vision had narrowed to a single point of focus — the king’s face, the king’s jowls, the king’s indifferent eyes. She had wanted him dead before. She had dedicated her life to it. But now she had seen him. Now she knew exactly what kind of man he was.

Not a monster. Monsters cared. The king was something emptier than that.

She would kill him. She would watch the light go out of his eyes, and she would think of Elysse’s rigid shoulders and the sound she had made when he pushed into her unprepared, and she would not feel a single moment of doubt.

She slipped back through the servant corridor. Behind her, in the king’s chamber, the candles burned on.


﻿Chapter 3 — The Guard

She was nearly back to the harem quarters when she heard the clomp of boots. She immediately pressed herself against the wall, into the shadow of a recessed doorway, and held her breath.

The guard rounded the corner. He was young and broad-shouldered, with a stupid face. A torch guttered in the bracket above him, casting his features in unsteady orange light. He saw her immediately.

“You.” His hand went to the hilt of his sword. Not drawing — not yet — but ready. “What business do you have here? These are the royal corridors. No one passes without authorization.”

Mila stepped out of the shadow. Let him see her face. Let him recognize the Harem Keeper’s insignia on her collar.

“I am returning to my quarters,” she said. “I became lost. The palace is very large.”

“Lost.” He said it flatly. “At this hour. In a corridor that leads from the king’s private chambers.”

“I told you. I became lost.”

“You’re lying.” He stepped closer. The torchlight caught the angles of his jaw, the suspicion narrowing his eyes. “The king’s chambers are restricted. No one — not even the Harem Keeper — is permitted in this corridor without the steward’s authorization. I’m going to have to report this.”

Mila looked at him. Young. Stupid. The kind of guard who followed rules not because he believed in them but because he had never been given a reason not to. He would report her. Goodson would hear of it. And Goodson — smug, procedural Goodson — would use it as leverage, another reason to keep her away from the king, another log on the fire of obstruction that had been burning since her first day.

She could not afford that.

She took a step toward him. He tensed, his hand tightening on the sword hilt. She took another step. And then, without breaking eye contact, she dropped to her knees.

“What are you—”

“Shh.” She reached for his belt. “This will be easier if you don’t speak.”

He opened his mouth. Closed it. His hand was still on his sword, but he was not drawing it — he was frozen, caught between protocol and something far older than protocol, something that had short-circuited the part of his brain responsible for doing the right thing.

His belt was untied in three seconds.

She freed him. He was already half-hard—fear-response, probably, or the sheer improbability of the situation—and she took him in hand without ceremony. One stroke, assessing. Another, firmer. He was thickening against her palm, heat blooming under skin.

It would not take long. Men like this—duty-bound, tightly wound—were reliably quick. A structural weakness that she’d exploited before.

She leaned forward and took him into her mouth.

No preamble. No teasing. Just wet, hot, and firm. Sucking him off. Nothing fancy.

Above her, his breath went ragged. His back hit the stone wall and he grunted. His hand gripped the back of her skull and pulled—hard, no uncertainty now, forcing her down until she gagged on him. Annoyance flickered cold and sharp; she would have reprimanded him for the presumption if she had time to waste. She did not. So she let him use her throat, let him rut into her mouth with the clumsy desperation that always preceded the end, and fixed her attention on the one thing that mattered: the quickest path to finishing this.

And sure enough, moments later she felt him swell and he came with a choked groan, his hand tightening in her hair, his cock flooding her mouth with acrid semen. She held steady, swallowing without thought, waiting through the last pulses until she felt him slacken. Then she pulled back. Licked her lips simply to clean them.

She stood. Adjusted the fall of her gown. Met his eyes one final time.

The guard was still braced against the wall, breathing hard. His sword hung forgotten at his side.

“I was not here,” Mila said, “and this did not happen.”

He nodded.

Mila turned and walked away. Her footsteps were steady. Her pulse was not.

She did not look back.

∞∞∞

The harem quarters were dark when she returned. The candles had burned down to stubs. The incense had faded to a ghost of itself. Her girls were asleep — all except Kassia, who sat in the common room with a cup of cold tea and a look of quiet concern.

“You were gone a long time,” Kassia said.

“I was exploring.”

“Did you find what you were looking for?”

Mila paused in the doorway. The question had layers — Kassia’s questions always did.

“Some of it,” she said. “The rest will come.”

Kassia nodded. She did not ask what Mila had been looking for. She did not ask why Mila’s gown was slightly mussed, or why she carried a faint scent that had not been there before. She simply poured another cup of cold tea and pushed it across the table.

“You should sleep,” she said. “Whatever you’re planning, you’ll need your strength.”

Mila sat. Took the tea. Across the room, in the corner where Elysse always sat, the knitting needles lay crossed on the cushion. They had been polished recently — the lamplight caught their points, two tiny stars in the darkness.

She drank the tea. She did not sleep.


﻿Chapter 4 — The Reward

Kellan, Captain of the Guards, was a man who understood transactions. He had risen through the ranks not through birth or favor but through the simple, reliable method of being useful — and Mila, who had risen through considerably more complicated means, recognized a kindred spirit the moment she met him.

“The harem girls are losing their edge,” she told him, in the small office off the guardroom where he conducted the business of palace security. “The king only calls for Elysse. The others have no one to practice on. Their skills will atrophy.”

Kellan looked at her across a desk covered in duty rosters. He was forty, perhaps forty-five, with the weathered face of a man who had spent his life outdoors and the careful eyes of a man who had learned to read people the way other men read maps.

“What do you need?”

“Four of your guards. Perhaps men who deserve a reward.” She let the implication settle. “The harem quarters. One evening. Discretion guaranteed.”

Kellan was quiet for a moment. Then he nodded — a single, economical motion. “I have four men in mind. They will present themselves at the harem after the evening watch change.”

∞∞∞

The guards arrived as the last light faded from the latticework windows. Four men, young and fit, their uniforms pressed and their expressions carefully neutral. They had been told they were receiving a reward, but only now were beginning to suspect its nature.

Mila had prepared the harem quarters. The main room had been transformed — cushions rearranged, candles lit, a low table pushed to the side with wine and fruit. The air was warm with sandalwood. The atmosphere was expectation.

Mila stood before the men first. This part was unpleasant but necessary. “Breeches down, please, boys.”

The men obediently removed their trousers and she went from one to the next, checking them with a silk gloved hand. She wanted to kill the king, but not via a slow-moving pox. As Harem Keeper it was her job to ensure she didn’t sicken her girls.

But the men were clean, free of warts, rashes or pockmarks. She removed her silk glove.

“Aryth. Celie. Kassia. Vera.” She named each girl as she pointed to a guard. “These men have served the crown with distinction. They are here as a reward. You will treat them as such.”

She watched their expressions carefully, watching for anything that might be useful. Anxiety. Competitiveness. Desire. What she mostly saw was the practiced pantomime of desire. These women had been trained for this. They knew their roles.

Only of Vera, perhaps, did her face reveal some deeper truth. Mila would watch her carefully.

