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Golden plates clacked against the bronze serving tray as the chefs carefully arranged the various dishes for presentation to Imiut, the pharaoh. Arms crossed, Dina tapped her foot impatiently, waiting on all the courses to be placed. 
Why was she standing here, waiting on dishes to be served? The porcupine knew she was destined for more than such inanity. Where some saw a great honor in being entrusted to handle the pharaoh's food, Dina sought a much more exalted position for herself: one where she would be handling far more intimate parts of the pharaoh—assuming it came to that, that is. She assumed it would and was willing to go along in exchange for certain... privileges.
It wasn't that she was that attracted to the snake-bodied jackal, but she knew that if she could insinuate herself to the young and impressionable god-king, her days of carrying trays and washing dishes would be behind her.
Ever since she was little, she had worked in and around the kitchens. Before she was taken, she had helped her mother to prepare meals for a rural village nobleman's family, eventually coming to do a fair amount of cooking in her own right. 
Then came the sandstorm. 
A sirocco blew in, carrying with it a wall of sand over a mile high. There was no warning; the sky was clear one moment, and the next time she looked up, the sand was less than a stone's throw away. Farmers closest to it were buried alive, inhaling sand that shredded their lungs. Dina and the other household staff huddled in the innermost rooms of the kitchen, hoping the sand would not penetrate far enough into the domicile to harm them. Yet when six feet of sand were dumped on top of the building, their safe haven became a tomb. With limited oxygen shared among a dozen people, the end was near. 
Shuddering, Dina remembered panting but feeling like she couldn't breathe. She remembered feeling woozy and lethargic, vaguely aware of people around her falling over. She remembered the darkness and the skull-splitting headache.
And then he came.
Brilliant, white light appeared, silhouetting the jackal-torsoed, snake-bodied outline of Imiut. As the light faded, he spoke to her without words, informing her that she was about to die and offering her a chance to live a second life before she passed on to receive Osiris's judgment. Even now, the experience seemed surreal, yet she was convinced that Imiut had hand-picked her specifically, and that meant that the pharaoh must have had some special plan for her.
And yet, day in and day out for the last several years, Dina had gone about the duties she was assigned, mostly carrying that tray back and forth between the kitchen and the pharaoh, wherever he might be at any given minute. A less ambitious person might have been content to serve the pharaoh his various meals, but not Dina. She had seen how the pharaoh looked at her when she came in, how his face lit up and his long, coiled abdomen tightened subtly anytime she came into the room.
And why shouldn't he? With voluptuous breasts, a waist with just enough pudge to be intriguing, and broad hips and thighs, the thirty-something porcupine was attractive, and she knew it. The livery she wore—a flat, gold necklace, a red, black, and gold sash around her waist that held up a cream-colored loin cloth embroidered with gold, black, and red—left little to the imagination as to what was going on between her thighs.
In fact, the absence of clothing over her light-gray breasts seemed to accentuate them, their large, perky, dusky-pink nipples, and the ovular beauty mark on the cleavage of her left breast that matched the dark gray of her extremities from the elbows and knees outward. Her underside matched the color of her breasts, while a medium gray-tan spread from the bridge of her nose up her head and along her back, stretching out to her knees and elbows where it met the darker gray. Her toes and fingertips were of that same medium-gray-tan, and her muzzle and palms matched her nipples. A large crest shot straight up from her forehead before sweeping backwards, much like the cream-and-gray-banded quills that sprouted from her back and tail and that stood out like a pincushion when she bristled (which was often).
And, on her right side, just above the crease between her waist and thigh, sat the Mark of Anubis, the white outline hieroglyphic depicting the jackal-god in profile from the waist up.
From time to time, Dina had caught her god, king, and savior ogling her assets, and now, starting her fourth year, she had decided it was finally time to have him pay for the privilege of gawking.
But first, she had to actually make it into the throne room, and that meant she needed the tray!
Using her reflection in a bronze kettle, she admired herself, turning her head this way then that and smoothing the odd stray quill.
The sound of the head chef clearing his throat snatched Dina from her primping, and she grasped the tray by its ornate handles and lifted it carefully.
"He's in the throne room," said Abasi—another kitchen servant—over his shoulder.
"I know," Dina replied tersely, eliciting a subtle but distinctive curling of the feline's lip and a reproachful glare at her from the corner of his eye.
Dina ignored him—she cared not a whit for what he thought, and once she was queen, she would care even less.
Straightening up, she adopted her practiced gait, a stately one with a hint of seductiveness in her hips—and strode towards the throne room. As she approached, the attendants opened the doors to reveal the pharaoh sitting on his dais with an exceptionally bored look on his face as Phoenix, a short fennec in his early fifties and the pharaoh's grand vizier, recited what Dina assumed were harvest amounts from more bureaucratic districts than she knew the kingdom had.
To describe Imiut as "sitting" is perhaps not quite accurate. Having the lower body of a snake and an overall length of ten meters, the pharaoh's most comfortable position was to coil himself the way any long serpent does and then perch his lithe, black torso atop the stack of brown coils, accented with diamond-shaped darker markings. He was, at that moment, coiled in such fashion into a piece of furniture that resembled a throne with armrests and a back but with no seat. Despite his hybrid physiology, his body language was obvious: he was leaned back in the chair, his cheek resting on his fist, which was held up by his elbow on the armrest. His eyelids were half-closed over golden, cat-pupil eyes, and his eyebrows were slightly raised in an expression that tried and failed to look interested in the seemingly endless list of figures rattled off by his indefatigable majordomo.
"And from the nome of Memphis, 513,720 bushels. And from the nome of Letopolis, 647,825 bushels. And from the nome of Apis..."
Dina cringed. She didn't know how Imiut could stand it. Though the god-king was a great deal older than she was in absolute terms, he was unquestionably in the "young adult male" period of his life, something that would correspond to the early twenties in a mortal—a time known for impetuousness, short attention spans, and a penchant for... more carnal experiences. Even as a 30-something female with more maturity and fewer hormones trying to drag her around by the penis or stoke her ire into a fury, Dina didn't have the patience to deal with the monotonous recitation of figures. Yet, to his credit, Imiut seemed to take his role seriously and politely heard the fennec out day in and day out.
That did not stop his eyes from wandering, though.
Seeing the door open, he glanced over, and his face suddenly lit up. His eyes flashed with recognition, darted to Phoenix, then darted back to Dina. With a subtle gesture of his claw-tipped finger, he beckoned for her to approach while simultaneously conveying that she was not to attract the attention of the still-droning vizier.
Showtime, Dina thought, grinning to herself. 
Tossing her head lightly to make her crest bounce, she exaggerated the movement of her hips as she locked eyes with the pharaoh, fixing him with her best "come-hither" stare as she made her way to him.
The body language seemed to work. The king sat forward, his long, pointed ears suddenly standing at attention and his jaw slackening slightly to reveal his forked tongue. His coils shifted subtly and the contents of his penile pouch, located at the junction of his dark-colored torso with the cream underbelly of his ophidian abdomen, stirred noticeably on seeing her. 
With a series of eye movements that included a significant look at the wall, a fleeting glance at Phoenix, and a final glance at the dais beneath him, the pharaoh asked her to hug the wall, avoid being noticed by the vizier, and bring the tray up to him herself. Dina nodded imperceptibly, glanced at Phoenix, whose back was to her at that moment, and began making her way along the wall.
"—618,821 bushels. And from the nome of—oh!"
Dina cringed and gave Imiut an apologetic look as Phoenix whirled and strode towards her with surprising speed for being only 4-1/2 feet tall.
"I'll take that," he said, taking the tray from her and then marching up the steps of the dais to place it gently on the pharaoh's coils in front of his torso. 
Then, turning briskly, he marched back down the stairs, frowned on seeing Dina, and strode towards her. 
"All right, then," he said, looking her up and down. "Why are you still here?"
Dina opened her mouth, closed it, then said, "W–well, I just wanted to make sure that our pharaoh got his meal on time."
"He has," Phoenix replied perfunctorily, then fixed her with an expectant stare. When she didn't immediately turn and leave, he made a shooing motion with his hands and said, "And now you may go until he rings for you. Goodbye."
Dina pursed her lips and did her best not to let on that she was grinding her teeth. She glanced up at Imiut for support, but the pharaoh had already dug into his food with gusto, evidently glad for any distraction from the tedium of bookkeeping, but particularly a distraction that also involved eating. 
She sighed, turned, and left, muttering under her breath. The doors of the throne room closed behind her, and she returned to the kitchen, annoyed at having failed to get the pharaoh to grant her an audience.
*************
"And from the nome of—my king, are you listening?" Phoenix asked.
"Mm. Hm?" Imiut started, looking guiltily at his vizier.
In fact, he had not been listening; he had been contemplating the one area obscured by clothing on the cute little porcupine that served him his meals every day. What did it look like? What did it... taste like? His penile pouch stirred again, eliciting a raised eyebrow from the fennec.
Imiut sighed and rubbed his eyes.
"The figures sound fine," he said wearily.
"But, my king, I haven't even finished them, yet!"
"Phoenix, I didn't bring you here to lecture me on figures day in and day out."
"Be that as it may, Pharaoh, life is not all about pleasure. Don't forget your responsibilities. There are higher authorities that expect you to take your job seriously."
As the fennec spoke, Phoenix rang a bell beside him to summon the servants.
"I do take my job seriously—very seriously," Imiut replied gravely. "Memphis is down approximately three hundred bushels from last year. Have someone look into that."
Phoenix did a double-take, then grinned, but before he could speak, Imiut continued.
"But remember, Phoenix: life is not all about responsibility, either."
The door opened, and Imiut glanced at it, a faint smile tracing his lips as he said, "All work and no play is making for a very frustrated pharaoh."
*************
Hearing the bell, Dina hurried back to the throne room. As the door opened, she saw the pharaoh and Phoenix discussing something. The fennec's posture implied that he was about to concede some point the pharaoh had made. But then, turning his head to look at her and giving her a thoroughly disapproving glance, he suddenly sprang to the dais, took the tray, and thrust it into her hands.
"After you consecrate the new temple, there will be time for rest, my king," he said over his shoulder as he fixed Dina with an imperious glare and made a shooing motion at her.
Looking past him, Dina saw the pharaoh looking wistfully at her and batted her eyes at him. She started to open her mouth, but before she could utter a word, Phoenix interjected.
"Time to go, Dina. You should not loiter around the throne room; it is the role of a servant to serve without being seen," he chastised her.
She glanced at the pharaoh again, who cringed helplessly on her behalf. Sighing and rolling her eyes, she turned and left.
"Ugh!" she spat as she stormed into the kitchen, practically throwing the tray at Abasi.
"No luck?" the cat teased as he began to scrub the tray and the dishes on it.
"If that lousy vizier would just let me get one word in edgewise!" Dina fumed.
"If you didn't come off as a power-hungry wolf in a porcupine's clothes, maybe he might," Abasi replied, smirking faintly to himself.
"Haven't you got some dishes to wash?" Dina asked pointedly.
Abasi frowned, then held up the sudsy tray in one hand and pointed to it with the other. "What, you think I can't talk and wash dishes at the same time?"
"Ugh. I have got to get him to let me speak, but how? With him done with his meals for the day, I'll have to wait until tomorrow!"
"Fortunately, time is a thing you have in abundance," the cat said blandly.
*************
"You really should be nicer to her," Imiut said reproachfully. "She's been a good servant all these years. What have you got against her?"
Phoenix, who had been pacing back and forth, suddenly whirled to face the pharaoh.
"I'll tell you what!" he said, "She's ambitious,, that's what! She'll do anything it takes to get what she wants. She doesn't care about you; she just wants to be your queen so she can boss everybody around."
"Oh, pshaw," Imiut laughed. "Sweet Dina? I think you misjudge her, Phoenix. Is it because she's a porcupine?"
"No, it's because of how she—"
"Why, just one look at that soft, fluffy underbelly, and I"—he licked his lips—"I have fantasies, Phoenix."
"Gross."
"Oh, come on! Even a stick in the mud like you must have the occasional urge?"
Phoenix shook his head emphatically.
"I do. I think sometimes of being in my bed and her coming in and lying next to me—"
"That's really not necessary, my king—"
"—she curls up in my coils and asks me about my day. It's all quite—"
"With respect, Pharaoh, that is just that: a fantasy. She could not care less about you or your day. She is far more likely to—"
"You know, Phoenix, you really are not much fun," Imiut said, shaking his head. "Not much fun at all."
*************
"Ugh, damn it!" Dina fumed, slamming the tray and its dishes down next to Abasi, startling him and making his tail fur fluff out.
"Gentle with the dishes!" the cat snapped. "They're not yours, you know, and every time you bend or scuff one, I have to fix it!"
"Not mine yet, you mean," Dina muttered.
"It's not right of you to take your frustration out on me," Abasi said, gingerly reaching for a goblet and examining it for damage. "If you're not careful, your ambition is gonna get you into big trouble. The pharaoh isn't one to be trifled with, let alone manipulated."
"What would you know about it anyway?" Dina spat.
Abasi fell silent but pursed his lips grimly as he finished his inspection and began washing the goblet.
"Trying to talk to him directly isn't working," the porcupine mused to herself. "I'm going to have to try something else. Something that can speak for me, even if that fennec won't allow me a single word." Her eyes narrowed. "I think I have just the thing."
*************
The next day, Dina slipped a note under the largest plate but left a bit of it protruding out so the pharaoh would see it. As usual, Phoenix grabbed the tray from her and took it up to the dais. Dina watched with bated breath as he ascended the stairs and gently placed it on Imiut's coils. He turned and was about to descend when he suddenly stopped, whirled, plucked the missive from under the plate, and read it to himself. Dina sighed.
"What's that?" Imiut asked, his ears pricking forward curiously.
"Nothing, my king," Phoenix replied evenly, looking Dina right in the eye. "A note from the cook that was mistakenly let with the tray, nothing more."
The porcupine glowered up at him, but with a raise of his eyebrow and a shooing motion, she turned and left.
"So help me," she muttered under her breath as she left, "I will get a note to the pharaoh."
Alas, Phoenix proved exceptionally shrewd at detecting her attempts. Over the ensuing days, he successfully retrieved notes hidden completely under the plate, under the wine glass, under a stack of pears, and wrapped around one of the handles of the tray.
*************
This is it, Dina thought as she stood at the door a few weeks later. If this doesn't work, I don't know what will.
The note this time was hidden under the tray, with a couple of folds to make a downward-pointing protrusion. Dina hoped beyond hope that she could get the pharaoh's attention and give him some kind of sign not to react when he felt the papyrus poke him. It was her last-ditch attempt before she abandoned trying to pass him a note entirely and tried to figure out some other way to get the message across.
She suddenly felt a hand clap her on the shoulder.
"Good luck!" Abasi said as he breezed by.
"Wh–what?" she asked.
It took her a few seconds to recognize him, and on doing so, she scowled at him for having broken her concentration. But, she didn't time to ruminate on that. The doors opened, and she stepped forward.
"And Memphis is claiming that the Nile did not flood as much there as it did in other cities, Pharaoh," Phoenix was saying as Dina stepped inside and tried to get the pharaoh's attention, but he was clearly invested in what his vizier had to say this time.
"But did we not conduct the Following of Horus?" Imiut asked sarcastically. "We were there, and we saw what treasures the Nile brought."
"Of course, my king," Phoenix replied. "The whole matter is—
"Excuse me," a guard said, pushing past Dina and hurrying up to Phoenix to whisper in his ear.
Dina used the interruption to once more try to lock eyes with Imiut, but the unexpected intruder had piqued his curiosity.
"We will, of course—say, what do you want?" Phoenix asked indignantly.
Hearing what the guard whispered, he paled.
"M–my king," he said, "It seems we have a traitor in our midst." To the guard, he said, "Bring him in."
"I'm not a traitor; I'm not a traitor!" a familiar voice cried.
Dina turned and then jumped in surprise, barely keeping the tray's contents intact on seeing Abasi.
The guard hauled him in and kicked his knees out from under him, forcing him to kneel in front of Imiut and Phoenix. The former cocked his head, frowned, and then burst out laughing.
"That's very good, Rashidi," he chuckled, "Just the joke I needed to lighten the mood. Abasi? A traitor? You couldn't have picked a more ridiculous choice. Well done!"
"My king, this is no joke," Phoenix said gravely. "If the charges are true..."
"What charges?" Imiut asked.
"He is accused of trying to poison you, my king."
Imiut's face fell. The room took on a deathly silence.
"It is... worse, oh Pharaoh," the guard said, clearing his throat.