“Will I not be providing a reward as well?” Elysse asked.

“You will sit with me,” Mila said, and she thought she saw relief flicker across Elysse’s face. Elysse picked up her knitting and sat beside Mila. Click, click, click. And Mila beside her sat like a queen surveying her court.

“Begin.”

Aryth found her guard with the natural grace of a woman who had been born for silk cushions and soft candlelight. She guided him down among the pillows, her movements slow, and when she kissed him it was with the unhurried pleasure of someone tasting honey. He responded beautifully — no grabbing, no urgency — just a gape-mouth patient eagerness, watching as she unbuttoned his tunic with the deliberateness of a priestess unwrapping an offering.

Celie, by contrast, had her guard stripped to his underclothes before anyone else had gotten past kissing. She worked briskly, and when he grabbed for her breast, she caught his wrist and placed his hand exactly where she wanted it. “If you want the experience of your life,” she said, in the tone of someone correcting a subordinate, “I can give it to you. But I hold the reins.” The guard looked briefly stunned, then very, very focused.

Kassia’s guard was the youngest of the four — barely past twenty, with the kind of earnest face that made Mila suspect he’d never been touched by anyone who wasn’t being paid. Kassia treated him with the tender warmth she brought to everything. She cupped his jaw in both hands and kissed his forehead before she kissed his mouth. He made a sound Mila heard rarely — the sound of a man being drawn in by kindness rather than technique.

Vera, on the other hand, was a problem.

Vera had flung herself at her guard with the wholehearted commitment of a puppy greeting its owner, and she was currently kissing his neck with such aggressive energy that he kept flinching. The guard — older than the others, patient in the way of a man who had trained recruits — was trying to guide her. His hands on her hips, attempting to slow her down. Vera interpreted this as encouragement and redoubled her efforts, biting his earlobe hard enough to make him wince.

“That’s —” the guard started.

“Sorry,” Vera laughed. “Softer?”

“Yes please,” he said. “Softer.”

But somehow she also interpreted that as “more” and she continued nibbling on his ear. Softer, yes, but Mila didn’t suspect he enjoyed that no matter how gentle she was. He wore the look of a man who had been promised a feast and was currently being force-fed bread crusts.

Things did not improve as events unfolded further.

Mila watched Aryth sucking her guard’s cock with her usual grace, gazing into her eyes in a way that had him transfixed. When he was close, she released him with a glistening final kiss and rose in a single fluid motion, turning to brace herself against the table. She reached behind, circled his slick cockhead with her fingers, and guided him between her folds, pressing back until, in a couple of desperate thrusts, he had her filled. He gripped her hips and fucked into her with building urgency while she met each thrust, murmuring “There you go,” and things to that effect. With a low animal sound he spent inside her, and Mila watched his body buck before he slid out, a splash of his seed hitting the floor as he cock flopped to his thigh.

Mila shifted her eyes to Celie, who rose above her guard like a queen mounting a throne. The man lay back on the furs, his broad hands gripping her thighs as Celie's small body glistened in the firelight and she reached between them and took his stiff cock in her fingers. She traced the tip along her slit, parting her own wetness, and then sank down, inch by inch, until her cunt swallowed him whole. A low groan escaped the guard, but Celie shushed him with a palm flat on his chest, her nails delicate but firm.

She moved in a slow, rolling rhythm, lifting almost completely off his shaft before sliding back down. The wet sounds of their pelvises slapping together was the loudest sound in the room while it lasted. Mila admired the sight of Celie's head tipped back, her throat exposed, as she rode him with an authoritative grace, her hips swiveling, groaning with a display of pleasure that could very well have been real. Perhaps she was in fact enjoying it, as now a hand slipped down to the point of their joining and began rubbing away at her swollen clit. The guard’s breathing grew ragged, his abdomen tensing, but Celie simply smiled down at him and slowed, teasing, drawing out the moment.

"Not yet," she murmured, and he locked eyes with her, a new kind of submission in his gaze. She increased her pace again, harder now, the slap of flesh louder, and Mila saw the exact moment Celie's own climax crested—seemed to, at least—her back arched, her mouth opened in a silent cry. That’s when he broke too, as with a choked groan, the guard bucked up into her, his fingers digging into her hips as he emptied himself inside her. His body shuddered, and Mila watched the cords of his neck strain, the spill of his seed leaking from where they joined when Celie finally lifted off, leaving his cock to fall glistening and spent against his thigh.

Meanwhile, Kassia was on her back, her thighs parting as she pulled the young guard down on top of her. She guided his cock in, pressing the flared head against her opening, letting him feel the wet heat of her before wrapping her hands around his ass and drawing him in deep. He was panting, his body stiff as if he dared not move without her permission. When their pelvis finally pressed together, he groaned an “Oh, fuck.” She rolled her hips once, twice, and it was over for him. He shuddered, and then he was coming, his whole body rigid with the force of his release, while she petted his hair. As it subsided, he stared down at her, dazed.

She’d have a slave now, if she wanted him.

Vera was not as sure-footed. She was riding her guard’s cock with a wildness that surely she intended to be erotic, but seemed to frustrate and annoy her partner, though he was too decent to correct her. “Are you close?” she breathed, pounding down onto him harder and making him wince.

He shut his eyes tight, and Mila could see the effort his was putting in to try to come, to end Vera’s awkward assault.

“There it is,” Vera said, “come for me.” But those were just words. He wasn’t close, and Mila was afraid he was moments away from faking an orgasm himself in order to extricate himself.

If he had, Mila wouldn’t have been surprised if Vera had fallen for it.

“Vera,” Mila said. “Stop.”

Vera looked back at Mila over her shoulder. “What?”

Mila stood. “Let’s give your thighs a rest. Hop off.”

Vera stood too, much to the guard’s relief.

“Let me help you finish off your friend,” Mila said, and she knelt on a pillow between the guards legs, guiding Vera to join her.

Now he seemed happy, as Mila took hold of his cock and began jerking it. “We’ll use our mouths on either side,” she said. “Get your lips nice and wet, watch your teeth, and follow my pace.” She placed her mouth on one side of the guard’s cock, and Vera took the other, and Mila guided her through the necessary up and down.

Vera was doing little on her own – Mila could have accomplished the same with a rag dipped in oil – but the guard seemed to enjoy it, as evidenced by the groan he emitted and the ample amounts of precum that drooled down his shaft and onto her lips.

Mila increased the pace and the pressure, and soon he was thrusting in counterpoint and then he let out an, “Ah, fuck!” and she felt his cock pulsing and in a moment felt the hot semen hit her shoulder, and then the last bits dribbling out onto her cheek.

They lifted their heads, and the guard just lay still on the cushions, eyes half-closed, chest rising and falling. “Thank you,” he said, his voice rough. “That was… thank you.”

Vera beamed, proud of her accomplishment.

Mila surveyed her domain. The candles had burned lower. The scent of sex had joined the sandalwood. Elysse’s knitting needles continued their steady rhythm in the corner — click, click, click.

For a moment, they reminded Mila of the ticking of a clock. Counting down to what, she could only dare dream.


﻿Chapter 5 — The Breaking

Zara came to her chambers late, as she always did — after the harem girls were asleep, after the palace had settled into its nighttime rhythm, after the pretense of formality could be set aside. She was the only person in the palace who had known Mila before the arena, before the prince, before the careful construction of the Harem Keeper persona. She had seen Mila weeping in a slave cart. She had held her through nightmares. She knew the shape of the girl who had once lain in a sunlit field and believed the world was kind.

Mila was not that girl anymore. Zara knew that too.

“You look tired,” Zara said, closing the door behind her.

“I don’t have time to be tired,” Mila said, in a tone that almost sounded like rebuke. “The king is so close. Every night I lie in this bed and think about how many steps it would take to reach his chamber. How many guards. How much blood.”

She shook her head in frustration. “But I will not act until I’m sure the deed will be done.”

Zara crossed the room and took Mila’s face in her hands. Her touch was warm, familiar, the touch of the only person who had ever seen Mila without her armor. “And that you will emerge from the king’s chamber alive.”

Mila avoided her gaze.

“And that you will emerge from the king’s chamber alive,” Zara repeated. “You promised me that.”

“Of course, Zara,” Mila said. “But this is not what I need from you right now. Please. Can we just get in bed?”

Zara nodded and climbed onto the bed, reaching out for Mila.

“One second,” Mila said.

She dug through her cabinet and pulled at the harness with the attached polished wood phallus. They hadn’t used this in some time, but tonight–when so much of her life was in the hands of the gods–Mila needed to feel in control of something.

She approached the bed too quickly. She saw something in Zara’s eyes—a wariness—but she couldn’t summon up the energy to care.

“Mila, come here,” Zara said gently. “Kiss me.”

Mila let herself be drawn in, and Zara kissed her softly and sweetly, her tongue probing Mila’s mouth. Her saliva tasted sweet, but today Mila felt little more than impatience. She returned the kiss just long enough that it should not be rejected, then spun Zara around and lifted her skirt.

Mila positioned the phallus at Zara’s opening, and Zara said—again, infuriatingly gently—”Darling, I’m not ready.”

But Mila needed this. She spit on her hand and wetted the phallus in, and slid it into Zara.

Corin’s face, as he fell before the Volarian swords.

Zara gasped. It was not a gasp of pleasure. Mila felt the resistance, the way Zara’s body tightened and then gave way, and she did not pause. Her hips pressed forward and she was inside, buried to the hilt.

“Mila, please, gentle,” Zara said. But all her life Mila she had been gentle. Corin was dead. The king lived. The time for gentle had passed, and Zara should know that.

Mila’s hands found Zara’s hips. She pulled back and thrust again, harder.

The king’s face when Elysse screamed. The way he didn’t flinch.

She fucked into Zara with a rhythm that was all fury. The slap of her thighs against Zara’s ass filled the room. The candles guttered. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Mila registered that Zara had gone quiet—no moans, no encouragement, just the huff of breath forced out of her with each thrust. She didn’t think about it. She was thinking about the guard’s hands on her shoulders, pushing her down. She was thinking about her family’s blood in the grass. She was thinking about the king’s indifferent buttoning of his trousers after he had taken Elysse.

Mila didn’t stop. She couldn’t stop. If she stopped, she would have to feel whatever was building inside her, and she could not afford to feel that. So she kept thrusting, her eyes squeezed shut, and behind her eyelids she saw the king’s face. She saw him. She saw him.

The orgasm, when it came, was not about Zara’s body. It was about the image in her mind—the king’s expression twisting into something Mila wanted to see there. Fear. Pain. The knowledge that he had been bested. She came with a sound that was more snarl moan, her hips jerking, the base of the harness grinding against her clit, and for one bright, terrible moment, she felt something other than rage.

Then it was over.

She pulled out. The sound was wet and indecent in the quiet room. Zara didn’t move. Mila stood there, breathing hard, the phallus jutting from her hips, and the silence rushed in to fill every corner of the chamber. She unbuckled the harness with fingers that felt clumsy and wrong. The leather straps came loose. The whole apparatus dropped to the floor with a thud she felt in her teeth.

Zara didn’t turn around.

Mila’s chest was hollow. She had wanted to feel something, and now she felt nothing—just the cooling sweat on her skin and the ache in her thighs and the faint, fading echo of a climax that had not been about the woman in her bed. She looked at Zara’s back, the stillness of her shoulders, and she did not know what to say.

The silence stretched between them like a wound.

“I don’t recognize you anymore,” Zara said finally.

“You know what I’m up against. You know what I had to become.”

“I knew you wanted revenge.” Zara didn’t look at her. Her voice got quieter. “I didn’t know you would become the thing you were avenging.”

The words hit like a slap. But Mila had been slapped harder than that. “You’re welcome to go.”

Zara stood and straightened her skirt. A single tear ran down her cheek.

“I’ve been offered a position as trainer’s assistant,” Zara said. “In the eastern provinces. I’m going to take it.”

Mila stared at her. “You’d leave me. Right now, when I need you the most.”

“Need me for what? As flesh on which to exorcise your rage? I can’t watch you become this, Mila.” Her eyes were wet, but her voice was steady. “I love you. I have loved you since the slave cart. But the woman I loved is being eaten from the inside by something I can’t fight, and I won’t stay to watch her die.”

Mila’s face went cold. The mask — the Harem Keeper’s mask, the arena survivor’s mask — snapped into place.

“Then go,” she said. “I’ve been doing this since the soldiers came over the hill. You weren’t there then, and I don’t need you now.”

Zara looked at her for a long moment. Then she stood for a long moment, then said simply, “As you wish.”

The door closed behind her. Mila sat alone in the candlelight, the harness at her feet, the silence pressing in from all sides.

She did not cry. She had forgotten how.


Chapter 6 — The Visiting Queen

The delegation from the Quarterlands arrived with ostentatious displays of wealth and the blare of trumpets. There were silk banners in colors Mila had no names for. Servants in livery more flamboyant than the most foppish prince. A retinue of advisors, attendants, and guards who moved through the palace corridors as though they already owned them.

At the center of it all was Yvenia.

She was not young — forty, perhaps, with silver threading her dark hair and lines at the corners of her eyes that spoke of laughter and cruelty in equal measure. She walked with the unhurried confidence of someone who had never had anyone standing in her way. Her gown was deep crimson, cut low, and she wore a torque of twisted gold at her throat that marked her as something more than merely noble.

“The Quarterlands extend their greetings to the Volarian court,” she said. Her eyes swept the reception chamber and Mila had the sense that they paused as they passed over her. But perhaps it was mere illusion, she thought.

Eventually the queen’s retinue departed, and as Mila watched them heading across the courtyard to the visitor’s wing, she noted one hooded figure walking among them. Did he just shoot a glance back in her direction?

No matter. She put the visiting dignitaries out of her head and returned to the harem to resume her duties.

Until later, when she was summoned.