"Well?" Imiut demanded. "I'm listening."
"I believe I saw him plant the phial on the kitchen maid there," he said, gesturing to Dina.
"When? How?" Imiut asked, his countenance darkening.
"Just outside, Pharaoh, as she was waiting on the doors to open. How he managed it without getting stuck on her quills, I don't know, but he bumped into her just before she came in, and when we searched him, we could not find the phial.
"But, how do you know there's a phial?" Phoenix interjected.
"The head chef said he saw Abasi pouring something from a phial onto the king's plate."
"And this is only just now coming to my attention?!" Phoenix roared, making the six-foot-tall guard feel about two feet tall.
"I rushed here as soon as I was told, sir," the guard replied meekly.
"Well, we'll know soon enough," Imiut said. "Search her."
The guard went to Dina, then hesitated.
"U–uh, apologies, Miss," he said nervously, clearly not wanting to get a handful of quills. "Um, Pharaoh's orders. Please remove your sash."
"I'll take that," Phoenix said, taking the tray and setting it on the floor in front of Abasi.
Dina swallowed hard, then looked over her shoulder at the cat, who glared up at her.
"Hurry up!" Phoenix snapped. "The truth must be determined and justice meted." His eyes narrowed. "Unless you are conspiring with him..."
Dina gasped and hurriedly loosened her sash.
Clink.
All eyes darted to the small, corked glass cylinder. Phoenix seized it gingerly and held it up to the light. He gasped, then stared in disbelief at Abasi. "Hemlock?! You tried to kill the pharaoh? Why?!"
"The pharaoh cannot be killed through poison," Abasi replied evenly, looking him in the eye.
Phoenix did a double-take. "Then why attempt it?"
"To get your attention," Abasi said. "The pharaoh must be protected! I have tried to tell you for weeks, yet you never give me the time of day. Day in and day out, she"—he pointed accusingly at Dina—"tries to slip him notes, to wheedle into his good graces, but all she wants is power. She must be stopped! I thought that if—"
"I am well aware of her advances," Phoenix said sharply. "So what? It is under control."
"Be silent."
All eyes turned to the pharaoh, who had partially uncoiled and raised his torso by over a meter.
"My king," Phoenix warned, "Beware your temper—"
"I said, BE SILENT!" Imiut roared.
In a flash, his tail lashed out, wrapped around the still-kneeling feline, and snatched him up onto the dais.
"My king!" Phoenix cried, but his voice was drowned out by the enraged monarch.
"You dare to try to trick me into believing the one I love would try to kill me?!" he hissed, his coils squeezing the feline so tightly that the latter could only wheeze in response. "I brought you here from the brink of death, offered you a second life, and you repay me with manipulation? What if I had shared my plate? Are there any among you who can withstand hemlock's effects?"
"M–my k–king..." Abasi gasped.
"Well, congratulations: you've just earned an exceptionally long second life, you impudent upstart!"
"Be careful, my king!" Phoenix implored him. "Judge not in anger! His reasoning was misguided; his methods, controversial, but he meant you no harm!" He faltered. "Or, at least, I don't think he did—"
"You would stand up for him," Imiut snapped, glaring at the fennec. "You are well aware of her advances, huh? And yet, this is news to me!"
Phoenix closed his mouth slowly and pursed his lips. Part of being a good vizier was knowing when to shut the hell up.
"Let this be an example to anyone who would manipulate me," Imiut snarled.
Abasi screamed as the snake's coils lifted him into the air. Imiut's jackal mouth opened, unhinging like a snake's, and Abasi was thrust down into the pharaoh's open maw feet-first.
Cr-crunch.
Abasi shrieked as the snake's powerful throat muscles squeezed so tightly that they crushed his feet. Dina's eyes bulged, and her hands went to her mouth in horror as Abasi's tail—the only free part of him—writhed, twitched, and fluffed out in anguish.
"Your Majesty, please!" Phoenix urged.
The pharaoh shot him a fiery glare. The fennec sighed and set his jaw grimly. As the king stuffed the hapless servant deeper into his maw, accompanied by the gut-wrenching grinding of shin bone on shin bone, the vizier huffed and then turned his attention to his lists of figures and began making notes on them.
The guards fidgeted uncomfortably, visibly cringing as Imiut shoved Abasi further down his gullet. His throat squeezed, encountering some resistance from the feline's kneecaps.
Pop.
The sound was quiet, barely audible under Abasi's shrieks of pain, but it pierced the short silence between breaths with the power of a drum and the clarity of a water droplet falling into a pond. Rashidi covered his mouth to avoid retching, and even Phoenix looked nauseous, swallowing hard and scribbling harder on the papyrus scroll.
Dina's quills were at full attention; her eyes were wide, and her breathing was coming in rapid, shallow gasps. Abasi had been annoying, but even though he'd tried to frame her, she didn't hate him. Nobody deserved to die like this!
The cat's voice rang out like nails on a chalkboard as news of his kneecaps' detachment reached his brain. With a surge of adrenaline-fueled panic, he managed to get an arm free and began clawing and biting ferociously at Imiut, yet this claws and teeth glanced off harmlessly. He might as well have been trying to bite solid bronze.
Imiut was not amused. Unwrapping his coils—with his throat around his victim's legs, the feline couldn't escape anyway—he wrapped his tongue around Abasi's wrist and yanked it forward, letting go just in time as he bit down, severing the feline's paw and sweeping it to the back of his throat with his tongue. Blood spurted from his mouth, raining from the dais like the juice escaping an overripe tomato. It splattered on the ground, a few drops landing on Phoenix's papyrus. 
Pinning his ears determinedly, the fennec brushed at the spotted speckles and ran his pen over them to recreate the hieroglyphics they had partially obscured.
Abasi's wailing became a choked mewl, his lungs robbed of air by blinding pain.
For several seconds, everybody watched in speechless dismay as Imiut swallowed Abasi an inch at a time.
Then the hissing started.
It sounded a bit like crackling or gurgling in Imiut's throat. Abasi, sensing a new horror, suddenly yelped and began writhing and thrashing.
Sss.
The cat shrieked as the snake's powerful stomach acid began attacking his mangled feet, eating at the paw-pads, slipping in between his toes, and dissolving the hair all at once. Itching, stinging, burning sensations shot up the feline's legs and cried out to his brain for help, and a split-second later, he, too, was begging for mercy, his screeching all but incoherent.
"Please, please, Pharaoh! Kill me!"
Dina squeezed her eyes closed, her hands clutched tightly to her face, the cat's cries sending jolts up her own spine.
C–rack... C–CRUNCH.
Abasi's eyes bulged, his cries silenced once again as his pelvis buckled under the force of the snake's throat, fracturing into jagged shards. The pharaoh's squeezing continued unrelentingly, forcing the cat's muscle, tissue, and skin against those sharp edges. With a terrible ripping and tearing, the bones shredded their way through, erupting into the acid bath. The acid streamed in through hundreds of new holes in the feline's epidermis and began eating him from the inside out.
Unimaginable agony played across the feline's features, yet he was powerless to speak. Seeing the feline's eyelids spastically blinking independently and then staring, bulging out of his skull; his hair and whiskers alternately poofing and unpoofing; his jaw clenching, then opening impossibly wide, then jerking to this side or that, Rashidi's composure broke, and he had to turn around, look away, and take several breaths to recompose himself.
When he turned around again, the feline's haunted face disappeared as Imiut closed his mouth.
For several seconds, no one spoke, yet the persistent gurgle of acid seeping from Imiut's throat kept everybody on edge.
"Make no mistake," Imiut said coldly, scowling at Phoenix, "I wish to have that porcupine, and you will not interfere unless you want to be next."
Phoenix swallowed and nodded. Both of them knew that he was too valuable to eat and that the pharaoh was just blowing off steam. Still, the blood-stained papyrus and the sounds of shrieking cat still ringing in his ears left even him feeling a little uneasy.
The writhing bulge in the pharaoh's abdomen didn't help, either.
"Good." Imiut huffed, then looked around. "Dinner," he said, beckoning to Dina.
Hearing the call, Dina snapped out of her trance and hurriedly picked up the tray. The dishes clattered noisily as she struggled to keep her trembling under control, but through sheer force of will, she forced her arms to be still, plastered a pleasant smile on her face and fixed it there determinedly, and approached the dais.
"My king—the poison?" Phoenix protested.