∞∞∞

The visiting queen’s chambers had been appointed with Quarterlands silk and Quarterlands incense — something sharper than sandalwood, a scent that reminded Mila of pine forests and cold northern winters. Yvenia dismissed her attendants with a wave. The door closed. They were alone.

“The king will be happy to share any girl from his harem,” Mila said. “Would you like to tell me what you were looking for, or shall I describe them to you?”

“I don’t want one of your girls,” Yvenia said with a laugh that had a whiff of mockery. “I want you. The Harem Keeper herself. I want to see what the Volarian court considers its finest offering.”

Mila stood very still. “I am not a concubine, Your Majesty. I manage the harem. I do not—”

“You do whatever is required.” Yvenia circled her, slowly, the way a hawk circles something small and furry. “I have heard about you, Mila of the borderlands. The arena. You are not a manager. You are a champion wearing a steward’s robes, and you are far more interesting than any concubine.”

She stopped in front of Mila. Raised one hand and traced a line down Mila’s cheek with her fingernail — not hard enough to hurt, just hard enough to remind.

“I am going to tie you up,” Yvenia said. “I am going to hurt you, a little. Not because I dislike you — quite the contrary. I find you fascinating. But because I want to see what you are made of. And then I am going to have you pleasure me, and you are going to do it well, because you are a professional, and because you understand diplomacy.”

Diplomacy. Of course. The king needed the alliance of the Quarterlands, thus he needed to please Yvenia. Yvenia could praise her, or denounce her. Either could affect her station.

Mila met her eyes. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

Yvenia’s smile returned. “I knew you would understand.”

Yvenia didn’t waste time on preamble. She gestured to the bed—vast, draped in Quarterlands silk the color of dried blood—and Mila undressed.

She folded her clothing with the precision of a soldier maintaining equipment. Tunic first, then trousers, then breastband. When she was bare, she stood with her hands at her sides and let Yvenia look.

Yvenia looked. Her gaze traveled Mila’s body without hurry—the small, high breasts, the muscle definition in her shoulders and thighs, the old knife scar on her left hip, the dark triangle of hair between her legs. “You have a soldier’s body,” she said. “I wondered.”

“I was a soldier.”

“Hmm.” Yvenia picked up the coil of silk rope from the bed. It was the color of cream, impossibly fine, and it whispered against itself as she unspooled a length. “On your back. Arms above your head.”

Mila lay down. The sheets were cool against her skin, and they smelled of something northern—sharp herbs, woodsmoke, the faint animal musk of wool beneath the silk. She lifted her arms and grasped the carved headboard slats, and Yvenia bound her wrists to them with quick, economical movements. The knots were intricate without being cruel: snug enough that Mila couldn’t slip free, loose enough that her fingers wouldn’t go numb. The silk was soft. It would leave no marks.

The binding was quick, efficient. “I get the feeling you’ve done this before,” Mila said.

“I’ve done everything before.” Yvenia said. “I bore easily.” She ran a finger along the rope where it crossed Mila’s wrist, checking her work.

She retrieved the whip from its hook on the bedpost. Mila had noticed it when she entered—a short, multi-tailed thing with knotted ends, hanging in plain sight like a promise or a threat. Yvenia let the tails trail through her fingers, separating each strand.

She positioned herself at Mila’s side, close enough that Mila could smell her perfume—something green and cold, like winter ferns crushed underfoot. “Ten strokes. You’ll count them. If you lose count, we start again.”

Mila fixed her eyes on the ceiling. The plaster was worked with a pattern of interlocking circles, concentric rings radiating outward like ripples in a pond. She counted those instead, a private act of defiance that cost her nothing.

The first stroke landed across her thighs. It was precise—a stripe of heat that bloomed and faded, more sensation than pain. Yvenia was measuring her.

“One,” Mila said.

The second came a breath later, higher, across her stomach. The knotted tips left a scatter of small, bright stings.

“Two.”

She’s testing my tolerance, Mila thought. Seeing how much I’ll take without flinching. It was the same impulse that made generals push new recruits past their limits—not cruelty, exactly, but a kind of diagnostic curiosity. Yvenia wanted to know what Mila was made of.

By the fifth stroke, Mila’s skin was cross-hatched with pink welts. The whip fell in a rhythm now—not rushed, not slow, a metronome of controlled impact. Her breathing had changed. She couldn’t control that. But she kept her voice level and her eyes on the ceiling, and she counted each one.

“Seven. Eight.”

The ninth stroke caught the tender skin where her thigh met her hip. Mila’s jaw tightened. The sound her teeth made grinding together was louder than anything that escaped her throat.

“Nine.”

Yvenia paused. The whip tails ticked against her palm. “Look at me.”

Mila turned her head. Yvenia was watching her with an expression Mila couldn’t quite read—interest, certainly, and something else beneath it. Something almost like recognition.

“Last one,” Yvenia said. “Where would you like it?”

The question caught Mila off-guard. It was a gesture of control that doubled as a gesture of respect—a reminder that Yvenia could have chosen for her, and had chosen not to.

“Across my breasts,” Mila said. “Make it count.”

Yvenia’s smile deepened. The tenth stroke came harder than the rest, a line of fire across Mila’s nipples that made her back arch off the bed despite herself.

“Ten,” Mila said, and her voice was steady.

Yvenia set the whip aside. She stood at the edge of the bed, looking down at Mila’s body—the rising welts, the flush spreading across her chest, the way her thighs had parted slightly without her permission. “Your body is honest,” she said, “even when you aren’t.”

Yvenia unlaced her robe and let it fall. Her body was older than Mila’s, softer at the hips and belly, but there was strength in it—the kind of strength that came from decades of getting exactly what she wanted. Her pubic hair was dark and neatly trimmed. “Now. You’re going to make me come.”

She climbed onto the bed and positioned herself above Mila’s face, knees on either side of her head. The scent of her was salt and musk, a body that knew what it wanted.

“Hands stay where they are,” Yvenia said. “You won’t need them. You’ll use your mouth, and I’ll tell you what I need, and you’ll do it. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

Mila’s jaw tightened again, but her voice stayed flat. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

Yvenia lowered herself. Her thighs pressed against Mila’s ears, muffling the world, and then there was only heat and salt and the soft wet folds against Mila’s mouth. She opened for her, and Mila worked.

She was good at this. She had been good at it for years—a skill cultivated like any other, detached from desire but sharpened by practice. She serviced Yvenia’s cunt with the same clinical attention she’d once given to field surgery. The taste was strong, almost metallic. The texture was soft, then firmer as she found the ridge of Yvenia’s clit.

“Higher,” Yvenia said. “More pressure. There—” Her hips rolled, a slow grind. “Yes. Like that. Don’t stop.”

Mila didn’t stop. She settled into a rhythm, tongue circling Yvenia’s clit with steady, unflagging pressure. Above her, Yvenia’s breathing roughened. Her thighs trembled against Mila’s temples.

“Your mouth is wasted on management,” Yvenia said. Her voice was still controlled, but there was a loosening in it, a fraying at the edges. “You could have been a courtesan. A very expensive one. The kind who could name her price and get it.”