"He said it himself, didn't he: I cannot be poisoned. Just make sure the kitchen staff doesn't try to eat any of the leftovers."
Yet, for as brave of a face as Dina put on, she couldn't help staring at the bulge in the pharaoh's abdomen.
It moved as she got close.
She almost lost her nerve, but choking down a terrified squeak, she forced herself to look up at the smiling face of the pharaoh beaming down at her.
Abasi's tortured eyes pleaded up at her from the pharaoh's throat.
Dina gasped, blinked, and flinched backwards.
The cat's face was gone. 
Swallowing hard, she forced herself to look higher up into the golden, viper-like eyes of her pharaoh.
They had vertical slits just like Abasi's.
Her eye twitched involuntarily.
"W–well?" Imiut asked, frowning. "Are you going to place the tray, or are we going to stare at each other all morning?" A crafty grin came over his face. "Because, you know, I could look into those eyes all day—"
"R–right away!" Dina gasped, putting the tray down on the pharaoh's bulging midsection—a little harder than she intended.
His midsection writhed, threatening the stability of the tray. 
Abject terror lurked at the corners of Dina's perception. Had she glanced up and seen the hungry look Imiut was giving her, she might well have lost her composure. But just as she glanced up, his expression turned quizzical.
"I say, what's that under the tray?" he asked, reaching for it.
"Under the tray, Pharaoh?" Phoenix asked, his ears pricking up and his eyes narrowing suspiciously.
Dina gasped. Thinking quickly, she shot her hand out just as the pharaoh lifted the tray, seized her note, and crumpled it in her palm.
"Something poked me just now," the pharaoh said, lifting the tray and looking under it.
"P–perhaps it was the king's most recent meal poking from the inside?" Dina volunteered.
Imiut frowned, considering it. "No, this was definitely an outside poke, not an inside poke," he said at last.
Putting the tray back down, he frowned, then shrugged. "Maybe just my imagination," he said. "Oh!" He picked up a pear and held it in his fingers. "You know," he said, his eyes roving from pear to Dina and back, "This pear looks almost as ripe as your bosom."
"Pharaoh..." Phoenix said, rolling his eyes as Dina flushed.
"Why, I wonder if those plump melons wouldn't taste twice as sweet," Imiut continued, wagging his eyebrows flirtatiously at Dina.
The porcupine forced a smile.
"No?" the pharaoh asked, mildly surprised. "No clever banter today?"
Dina's legs trembled. "I–I'm afraid I'm just not feeling myself today," she said lamely.
"Of course, how thoughtless of me," Imiut said, putting the pear back down. "I'm sure it must be terrible to endure being framed—and by someone who worked so closely with you, no less! Don't you worry: that scoundrel will never trouble you again."
As if for emphasis, the tray jostled, and Imiut and Dina both reached for it, steadying opposite ends.
They locked eyes. He smiled, and she looked away.
"You know, come to think of it, I have just eaten," he said thoughtfully. "I believe I am done for now. Take it away."
Finally, Dina thought.
Grabbing the tray and snatching it a little more jerkily than she meant to, she hastily descended the dais and left the room, not stopping until she reached the kitchen.
Once there, she sagged against the stone wall, trembling all over.
At last, she regained her composure and went to toss the dishes at Abasi like she always did.
She stopped, hung her head, and began washing them herself.
*************
"I say, Phoenix, did she seem... different to you?" Imiut asked after she'd left the room.
"Well, my king, she's never seen you eat a—"
"She seemed so alive!" Imiut beamed, "As if every one of those quills were quivering with anticipation."
Phoenix stopped mid-sentence, rolled his eyes, and went back to his scroll. "You know, Pharaoh, we are dreadfully behind schedule, thanks to this framing business. Perhaps we had better—"
"Yes, it's dreadful, isn't it? My own servant behaving so dreadfully towards another servant," Imiut mused. "What in the world could have possessed him to act like that?"
"I'm sure it was jealousy," Phoenix said dismissively, "But, regarding the matter with Memphis's remittance..."
"Oh, Phoenix, you can be so tiresome," Imiut groaned, rubbing his temples. "Enough for today; we have toiled on taxes for days; I cannot remember the last time I had a good time, and you, my fennec friend, are driving me crazy. Why don't you go invite Dina to my private quarters?"
"I highly doubt she'll accept," Phoenix said presciently. "She's not feeling well, remember?"
"Oh, right. Hmm." 
"So, you might as well—"
Imiut gasped, interrupting him. "Why, Phoenix, there's been an attempt on my life!" he said melodramatically. "I–I believe I am not quite feeling myself, either. I will just have to take some rest. You know, to replenish myself after such trying times."
Phoenix sighed audibly, and with a definitive motion, rolled up his scroll.
"As you wish, oh Pharaoh," he said, defeated. "But tomorrow—"
"Yes, yes," Imiut said over his shoulder as he slithered off the dais and headed towards the shimmering pools outside. "Tomorrow."
"No swimming after eating!" Phoenix called after him futilely.
*************
"Hello, who are you?" Imiut asked the next morning, interrupting Phoenix as a different kitchen servant presented his meal.
"I–I'm Sadiki, oh, Pharaoh," the servant replied, looking a little hurt.
"I know that," Imiut replied, shaking his head. "But, what are you doing here? Where is Dina?"
"Sh–she wasn't feeling well and asked me to cover for her," Sadiki stammered.
"Still not well?" Imiut murmured, his brow furrowing. "Phoenix, this simply won't do."
"Agreed, oh, Pharaoh: Memphis must be brought to heel," the fennec replied absent-mindedly as he scribbled on his scroll.
He started suddenly, then frowned. "You weren't talking about Memphis, were you?" he asked, looking up and seeing the servant for the first time. "Sadiki?" he said, frowning. "What are you doing here?"
Imiut rolled his eyes. "Try to keep up, Phoenix," he muttered, putting his elbow on the armrest and resting his cheek on his palm. "And, do look in on Dina. Her unwellness troubles me."
"Very well, oh, Pharaoh," Phoenix said, hardly attempting to conceal is disdain for task.
"Come, now, Sadiki, let's have some lunch," Imiut said, beckoning.
The servant presented the tray, which Phoenix took from him and presented to Imiut, while Sadiki hurried back out.
*************
Dina sat in her quarters, her mind playing replays of the events of the previous day. She shuddered viscerally as the sounds of crunching, grinding bones and Abasi's frantic, piteous howls rang in her ears. 
A perfunctory knock at her door startled her from her reverie. Jerking, she looked down at herself and realized she had curled up and was hugging herself in an attempt to self-soothe. 
"C–coming," she stammered, hastily donning a loincloth to cover herself.
She opened the door, frowned, then looked down and jumped in surprise to see Phoenix looking up at her.
The fennec wasted no words as he moved in past her, looked around, and found a table to sit at, gesturing for her to do the same.
"Ph–Phoenix, what are you doing here?" the porcupine asked, taken aback at his ability to order her around in her own quarters.
"I'll cut straight to the point," he replied, folding his hands once she'd sat. "Your attempts to seduce our pharaoh have succeeded, and he is quite infatuated with you."
Dina's eyes lit up, then her face clouded. Phoenix, watching her guardedly, noticed both transitions.
"Ah, yes," he said knowingly, "Now that you see what he's capable of, you're having second thoughts."
Dina swallowed hard, averting her eyes. "Poor Abasi," she murmured, shaking her head, then shuddering as another intrusive thought reminded her of the pop of his kneecaps.
Phoenix raised an eyebrow. "Oh, that?" he said dismissively. "That's nothing compared with what's happening to him right now."
Dina jerked in surprise and did a double-take. "What do you mean?" she asked. "I watched Imiut swallow him. He's dead; what more can happen to him?"
Phoenix rose and pointed to the Mark of Anubis on his side, then sat back down.
"Until Imiut removes the mark, Abasi will continue to feel pain and suffering. By now, I would expect that his eyes have dipped into the acid, and he is experiencing them constantly being dissolved and eaten away, though there remains no actual tissue to consume. The acid has also entered his ears, perforated his eardrum, and is wreaking havoc on his equilibrium. His lungs, squeezed and compressed to near-nothingness and devoid of any air to take in anyway in our pharaoh's gullet, have been screaming for oxygen for the last two days. Abasi has experienced a constant state of suffocation, vertigo, broken bones, and slow digestion from the inside out, yet he cannot die, cannot pass out, cannot escape the pain and terror until Imiut, in his mercy, at last grants him relief from this hell."
Dina's hands went to her mouth, her eyes widening in horror.
"And then," the fennec continued, "Abasi will cease to exist. His soul will vanish into oblivion. There will be no afterlife for him, no Field of Reeds. It will be as if he were never born, and his name will fade from existence. He will be forgotten, even by you."
With a faint, self-satisfied smirk, he watched her reaction, then asked, "Are you sure you want to cross him? At what cost will you pursue your ambitions?"
The porcupine's eyes darted to him. She shook her head quickly.
"Good. Then don't."
The fennec rose and moved towards the door.
"Did you just come here to terrify me?" Dina called after him.
"No," he replied over his shoulder. "I've come to summon you; the pharaoh has requested your presence."
Dina's stomach twisted. She swallowed hard.
"It's not a request if I cannot refuse," she whispered.
Phoenix stopped and turned.
"You can refuse," he replied. "Therefore, it is a request." The faint smirk tugged at the corners of his lips, threatening to become a sardonic grin. "But, refusal does have consequences."
"Why are you coming to summon me?" Dina asked suddenly. "Why not send a page?"
"Frankly, I wanted to see the look on your face," the fennec replied.
Dina's quills stood straight out as she rose, glaring at him.
"And, to offer you a piece of advice."
Dina hesitated. "Well?" she asked at last.
"As you know, I have thwarted your every attempt to get near him," he said.
"Yeah," Dina replied, her voice flat with annoyance. "And?"
"Your lust for power sticks out more prominently than that oversized mole on your breast," Phoenix said, looking her in the eye. "If you wish to get close to the pharaoh and stay in his good graces—that is, if you want to stay alive and avoid Abasi's fate—you would do well to mask your true desire, to appear truly devoted to meeting the pharaoh's needs. If you are very wise," he added pointedly, "You would do well to actually seek to meet his needs rather than climbing him like a ladder to sate your own ambition."
Dina stared at him, mouth gaping.
"That is, of course, assuming you think you're still up for the challenge." The fennec raised his eyebrows. "If not, I would strongly suggest that you avoid his advances and make yourself even scarcer."
Having said what he'd come to say, he opened the door.
"Why are you telling me this now?" Dina called after him. "Why not just continue to keep me at bay?"
Phoenix stopped, turned, then closed the door behind him.
"The pharaoh has needs," he said after a moment of composing his thoughts. "Though he is far older than either of us in absolute terms, he is younger than you are developmentally, and his hormones are—well, you were once in your late teens and early twenties, I presume; I'll leave it at that—and his frothing loins have steered his attention towards you."
"Sorry, 'frothing loins'?"
"Ravenous hormones, thirsting lust, whatever," the fennec said dismissively.
"You could just say he's horny," Dina pointed out.
"Sure, if you want to be pedestrian about it," Phoenix said, grimacing, his words dripping with disdain. "Regardless, I have been unsuccessful in persuading him to look elsewhere to satisfy his urges, and frankly, the distraction is interfering with his duties to the kingdom and to his superiors. I need him to get his focus back. If he can use you for that, so be it; you seem willing enough."
Dina opened her mouth to retort indignantly, then closed it and seethed.
"You don't deny it, then? Splendid."
Turning on heel, the fennec opened the door and strode out.
"Make your choice, but choose wisely; he is not to be trifled with," his voice called, fading into the distance.
*************
Dina's stomach churned as she stood at the doors to the throne room. With a loud clank and the groan of wood, they opened, and she forced her leaden legs to carry her forward. Barely able to prevent her legs from trembling, she knelt and bowed in front of the dais.
"Dina!" Imiut said elatedly. "There you are. I have missed you these last few days. Are you feeling all right? Phoenix tells me you've been unwell."
Dina rose woodenly. "Y–yes, oh Pharaoh," she managed, her voice barely above a hoarse whisper. "I–I haven't felt quite myself."
"Well!" Imiut boomed, "That won't do at all. I must see you every day! I shall send a healer to you straight away."
"I–it's nothing, really," Dina stammered. "Just a little—"
"I won't hear of it," Imiut insisted. "This place is no place for illness, not in my kingdom!"
"Why don't you take the rest of the day off," Phoenix said, subtly raising a knowing eyebrow that went undetected by his boss. "Once the healer is through with you, you will surely feel right as rain."
Dina swallowed hard. But, outnumbered, she bowed deeply.
"Thank you, Pharaoh," she murmured.
*************
"Phoenix, what is the matter with her?" Imiut asked after she left. "She did seem quite pale, yet I couldn't tell any other signs of illness on her."
The fennec attempted to busy himself with his scroll, but abandoned the effort. Rolling it up in defeat, he cocked his head.
"Have you really no idea, Pharaoh?" he asked. "I am no healer, yet it is obvious to me."
"There's no need for haughtiness," Imiut chided him. "Why? What is it?"
"Pale, trembling, stiff movement," Phoenix hinted. When Imiut gave him a blank stare, he sighed and rolled his eyes. "She's frightened, Pharaoh. She saw what you did to Abasi, and it absolutely horrified her."
Imiut frowned thoughtfully.
"Oh! Ah, yes, Abasi," he said, his face lighting up as he patted his abdomen with a malevolent grin.
Phoenix did a double-take.
"You haven't removed his mark, yet, Pharaoh?" he cried.
"I think a few more days would be good for him."
"Imiut," Phoenix said crossly, his hands on his hips, "We talked about this: what you're doing is pure cruelty, and for what? He tried to warn you about a threat in the only way he knew he'd get your—well, my—attention."
"By trying to poison me!"
"You're immune to poison, and you know it. Remove his mark right this instant!"
Imiut pursed his lips petulantly.
"Pharaoh..."
The jackal gave him a dirty look, then made a motion with his hand akin to grabbing a stray hair out of the air. There was a sudden, subtle but noticeable whoosh of air as it rushed to fill the small void in the ether left when the cat's soul vanished.
"And you wonder why she's afraid of you," Phoenix said, shaking his head. "You've got a mean streak, oh Pharaoh, the likes of which she has never seen before."
Imiut pursed his lips thoughtfully.
"You know, Phoenix, you could be right," he said after a time. "I just need to prove to her that I'm not a monster. But, how can I do that if she avoids me?"
"Random acts of kindness—" Phoenix started to say.
"I shall retire to the pool," Imiut announced. "See to it that she joins me."
Phoenix rolled his eyes and huffed.
*************
The healer had just left when another knock came at the door. Dina opened it, then did a double-take on seeing a page looking at her expectantly.
"The pharaoh wishes to see you," he said.
"B–but he just sent me home to rest," she protested.
The page shrugged. "He changed his mind?" he offered.
"Very well," Dina said, swallowing hard. "I'll go to the throne room as soon as I've gotten dressed."
"He's at the pool, now."
"Oh. All right."
The page left, and Dina stood clenching and unclenching her fists a few times. Two summons within a few hours of each other... this couldn't be good. Did he know she was faking it?
Getting her livery back on, she hurried to the kitchen to pick up a few things to serve, then hastened out to the pool, where the pharaoh was sunning himself.
"Ah, there you are!" Imiut said. "I was beginning to wonder if that page got lost. He's new, you know. But, wait, what's this?"
Dina started. "A–a tray of snacks, Pharaoh," she said uncertainly. "Surely that's why you summoned me out here?"
Imiut stared at her blankly for a moment, then laughed.
"No, no," he said. "I summoned you here for the pleasure of your company! Put that tray down and come sun yourself beside me," he said, patting a chair beside him.
Dina's eyes darted to the chair, to him, to Phoenix, and back to the pharaoh.
Imiut cocked his head. "Are you afraid of me?" he asked quietly.
Dina gasped. "N–no, Pharaoh," she said, her eyes wandering to Phoenix for support.
The look the fennec gave her warned her she'd be better off coming clean.
"Th–that is..." She sighed, swallowed, and started again. "Yes, Pharaoh," she admitted, instinctively grabbing her wrist with her other hand. "I–I'm terrified."
"Because of Abasi?" Imiut asked evenly.
Dina's eyes darted to him, then she looked down at the ground.
"Yes, Pharaoh."
"But—I did that for you," Imiut said, sounding hurt. "He tried to frame you!"
Dina's lips moved for a few seconds, but no sound came out.
"I–I'm touched that you care so much about me," she said at last, "But I didn't want that. Not that! There is nobody I hate enough to wish that on him!"