Mila said nothing. Her mouth was occupied.

Yvenia’s hips moved faster. She was riding Mila’s face now, not bothering with restraint, and Mila let her—kept her tongue steady and her jaw loose and her mind somewhere else entirely. She was thinking about the king’s council chamber, the angle of the morning light through the eastern windows. She was thinking about the route from the palace kitchens to the armory, which hallways had blind corners, which guards changed shifts when.

Yvenia came with a sharp cry, her cunt pulsing against Mila’s mouth, her body going rigid and then loose in waves. She ground down hard, and Mila kept her tongue steady through the whole of it—through the clenching and the shuddering and the long, slow exhale that followed.

She stayed there for a long moment before climbing off Mila’s face and standing beside the bed. She regarded Mila’s naked body, her eyes ranging across it.

“Look at you,” she remarked. “I took you for the wary, jaded sort. But here you are all laid out before me. I could murder you if I wanted. I’m actually a bit surprised you’d take that risk.”

Mila squeezed her palm and slid one hand out of her binding, then in one swift move held her rope tight in both hands. She had a shield now, if she needed it. Or a garotte.

“I never take risks,” she said.

Yvenia laughed. “Oh, I do like you.”

She tossed Mila her clothes. “You may go,” she said. But send one of your girls to attend me tomorrow. The tall one.”

Mila bowed — a shallow bow, the minimum required — left.


﻿Chapter 7 — The Hooded Figure

She was alone in her chamber when the hooded figure came.

The candle had burned down to a stub. The palace was silent — the deep silence of the small hours, when even the guards grew drowsy and the rats stopped scrabbling in the walls. Mila was sitting on the edge of her bed, still dressed, massaging her welts through the fabric of her clothes.

The door opened without a sound. A figure slipped through — hooded, cloaked, moving with the careful economy of someone who had learned to be quiet in places where noise meant death.

Mila was on her feet before she knew she had moved. The dagger was in her hand — she kept it beneath her pillow now, a habit she had not broken since the arena — and she had it leveled at the figure’s throat before the door finished closing.

“Show yourself.”

The figure raised both hands. The gesture was surrender, but the posture was not — there was something in the way he stood, the set of his shoulders, the angle of his head.

Familiar almost.

“Easy,” he said. “Easy, Mila.”

It wasn’t possible

It was a voice she had not heard since the sunlit field, since the soldiers coming over the hill, since she watched him fall under the blades and knew — knew — she would never hear him again.

The hood came down.

Corin.

He was older. Thinner. There was a scar across his cheekbone that had not been there before, and his hair was shorter, and his eyes — his eyes were the same. The same deep brown. The same warmth. The same impossible, unbearable familiarity.

The dagger clattered to the floor.

“You’re dead,” she said. “I watched you die.”

“Almost.” His voice was rough — rougher than she remembered, worn down by things she did not want to imagine. “The soldiers cut through our line. I went down. I crawled. I hid. I lived.” He took a step toward her. “I’ve been looking for you ever since.”

“You’ve been—” She couldn’t finish. Her voice had stopped working. Her body had stopped working. Every wall she had built — the Harem Keeper’s mask, the arena survivor’s armor, the cold strategic calculus that had kept her alive through over a year of blood and cunning — crumbled at the sound of his voice.

“I joined the Quarterlands army,” he said. “Worked my way up. When I heard they were sending a delegation to the Volarian court, I volunteered. I didn’t know if you were here, but the girl they described.... But I had to try.”

She stared at him. Her hands found his face — the scar, the new lines, the familiar bones beneath.

“Are you real?”

He laughed. “I am.”

She kissed him. It was not a gentle kiss. It was a desperate kiss — the kiss of someone who had spent years drowning and had just broken the surface. His arms came around her, and she felt the strength in them, the new muscle, the hard-won survival.

“I thought you were dead,” she said against his mouth. “I thought— I have done things, Corin. Terrible things. I have killed. I have used people. I’ve been used. I’ve become someone you wouldn’t recognize.”

He pulled back. Looked at her. His hands were still on her face, his thumbs tracing the lines of her cheekbones.

“I recognize you,” he said. “You’re Mila. My Mila. The village girl who laughed at my jokes and lay with me in the sunlit field and believed the world was good. I still see you.”

He kissed her forehead. The gesture was almost unbearably tender.

A sob escaped her. Her hands came up to his chest, flat against the worn leather of his tunic, feeling the solid warmth beneath. He was real. He was here. The thought kept breaking against the walls she’d built, and each time it broke, another piece of her fell with it.

“Corin.” Just his name. She hadn’t said it in two years. It tasted like the sunlit field. It tasted like home.

His hands moved from her face to her shoulders, then down her arms, exploring what had changed, what was the same. When he reached her wrists, he lifted them, pressed his lips to the inside of each one — the right, then the left — where the pulse beat close to the surface.

“I walked across a continent,” he said against her skin. “I crossed the Spine in winter. I fought through sieges and flames.” He looked up at her, his dark eyes reflecting the candle flame. “Every step, I thought of this moment.”

“You shouldn’t have come.” But her voice broke on the last word, and she was already reaching for the buckles of his tunic.

“I had to.”

She worked the leather fastenings with fingers that trembled — Mila the slayer of princes, whose hands never shook, trembling like a girl undressing her first lover. Maybe that’s what she was, in this room. Not the assassin. Not the trainer, or the harem keeper. Just a woman who had thought she would never see her lover again.

His tunic fell to the floor. The candlelight traced the new scars across his chest and shoulders — a long, puckered line along his ribs, a starburst near his collarbone, the mark of something sharp that had nearly found his throat. She touched each one. Her fingertips read them like a text she didn’t want to understand.

“The world has not been kind to you either,” she said.

“The world was not built for kindness.” He caught her hand, pressed it flat over his heart. “But we’ve found each other. So at least it offers some surprises.” He laughed.

She laughed too, and just for a moment she felt like the old Mila, the one who had laughed at Corin’s jokes and believed the world was good.

He undressed her slowly. Each garment he removed, he did so with a kind of reverence — the way a pilgrim might handle relic cloth. Her tunic first, then the linen wrap beneath, until her breasts were bare and the candlelight gilded her skin. He stopped. Looked at her. Not with hunger — not yet — but with something closer to wonder.

“You are still the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”

She felt heat rise to her cheeks. Mila, who had killed men without flinching, blushing under his gaze like a bride.

He traced the scars she carried too — the thin white line across her ribcage, the newer one on her upper arm, the still cooling welts from earlier today. He bent and kissed each one. His lips were warm, careful, as though she were something precious and breakable.

He knelt, and her breath caught. He pressed his mouth to the hollow of her belly, his hands steadying her hips. She threaded her fingers through his hair — shorter than it used to be, matted from the road. He kissed lower. The curve of her hip. The sensitive place where thigh met body. She was already wet; she could feel it, the slick heat between her legs, and Corin’s mouth trailing fire across her skin.