Imiut pursed his lips. "I see," he said at last. "Well, I–I hope that you will forgive me a little righteous fury now and again"—he glanced up at her—"that you will think more fondly of me, the way you used to."
As he said the last part, the corners of his mouth tugged upward in a faint, hopeful smile.
"I–thank you, Pharaoh," Dina said noncommittally.
"Of course." Imiut huffed. "All right then, off you go. I'm sure you have much to attend to."
Dina bowed and left hurriedly.
*************
Several days later, Dina lay tossing and turning in her bed. Morning light was streaming in through her window, and a faint, crisp breeze invited her to start her day, yet the mixed emotions she felt about Imiut had only intensified since her meeting with him. Today was one of her days off, and she would not be missed in court, giving her plenty of time to ruminate.
On one hand, she truly was flattered that he cared so much about her. She'd had suitors before, some of them who professed their love for her to the exclusion of all others, yet none had killed for it, and certainly not in such a—her stomach twisted, and she rolled over—such a cruel way.
And, it was cruel. What kind of a male's first instinct was to torture and kill someone at the drop of a hat? And, Phoenix had begged him to reconsider, to show mercy. Did she really want to be courted by someone who rejected the advice of his most trusted counselor so easily?
And yet—she rolled over again—wasn't it a good thing to have someone like that on her side, someone powerful and devoted to her? She had long wanted power for herself. Wasn't this the writing on the wall, the sign that the power was hers if she would only reach out and grab it?
She rolled onto her back. Such power could be hers, and Phoenix had even told her how to get it: all she had to do was pretend to meet the pharaoh's every need. Surely that wouldn't be difficult? The pharaoh was young and horny, and she was a servant used to meeting the needs of her masters. How difficult could it be?
But that temper...
She groaned and rolled over her stomach, burying her face in her pillow and groaning loudly into it.
The faint sound of music outside caught her attention. Frowning and lifting her head, she listened for a few bars, then gasped, recognizing her favorite piece.
Crawling out of bed, she went to the window, then did a double-take on seeing the entire court orchestra spread out below her with Imiut standing in front of it, looking up wistfully at her window.
Seeing her, he gasped and hurriedly shushed the musicians.
For a moment, neither spoke as the faint echo of the last notes faded away. Their eyes wandered, then met, locking for a few seconds before they both looked away, blushing.
"I–if it would please m'lady, could I have the pleasure of your company at the poolside again?" Imiut asked bashfully.
Dina's mouth opened, but no words would come out. At last, she nodded.
Imiut's face lit up. "Splendid! See you soon. Oh, and, um, no need to bring a tray," he chuckled awkwardly.
Dina nodded, Imiut cued the musicians, and they started playing the song over again while he tore off towards the pool as fast as he could slither.
Stepping away from the window, Dina leaned her back against the wall.
"How romantic!" she said, her face beaming. "He might be hot-tempered, but he has a sweet side, too!"
Hurriedly getting dressed in her livery, then undressing and switching to something casual, she wasted no time going to the pool to meet him.
When she arrived, he was stretched out, doing his best to look suave and cool but instead looking painfully—endearingly—dorky.
He started on seeing her, straightening up and taking her hand as she arrived, bringing it to his lips, and kissing it.
"M'lady," he said, bowing deeply.
"Pharaoh?" she replied, curtsying.
He led her by the hand to a stone seat beside him. Its back was tilted backwards, and servants holding large leaves had been summoned to provide shade and to fan her. Dina graciously took her place on the bench, lying on her back at first but quickly rolling onto her side to look at him.
"This is... very nice," she said.
"I'm glad you like it," Imiut replied.
"The musicians were a really nice touch. How did you know I liked that song?"
"I asked around." Imiut shrugged. "Several of the guards said they'd seen you moving your hips to it."
Dina blushed and grinned. "W–well, maybe a little," she admitted.
Imiut raised his eyebrows. "Is that so? I, uh, might like to see that."
It was Dina's turn to raise her eyebrows. "Well," she said, slipping her thumb under her loincloth and drawing it to the side to partially reveal her inner thigh, "I expect there might be quite a bit you'd like to see, oh Pharaoh."
Imiut swallowed hard, his eyes glued to her waistband. His forked tongue slipped out and fluttered involuntarily. He shifted in an attempt to conceal the stirring in his penile pouch, but doing so only drew Dina's attention to it.
The image of Imiut's abdomen squeezing, accompanied by the sound of grinding bones flashed into Dina's  mind. She gasped, and her face fell.
"Dina?" Imiut asked, cocking his head. "What is it?"
Dina looked away, and the pharaoh sighed.
"I see," he said, disappointed. "I'm–I'm really not a bad guy," he offered. "I'm usually pretty easy-going. It's just... well, I get really protective around you. I don't know why, I–I guess you just have that effect on me."
Dina nodded, forced a smile, then left hurriedly.
*************
After that, the sound of sweet music filtering into her dreams became a daily occurrence, gently waking her for the day. And, as she went to the window, there was Imiut, looking longingly up at her.
It was either cute or creepy, she couldn't help thinking, yet the palace was abuzz with gossip about the pharaoh's infatuation with her. Though opinions differed as to whether she should accept his advances or rebuff them outright, the consensus was unmistakably that she should make a decision one way or the other and quit stringing him along.
Nor had these advances existed in isolation, either, and Dina had joined the pharaoh for many a poolside visit in which he poured his heart out to her and she flitted from flattery and flirting to terror and withdrawing. For his part, Imiut was exceptionally patient, never pushing the issue, quietly accepting her abrupt departures, and always treating her kindly, even when he was clearly disappointed.
All the while, Dina was acutely aware of how her relationship with him affected her standing among the other servants. Where any deference they showed her before was due to her hostility towards them if they didn't show it, she increasingly saw her fellow servants coming to her, asking her to bring things up to the pharaoh. She had at first rejected these impositions out of hand, but slowly, she realized the value of granting such requests—for a price, of course.
Increasingly, she realized that intentionally or not, she was beginning to rely on her in with the pharaoh, and though he never said anything, she knew that his patience was finite and that eventually, she was going to have to commit one way or the other. Yet, she could not stop that deep terror that welled up in the pit of her stomach and threatened to strangle her heart every time she thought of Abasi.
It was late evening as she hurried down the narrow street and found the door she was looking for.
Despite his position as the king's chief advisor, Phoenix's abode was humble, to say the least, completely indistinguishable from those of the hundreds of bureaucrats he managed. Dina had to double– and triple-check herself to make sure she was knocking on the right door, but at last, she made the attempt.
"Enter," Phoenix's muffled voice said from inside.
The door squeaked as Dina opened it. The porcupine did a double-take, seeing the place just packed floor-to-ceiling with scrolls. On every solid surface were scrolls, some open, some rolled up. Some were neatly organized and stacked, while others seemed to be strewn haphazardly about. The floor was littered with scrolls, and in the middle of it with his back to the door sat Phoenix, looking from one scroll to another, cross-referencing by candlelight. He did not acknowledge her as she stepped inside but seemed completely engrossed in what he was doing.
Dina waited a few awkward seconds, then cleared her throat.
"Yes, yes, what do you want?" the fennec demanded over his shoulder. "Why are you interrupting me during my audit?"
"It–it's Imiut," she stammered.
The fennec's ears swiveled backwards. Frowning, he turned his head and then his body to look at her. Sitting cross-legged, he huffed and turned his attention fully to her.
"What about him?" he asked.
"W–well, he—he's..."
All at once, Dina blurted out her thoughts and feelings about the young pharaoh: his charming personality and clear infatuation with her, his contradictory patience and hot-temperedness, his powerful position and what that could mean for her if she played her cards right. Phoenix listened to her for a while with a bored expression and then eventually cut her off.
"So, what you're saying is, you want the reward but are afraid of the risks," he said flatly.
Dina faltered, then admitted he was right.
"There is no reward without risk," the fennec replied. "But, I've already told you how to manage that."
"But lust wears off!" Dina protested. "What happens after he's had me and gets bored of the goods between my thighs? When he finds a new, younger, prettier thing, he'll do to me what he did to Abasi!"
"And that is why you have to meet all of his needs. How many times has he had sex with you to date?"
"Wh—none!" Dina said, taken aback.
"And yet, he still enjoys his time with you."
"He's just trying to get under my loincloth," Dina replied dismissively. "Once I give in, he'll be done with me."
Phoenix cocked his head and raised an eyebrow. "Do you seriously think that if he wanted to do that, he couldn't just order the guards to pin you down so he could do it?"
Dina gasped, but Phoenix continued.
"He might present himself as a lovesick puppy, but make no mistake: he's still a pharaoh, and if he wanted to get under your loincloth, he'd simply have you stripped naked. If I thought it would be that easy, I'd have had you stripped naked a month ago. No, there is more complexity to him than 'horny king'. He enjoys your company, and if you continue to make your company desirable to him, he can give you that power you so desperately crave."
Dina reeled from the revelation that the pharaoh's second-in-command had considered having her stripped and served to him like a piece of meat, but then she pursed her lips thoughtfully. If what he was saying was right, then perhaps she had less to fear than she had thought. Perhaps—but what if she was wrong?
Phoenix watched her for a moment, then made a shooing motion.
"Go do your hand-wringing somewhere else," he said over his shoulder as he turned back to his scrolls. "Memphis is trying to defraud the kingdom; I am certain of it, but I can't prove it—yet."
Dina stepped out of the tiny apartment and stood in the alleyway for a moment, unsure of what to do.
"Um, excuse me; may I please get by?" someone asked.
Dina turned, then sucked in her quills, pressing herself against the wall to let the fellow pass without getting stabbed. She watched him go, and then on a whim, strode off towards the pool.
The moon was bright and full, reflecting on the still surface of the water. She went to the edge, squatted, and dipped her fingertip into it, watching the ripples lazily radiate away from her.
"Beautiful, isn't it?"
Dina gasped, her quills standing on end. Jumping to her feat, she whirled to see Imiut watching her.
"Good evening," he said. "What brings you out here so late?"
Dina pursed her lips, thought of a lie, then sighed.
"I needed to think," she said honestly.
"Oh?" Imiut asked. "I will go back to the palace and leave you to it."
He turned and began to slither away.
"W–wait," Dina said.
Imiut stopped and turned to face her again. "Yes?"
"Why are you here?" Dina asked.
Imiut shrugged. "I wasn't ready for sleep, yet, and I was tired of the stuffiness of the palace. I'm out here most evenings, you know."
"It's a... peaceful place," said, taking a step towards him. "Quiet and peaceful."
Imiut nodded. "It is."
What am I doing? Dina thought to herself. She made herself take another step forward anyway.
"Do you... ever want some company while you're out here? Or, do you prefer the solitude?" she asked.
Imiut's heart skipped a beat. "S–sometimes," he said, hesitantly slithering forward a foot or two. "It–it gets lonely at the top. Phoenix means well, but—I don't think he gets it."
I bet he gets it better than you give him credit for, Dina thought, taking another step towards him.
"I'm sure it does. I could... keep you company, you know."
"Yeah?" Imiut's penile pouch stirred. He reddened and tried to shift to conceal it. 
Dina's palm pressed up against the stirring lump, her fingers lightly extending down his abdomen.
"Yeah," she said.
Imiut's eyes widened. His lips parted, and he swallowed hard, staring at her as desire and propriety vied for control of his mouth and body.
"What do you need right now, oh Pharaoh?" Dina whispered, looking up at him.
He shuddered, then glanced behind him and inclined his head towards the chair where he'd invited her to sit the first time he summoned her to the pool. Then he slithered and she walked over, and he helped her onto it. Extending an arm, he invited her to cuddle up against him.
"But, my quills—" Dina protested.
Imiut reached up and poked one of them curiously with his finger. The quill did not come out or try to stick into him.
"I'm impervious," he replied with a faint smile.
Dina raised her eyebrows in surprise, then snuggled up next to him. The scales on his abdomen were slippery yet hard, contrasting with the soft, fuzzy hair on his torso, yet all of him was surprisingly warm and strangely comforting as she nestled up against him.
"Are you warm enough?" he asked presently.
She glanced up at him. "Yes. Your body is like a miniature inferno," she chuckled.
He smiled and nodded.
"What about you?"
"I am fine," he replied. "This is nice."
Dina cocked her head. "But surely you must need something, Pharaoh?"
Imiut's eyes darted to her, then he looked away.
"I–I won't say it aloud," he mumbled.
The porcupine pursed her lips thoughtfully. Glancing at him, she saw him look at her and then avert her eyes. Reaching forward, she took his hand in hers, then guided it to the hem of her loincloth.
She heard his heart start to pound in her ear. Her own pulse quickened, too, as she guided his hand to the hem of her loincloth, then used his fingers to move it to the side, revealing a hint of her glistening, dusky pink folds.
A strangled croak escaped Imiut's throat. Dina glanced up and saw his penile pouch practically writhing. With her free hand, she trailed her fingers along his torso and brought them to rest on the prominent mound, which was hard and throbbed under her fingers. She stroked her fingertips, tickling the glossy surface.
Imiut gasped and looked at her, as if for permission. She smiled faintly up at him, then felt the scales part. Something warm, pulsating, and spiky slipped into her hand. At the contact, both of them flinched.
"U–uh, well, I"—Imiut chuckled—"I had better go to bed, or Phoenix will be on my case for not sleeping tomorrow."
"Would you like some company?" Dina asked.
Imiut swallowed hard. "U–uh, n–no," he stammered. "It, um, it was good to see you."
Dina watched him, perplexed, as he slithered away.
*************
The next day as Dina was cleaning dishes in the kitchen—her prior refusal to deliver meals had somewhat cemented the public-facing role for Sadiki, leaving her on dish duty—she was about to drop the tray into the water when she spied a slip of papyrus beneath the main plate. Putting the tray down and sliding the papyrus out, she nearly dropped it in the water on recognizing the pharaoh's own handwriting.
Sweet D, I apologize for my abrupt departure yesterday. May I see you again?
Dina looked over her shoulder to see whether Sadiki was still there and, relieved to see that he was not, hastily folded the note and slipped it into the waistband of her loin cloth. Pursing her lips, she considered her response. The god-on-earth's bashfulness was as adorable as it was surprising, and she increasingly thought that it shouldn't be too difficult to keep him wrapped around her little finger. As prospective lovers went, she absolutely could not do any better: he was powerful, and he was already devoted to her. Yet, in the back of her mind, she heeded Phoenix's warning, for she had seen with her own two eyes how violent Imiut could be. (The fact that he thought he was defending her was also adorable, even if the end-result was both alarming and gut-wrenching.)
Standing there in front of the wash basin, Dina set her jaw. She would put herself out there, and she would succeed.
That only left the question of how to actually get her reply to the pharaoh. With his morning meal over, it would be evening before he summoned the kitchen staff again, and even then, Sadiki would be the one to deliver the pharaoh's meal.
Unless she intervened, of course.
She waited until dinner, and then, just as Sadiki was about to take the tray, she pushed past him, grabbed the tray, and went herself to the great doors of the throne room. Not interested in getting a handful of quills, Sadiki didn't try to push the issue.
The doors opened, and Dina stood in the doorway. Imiut didn't look up, and Phoenix continued rattling on about something or other as the porcupine approached the dais.
A sudden flash of inspiration seized Dina, and before Phoenix could stop her, she trotted up the steps of the dais and presented the tray to Imiut. The pharaoh's face lit up, but before he could say anything, she surreptitiously grazed her fingernails over his scales under the tray. 
His mouth opened, but she hastily winked at him and made a 'shh' face. 
The pharaoh grinned a conspiratorial smile, and Dina curtsied and descended the dais, biting her lip to avoid giggling right there in front of Phoenix and the guards. As she walked past the fennec, they locked eyes.
It only lasted an instant, but in that instant, his expression said, I know you're up to something, and hers said, But you can't prove it.
Her momentum carried her forward, and their gaze broke. Holding her breath, Dina kept striding for the door and didn't take a breath until she was safely outside with the doors closed.
"Ha!" she exulted to herself, practically skipping back to the kitchen.
*************
Though it was already evening when Dina brought Imiut his meal, the couple of hours between then and the time when Phoenix finally retired to his own quarters dragged like an eternity for pharaoh and kitchen-servant alike. At last, the fennec rolled up his scroll.
"Good night, oh Pharaoh," he said, his expression conveying only the faintest hint of a knowing smirk. "Do exercise caution tonight."
Imiut did a double-take, to which his advisor just raised an eyebrow, bowed, and left.
Imiut gave him a few grueling seconds to get away from the throne room doors, then slithered down from the dais as fast as he could and made a beeline for the pool.