He rose. Kissed her mouth — not the tender kiss of a moment ago, but deeper, searching, the kiss of a man who had thought he would die without ever tasting this again. She kissed him back with everything she had. Her hands were in his hair, on his shoulders, pulling him closer, and he was walking her backward toward the bed, and the single candle flickered as they passed, sending shadows scrambling up the walls.

They fell onto the mattress together. His weight on her was familiar in a way that made her want to weep — the breadth of his shoulders, the press of his chest against hers, the way he fit against her body as though they had been made for this. She reached for the laces of his breeches, and he helped her, and then he was naked above her, and she could see all of him in the low golden light.

His cock was hard. The sight of it — the evidence of how much he wanted her — sent a pulse of heat through her belly. She reached down and took him in her hand. He made a sound low in his throat, his forehead dropping to hers.

“Mila.”

“I’m here.” She stroked him slowly, relearning the shape and weight of him. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

He kissed her throat. Her collarbone. The swell of her breast. When his mouth found her nipple, she arched into him. The sensation was almost too much — the wet heat of his tongue, the scrape of his teeth, the way his hand cupped her other breast with the same reverent attention he’d given her scars.

“I’ve dreamed of this,” she said. Her voice was thick, unsteady. “So often.”

“What did you dream?”

“Of you inside me again. Of you looking at me like I’m something worth coming back to.”

“You are.” He lifted his head. Met her eyes. “You are worth everything. Every step. Every scar. Everything.”

She pulled him down and kissed him. Her legs parted, and he settled between them, and she could feel the head of his cock pressing against her entrance — hot, hard, slick with her wetness. She was ready. She had been ready since the moment she’d heard his voice.

“Look at me,” she said.

He did.

She guided him inside her. The first inch, then another, and she gasped — the stretch, the fullness, the impossible rightness of it after so long. He moved slowly, letting her body adjust, his eyes never leaving hers. She wrapped her legs around his waist, her heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper.

“There,” she breathed. “That’s — yes.”

He began to move. Slow at first — a rhythm that was less about pleasure than about confirmation. I am here. You are here. This is real. Each thrust was deliberate, measured, a word in a language they were rebuilding together. She watched his face above her — the concentration in his brow, the way his mouth parted, the way he kept blinking as though he couldn’t quite believe she was beneath him.

“Faster,” she said.

He obeyed. The rhythm shifted — still tender, still face-to-face and impossible close, but urgent now, driven by two years of separation and longing and the terror of almost losing each other. She met every thrust, her hips rising to take him deeper, and the pleasure built like a tide, steady and inexorable.

“You feel —” He broke off. Swallowed. “Gods, Mila. You feel like home.”

She reached up and touched his face. Traced the scar on his cheek — the one she’d memorized two years ago, that she’d traced a hundred times in the dark when she couldn’t sleep. “I love you,” she said. And it was the old Mila who said it. The village girl. The woman she’d thought was dead.

“I love you too.” His voice cracked. “I love you. I’ve never stopped. I never —”

She pulled him down for a kiss, and the kiss broke open something inside her, and she felt the tears sliding down her temples into her hair. She was crying. Mila, who had not cried since the night she fled her village, was weeping with her lover buried inside her, and she didn’t care, because Corin was kissing the tears from her cheeks and murmuring her name.

She felt the climax building — a tightening low in her belly, a brightness behind her eyes. “Corin. I’m close. Don’t stop. Please don’t —”

“I won’t.” He thrust deeper, harder, finding the angle that made her gasp. “Come for me. Let me feel you. I want to feel you —”

She shattered. Her back arched off the mattress, her inner muscles clamping down around him, and the pleasure rolled through her in waves that stole her breath and her voice and every thought except him, him, him. She clung to his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin, and rode the crest of it while he watched her face with something like awe.

She was still pulsing around him when his rhythm faltered. His thrusts grew erratic, desperate, and she wrapped her legs tighter and pulled him in, deeper, taking everything he had to give.

“Inside me,” she said. “Come inside me. I want to feel it.”

He groaned her name. She felt him pulse — the hot rush of his release, the way his body went rigid, the shudder that ran through him from shoulders to thighs. He buried his face in the curve of her neck and she held him through it, her hands moving over his back, feeling the tremors ease into stillness.

For a long moment, they didn’t move. His weight pressed her into the mattress. His breath was ragged against her throat. She could feel his heart pounding against her ribs — or maybe that was her own heart, wild and too full.

He lifted his head. Looked at her. The candle had burned low; shadows gathered in the corners of the room. But his eyes were bright, and wet, and utterly unguarded.

“There she is,” he said softly. “There’s my Mila.”

She touched his face. Smiled — a real smile, the first one in longer than she could remember.

He kissed her forehead. Rolled onto his side, pulling her with him, still tangled together, still not ready to separate. She rested her head on his chest and listened to the steady thrum of his heartbeat and thought: Maybe. Maybe I can be her again. Maybe I can be both.

The dagger lay on the floor where it had fallen. The candle flickered low.

∞∞∞

She drifted into sleep, for ten minutes or two hours, and for the first time in months her dreams were bright and clear.

When she awoke, she found Corin on the bed, propped on his elbow, watching her.

It’s true. It wasn’t a dream.

His face was serious, though. “There’s something we must speak of,” he said.

She propped herself up too, waiting to hear it.

“The Quarterlands aren’t here for diplomacy,” he said. “It’s a pretense. They’re here to take the palace. And I must ask for your help. There’s an army hidden amid the populace. When the signal comes, they’ll breach the gates.”

Mila stared at him, trying to process this. The candle flickered. The shadows moved on the ceiling.

“What do you need from me?”

“A distraction. Something big — something that will draw every eye in the palace away from the gates. The commander mentioned an exhibition. Some kind of competition between harems?”

“The Harem Games.” Mila sat up. Her mind was already moving — the old strategic machine grinding back to life. “There’s a smaller arena in the palace grounds. They hold exhibitions there for visiting dignitaries. I could arrange a competition. Five girls from each harem. The Quarterlands delegation versus the king’s concubines.”

“That would make for the perfect distraction,” Corin mused. “How long could you make it last?”

“An hour maybe.”

“We’d need more.”

“How long?”

“Two hours. As long as you can give me.”

Mila thought about it. Her girls were concubines, not the hardened warriors of the Harem Games. But in this case, victory didn’t matter. All that mattered was making it last.

“When could we do this?” Corin asked her, breaking her out of her thoughts.

She looked at him. “Tomorrow,” she said.


Chapter 8 — Harem Queen

The exhibition arena was a smaller, more intimate version of the Gilded Pit where Mila had killed a prince. Torches lined the walls. Silk banners in Volarian crimson and Quarterlands green hung from the rafters. The stands were packed with dignitaries, courtiers, guards — every eye in the palace drawn to the spectacle.

In the royal box, elevated above the crowd, King Volmar sat on a gilded throne. Mila could see him from the competitors’ entrance — the heavy jowls, the thinning hair, the indifferent eyes. The man she had been trying to reach for two years’ worth of blood and suffering. So close. Close enough to see the wine glass in his hand. Close enough to imagine the knife in her own.

Beside her, Didra was stretching her jaw. “Five against five, huh? We’ll crush them.”

Mila couldn’t help but smile at that. Didra was cockier than even Mila had once been. Mila had trained her, and Didra had fought for her, and now Didra was the trainer for the late prince’s team, but today she was Mila’s ringer. Mila had sent for her first thing in the morning.

“The goal isn’t to win. The goal is to keep the spectacle going as long as possible.”

Her harem had five girls, but not all could complete. Vera would be less than useless. Her incompetence would draw the crowd’s ire and interfere with the morale of the whole team. And Elysse was too broken, alas. Mila couldn’t predict how she would perform.

So the team would be filled out by Didra, and Mila herself. It was the only way to ensure they could keep the competition going long enough for Corin to assemble his force and take the palace.

Mila looked at the line of male competitors assembling at the far end of the arena. Courtiers. Guards. Quarterlands soldiers. A steady stream of volunteers, their expressions ranging from eager to nervous to professionally blank.

The rules were simple. Each competitor would service one man at a time — oral only, swallow required. No hands except to steady. When a competitor gagged, vomited, or tapped out, she was eliminated. The last woman kneeling won for her team.

The Quarterlands delegation had fielded five experienced concubines — professional, efficient, beautiful. The crowd would love them.

Mila turned to Aryth, Celie, Kassia. She had no pep talk, no grand words. She said only this: “Hold out for as long as you can.”

The horn sounded.

The exhibition began.

The men came in a line.

Each competitor knelt on a silk cushion at the center of the arena floor, and the men came one after another, a continuous flow of hardening cocks presented for service. No names. No faces. Just the work.

Five cocks stepped forward, and Mila and the rest of her team went to work.

Mila took the cock that appeared before her mouth without ceremony. Not fast — speed was not the goal here. She set a rhythm that conserved time and energy, a slow, deep pull that brought him to the edge without exhausting her jaw. Her tongue worked the underside of his shaft. Her hand cupped his balls, a gentle pressure that she would help her control the timing.

Beside her, Kassia’s man was coming, and she heard the wet sounds of Kassia gulping his seed.

Too quick. She would say something to Kassia as soon as the cock was out of her mouth.

Didra, on her other side, was still teasing her first cock. Mila was trying to do the same, but it was difficult. The man was thrusting at her mouth, chasing his orgasm. She gave his balls a reproachful squeeze, and that slowed him down for a moment, jigging his cock in and out of her lips and saying, “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” until, despite Mila’s efforts he grunted and his warm seed began spilling into her mouth.

Didra, of course, was still on her first. Show off.

The men kept coming. The second didn’t last as long as the first. The third lasted a little longer. Her jaw was aching—familiar—and she could feel the weight of semen settling in her stomach, a heavy warmth that would become discomfort soon.

She was sucking her sixth cock when beside her Kassia wretched, then bent over and vomited all over Mila’s leg. This distracted Mila enough that she looked down briefly, and her cock took that inopportune moment to climax, a gout of cum splattering across her cheek and into her hair before she could spin back and capture the remaining squirts between her lips.

At least the audience enjoyed that. They roared their approval, as they always did when semen flew where it shouldn’t.

The next man was rough. Perhaps the cum on her face had degrade her in his eyes and dared to grab her hair and fuck her mouth with short, brutal thrusts. The judges said nothing, so Mila forced herself to relax her throat and let him brutalize her. Fighting back would only make it worse. So she breathed through her nose and stared at the silk banners above the king’s box and thought of nothing.

He came. She swallowed. The next man stepped forward.

Aryth tapped out. Celie vomited.

Time dissolved.

There was only the next cock, the next taste, the next swallow. Mila’s world narrowed to a circle twelve inches wide: her mouth, her hands, the man in front of her. She stopped hearing the crowd. She stopped feeling the torchlight hot on her back. Her knees numbed against the cushion. Her jaw unlocked into something beyond pain, a mechanical hinge that opened and closed and opened and closed.

Somewhere around the twentieth man she felt her stomach rebel — a hard clench, a surge of nausea. She swallowed it down with the load she was taking, and the swallow became a gag, and the gag became a cough, and for one terrible second she thought she was going to lose it all over the silk cushion in front of the entire arena.

She didn’t.

She steadied herself with one hand flat on the cushion. Breathed through the nose. Swallowed again, dry, forcing everything down. The man watched her with something like concern, unsure if he should continue. She reached for his cock and pulled him toward her mouth.

Beside her, Didra was still going. Mila could hear her rhythm — slower now, labored, but unbroken. They were mirrors of each other. The same training. The same technique. The same refusal to quit.

The next man came. And the next.

Mila’s stomach was a hard knot. She could feel it sloshing when she leaned forward. The taste had become a constant, coating her tongue, her teeth, the roof of her mouth. There was no point in trying to identify individual loads anymore. It was all one thing now. The work.

The thirtieth man was a problem.

He was long — not thick, but long, with a curve that hit the roof of her mouth wrong. She adjusted. Took him deeper. Felt him slide into her throat and hold there, and her gag reflex fired, and she choked, and she pulled back with a wet gasp that sent saliva and semen down her chin.

She didn’t stop.

She went back down on him, ignoring the burn in her throat, ignoring the way her stomach clenched in protest. She sucked hard, pulling his orgasm out by force of will. When he came, she swallowed and immediately turned her head to the side and gagged — nothing came up, but the sound was ugly, a wet retch that silenced the crowd for half a beat.

She wiped her chin. Looked up at the judges.

Still in.

The line kept coming.

Mila had long since stopped counting. There was no point. The line was still twenty men deep. The king was still watching from his box, his wine glass untouched on the rail. She had no idea if the other team was even still competing. She just had to make it last. As long as she could.

Didra was struggling. Mila could hear it — the change in her rhythm, the longer pauses between men, the way her breathing had gone ragged. But Didra was still there, still taking cock after cock, and Mila felt a fierce, improbable love for her. This woman who she had trained in the arena, whose hair she held back while she’d practiced deep-throating on polished wood phalluses, who had never once had to ask why Mila was so driven to be the best.

The next man came in Mila’s mouth and she swallowed and her stomach cramped so hard she doubled over.

For a moment she thought she was done. Thought her body had finally overruled her will. The cramp seized — a hot, twisting pain low in her gut — and she gagged again, and this time a thin stream of fluid came up, mostly saliva and bile, and she spat it onto the silk and straightened up.

“Next,” she said.

Her voice was a rasp. The word barely audible. But the next man came.

Beside her, Didra was still going, though Mila could hear the weariness. The crowd had gone quiet. What had started as entertainment had become something else — a spectacle of endurance that was almost uncomfortable to witness.

Mila took the next cock into her mouth and her jaw locked.

Not seized — locked, a muscle spasm that clamped her mouth shut for one terrifying second. She forced it open. Forced herself down. Her throat was raw now, every swallow a small agony. The taste of semen was so constant she’d stopped registering it as separate from the taste of her own mouth.

The man came. She swallowed and the swallow triggered another cramp and she rode it out with her eyes closed, one hand pressed to her abdomen, feeling the hard distention beneath her palm.

When Mila opened her eyes she was looking at Didra. Didra’s face was a mess — eye makeup streaked down her cheeks, lips swollen, chin and cheeks glistening with semen and saliva. But her eyes were clear. She caught Mila’s eye and nodded once. A question. Are you still in this?

Mila nodded back.

“Next,” she croaked.

The man was thick in a way that made Mila’s jaw ache just looking at him. She took him anyway. What was one more? What was any of this, except one more? Her throat opened around him and she felt the familiar pressure, the familiar stretch, the familiar pulse when he grabbed her hair and held her there and came down her throat without warning.

She swallowed. Coughed. Swallowed again.

The cramp this time was blinding. Mila felt her vision go white at the edges. She heard herself make a sound — not a moan, not a cry, something more primal, a noise dragged up from the bottom of her stomach along with everything she’d swallowed. She turned her head and vomited onto the silk cushion. A thin, pale stream. Mostly liquid. Mostly the evidence of dozens of men.

She was out. She staggered to her feet, wiping her face on a towel.

It was all on Didra now. It was up to Didra to keep this going long enough that—

An alarm.

Confusion. Then the crowd surged to its feet — not in applause but in panic.

Suddenly guards were running. The king rose from his throne, his wine glass shattering on the arena floor.

This was it.

Mila’s legs barely held her. Her jaw was locked. Her stomach churned. But she was standing, and the king was moving, and she had been waiting for this moment since the soldiers came over the hill and Corin fell and everything she loved burned.

She ran toward the stands.

∞∞∞

The palace was chaos. Corin’s men had breached the outer gates — she could hear the clash of steel, the shouts of guards, the screams of courtiers. She moved through the corridors like a ghost, dodging running servants, stepping over bodies.

She had seen which way to king and fled, and she was determined not to lose him.

There he was, at the end of the corridor, his guards around him—

Quarterland soldiers attacked, the king’s guard cut down, the king scrambling away.

He was alone now. Unguarded. Fleeing for his chambers.

Mila rushed forward and stepped over the bodies and pushed through the heavy oak doors.

The king was at the far end of the chamber, fumbling with a hidden panel in the wall. A coward’s escape route. He turned at the sound of the doors.

“You,” he said.

“Me.” Mila drew the dagger from her belt. “Do you remember the borderlands? A village. Unremarkable. You probably ordered it destroyed without even looking at a map. The soldiers came over the hill at dawn. They killed everyone. My mother. My father. My neighbors. The man I loved — I thought they killed him too.”

Mila stepped forward and the king eyed her warily, gauging her escape routes: around the bed. Past her and out the door.

“You’re here to kill me,” he said, “but you’re shaking. Your hands. Your legs. Whatever you just did in that arena — you’ve got nothing left.”

“You’ll see what I have left.”

But he was right. Her voice was weak. She had imagined this moment a thousand times, but never like this.

The king dashed for the large bed, circling around to get to the door.

She lunged, leaping over the mattress.

But her legs were wobbly, and she he floor badly, and the king sidestepped. His hand closed around her wrist — the old man had been a warrior once, and he still had strength in him. Mila’s dagger clattered from her grip. He twisted her arm behind her back, forced her to her knees, and now he had the dagger, and the cold edge of it was pressed against her throat.

“So sad,” he said. His voice was soft, almost gentle. “You worked so hard. You came so close. All that scheming. All that suffering. And in the end—”

Mila closed her eyes, awaiting the strike of the dagger. If she was going to die, at least it would be with courage.

She waited–

The dagger blow did not come. Instead, the king dropped to the floor beside her, dagger clattering from his hand.

She looked down at him, confused.

Until she saw them: one on each side. Precision. The kind of precision that came from months of practice — months of sitting in the corner of the harem, watching, waiting, sharpening her tools. Click, click, click.

Two knitting needles.

The king gurgled, his eyes open with shock. He reached for the needles in his throat and blood welled between his fingers. His mouth worked. His eyes — those indifferent eyes — went wide with something Mila had never seen in them before.

Fear. And then nothing.

She looked behind her then and saw Elysse. Quiet, mousy Elysse.

Elysse was staring at her hands. Her expression was — not triumphant. Not horrified. Something quieter. Something that looked, after everything, like peace.

They looked at each other. No words passed between them. None needed to. The mousy girl with the knitting needles. The Harem Keeper with the dagger. Two women who had been broken by the same man, in different ways, and who had both reassembled themselves and found their way to his throat.

∞∞∞

The coronation happened at dawn.

The palace had been secured. The king’s guard had surrendered. The Quarterlands army held the gates, and Corin’s commander — a grizzled woman with a northern accent and a sword that had seen decades of use — had assembled the surviving courtiers in the great hall.

“We need a leader,” she said. “The Volarian Empire is dead. Long live whatever comes next. Someone needs to sit on that throne.”

Voices rose. Names were offered. Arguments were made. Mila stood at the back of the hall, still weary after a long bath and a change of clothes, and listened.

Then Corin stepped forward.

“Mila of the borderlands,” he said. His voice carried — the voice of a man who had learned to command. “She was a village girl when the king destroyed her home. She was a slave when she entered the Gilded Pit. She was a condemned woman when she killed a prince. She was Harem Keeper when she brought down a king. She has survived everything this empire threw at her, and she is still standing.”

He turned to face her.

“I can think of no one more qualified to rule.”

The hall went quiet. Every face turned toward her. The Quarterlands commander. The surviving courtiers. The harem girls, huddled together near the entrance — Aryth, Celie, Kassia, Vera. Elysse, still in her bloodstained gown, her knitting needles retrieved and cleaned and tucked into her belt.

Mila walked forward. The crowd parted. She climbed the steps to the throne — the gilded throne where King Volmar had sat, not twelve hours ago, watching her kneel in the arena. She turned. Faced them all.

“I did not come here to rule,” she said. “I came here to kill a man. That part is done.” She paused. “But the man I killed was not the only rot in this empire. There is more work to do. And if you will have me — if you will follow me — I will do it.”

Corin knelt. The Quarterlands commander knelt. One by one, the courtiers dropped to their knees. The harem girls — her girls — knelt last, their faces bright with something that looked like hope.

Corin lifted the crown. He placed it on Mila’s head.

“Hail the queen,” he said.

The hall roared.

Mila looked out at the crowd — the soldiers, the courtiers, the women who had been her allies and her weapons and her family. Elysse caught her eye. The mousy girl with the knitting needles smiled — a small, tentative thing, the first real smile Mila had ever seen on her face.

Mila smiled back.

She had come for revenge. She had left as a queen. And somewhere — buried deep beneath the crown and the scars and the cold, strategic calculus that had kept her alive — the village girl in the sunlit field opened her eyes and looked around at what she had become.

It was not what she had planned. It was not what she had expected.

But it was enough.
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