"Why don't we go someplace more... comfortable?"
Imiut's head whirled to see Dina on the sunning chair, her loincloth hitched up to provide less than an inch's worth of cover over her groin. The pharaoh swallowed hard.
A split-second later, his coils were wrapped around her, and he was sprinting towards his chambers. Dina, who had not expected to be picked up—especially not like that—left her voice on the chair as she was whisked breathlessly away.
Only once they'd entered Imiut's chambers and the pharaoh had placed her gently on his bed did her voice finally come back.
Even then, there wasn't much to say.
She leapt into his arms, and he wrapped his arms around her as they began kissing passionately. Months of pent-up lust came gushing out all at once in the form of ragged gasps and frenetic fumbling with clothing. Dina grabbed Imiut by the head, his hair losing the shape of the pharaonic headdress into which it had been styled and cascading down between his shoulders into a long ponytail. He wrapped his arms around her, completely unfazed by her quills, and hugged her tightly to him, his long, pointed muzzle pressed tightly against her blunt snout as their lips parted and frantic tongues began exploring each other. 
Their chests heaved, and the pharaoh's penile pouch swelled until it could no longer hold its contents. His penis erupted from its hiding place and quickly grew erect, pressing against Dina's underside beneath her loincloth. She could feel its anemone-like head, warm and pulsating against her perineum. Her toes curled with anticipation, as did the tip of Imiut's tail.
Yet kissing was not going to slake their lust, and after only a few seconds of feverish making out, Imiut threw Dina down onto the bed on her back and descended on her, his sharp fangs flashing as his lips wrapped around one of her nipples and then the other, sucking and nibbling on the large, perky teats, thrills of sensation shooting through her chest and groin and eliciting lewd moans from the porcupine. Writhing under him, her back arched, thrusting her hips up to him. He took the hint and trailed his fangs down her belly, making her jerk and shiver. 
When he reached her loincloth, he grinned mischievously, and with a deft flick of his head, jerked it off of her with his teeth, tossing it across the room. Cool evening air grazed over her mound, rolling her eyes back in her head as she sagged back onto the bed.
But the horny pharaoh wasn't about to let her off so easily. Thrusting out his tongue, he buried his muzzle under her tail. Dina's eyes snapped open in shock, but she was only able to give him a wild-eyed stare for a few seconds before the writhing, tickling tongue on her taint rolled her eyes back again. Her leg began to kick involuntarily as the serpentine tongue found her anus, circled it, and began attacking it, slipping one fork, then the other, then both into her puckered, virginal hole.
The porcupine thrashed, on the verge of panic as the unfamiliar, intense pleasure swelled to fill her backside and began radiating up her spine.
"W–wait, Pharaoh!" she cried breathlessly.
Imiut did a double-take.
"Dina? Are you all right?"
The porcupine convulsed several more times as the jackal's tongue withdrew. Feeling woozy, it took her a few seconds to get her wits about her again. Panting, she rolled over onto her side, then crawled to the edge of the bed where the pharaoh stood. His penis was erect and throbbing hard, its shape unfamiliar, yet like a siren, it called her to it. She reached out and grasped it in her fingers, and the pharaoh's hips jerked involuntarily, thrusting it into her hand. It was warm and noticeably pulsating, its frilled head turgid and straining.
"It's hardly fair to let me have all the fun," she teased.
Before Imiut could react, she slipped his penis into her mouth. The spines were stiff but flexible, like metal coat hangers covered in a thick layer of silicone. They resisted her tongue's advances at first but eventually yielded, parting as it slipped between them, sampling their earthy, musky flavor. Following a trail of mildly salty precum, her tongue slipped around to the tip of his penis and found his urethra. Her titillating tonguing of his hole made his abdomen and tail writhe reflexively. A second later, she yelped as she found herself tightly ensnared in his coils.
"Mm. Two can play that game," Imiut growled.
Flipping her upside-down, he threw himself on the bed on his back and buried his nose under her tail again. As waves of mind-blowing pleasure crashed through her mind, Dina seized the pharaoh's penis in her lips and began sucking and tonguing it for all she was worth. The coils around her tightened in response. She felt her arms pinned beside her and realized she was trapped. A fleeting moment of panic gripped her, then transformed into arousal. Lubricant seeped from her vagina at the prospect of being immobilized and helpless as her pharaoh had his way with her. Quivering with anticipation, she pressed Imiut's textured penis against the roof of her mouth and began squeezing it with her tongue as tightly as she could. She was rewarded with a jet of pre. The anemone-like nubs writhed and spread against her palate and tongue, making her tongue tingle and mouth drool. 
Meanwhile, Imiut's tongue had grazed over the slick film of vaginal secretions, and his pupils had reduced to slits in response, a primal hunger surging through his loins. The forked appendage abandoned her ass and plunged between her folds. He felt her jerk inside her tightly coiled prison, writhing against him. Her sucking became disjointed and frantic. He could feel her body shivering and shaking, and he turned his mouth sideways to push his tongue down as deep as it would go into her. She let out a hoarse, overwhelmed cry.
His eyes glinted. He slowly withdrew his tongue, making sure to tease her g-spot and clit on its way out, then smacked his lips and turned her in his coils to look at his face.
"Shall we proceed?"
Mute from the overwhelming sensations, Dina nodded breathlessly. She felt his coils moving around her, the sensation of scales gasping her all over her body making her shiver with anticipation. Imiut turned her upright and, without using his hands at all, moved her into position, her belly pressed against his. The squeezing coils wouldn't let her move her head to look, but she could feel the heat of his groin against her sex. Shivering, she squeezed her eyes closed and basked in the sensation.
A string of tickling sensations brushed against her labia. She shivered and glanced up, gasping as she saw Imiut staring at her, his gaze nearly hypnotic. They locked eyes, and as if by telepathy, he asked her if she was ready, and she said "yes".
They both groaned as his penis slid up into her. The gentle rake of his nubs against her passage made her leg kick involuntarily, yet try as she might, she could not budge even an inch as his shaft slipped inside. As it passed over her g-spot, she felt each individual nub send its own thrill up her spine. Arousal drooled from her pussy, drenching Imiut's penis and lubricating his shaft. With the reduced friction, he suddenly shot forward, bottoming out inside of her. Her eyes bulged, both from the sudden penetration and from the sensation of something swelling at the mouth of her labia.
As pleasure cascaded down her scalp like a waterfall, she looked questioningly at Imiut, whose eyes were closed and whose mouth was open in ecstasy.
The swelling intensified. She could feel her vaginal walls being forced apart, stretching as the base of the pharaoh's penis expanded inside her. The stretch was mildly uncomfortable, but it carried with it a titillating sense of danger, the knowledge that even if she could somehow escape the pharaoh's coils, she would still be trapped, anchored to the pharaoh by her most intimate of orifices.
And still, the pharaoh's knot grew.
Dina began to writhe uncontrollably even as Imiut's coils writhed around her. She had never felt so trapped, so helpless, and yet the intimacy of being so close together was an indescribable turn-on. She squeezed her eyes and gritted her teeth as she felt her insides stretched tightly around his knot. It was certain now: there could be no escape. Her fate was sealed. Between the pharaoh's coils and knot, she could not wrest herself free, even if his semen were made of acid. She would be forced to remain there at his pleasure until he decided he was through with her, until his seed was spent and his internal gonads had run dry.
Gosh, it turned her on.
She felt a tremor in Imiut's scales. All at once, all of him seemed to convulse—his coils, his penis, his knot, everything. Dina momentarily felt the air squeezed from her lungs just as a hot jet of liquid splattered into her. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she felt him starting to stake his claim inside her womb. It was all too much. As his knot twitched again, she let out a hoarse cry and felt herself cumming, too. Her belly contracted, her vaginal muscles squeezing her pharaoh's malehood just as tightly as he was squeezing her. Female arousal squirted around his shaft, yet his knot had sealed her so completely that not even a drop could escape. She felt the heat of his loins flooding into her. Ordinarily, she'd be able to shift to the side, to alleviate a little of the pressure, but not now. The pressure inside her rose, increasing the intensity of her orgasm. She let out a primal grunt as she felt the increasing pressure setting all of her nerves on edge. As Imiut's penis twitched and spurted again, Dina's overstimulated nerves rang out in pleasure mixed with a little pain. She went limp in his coils, her body shaking and twitching, her mind flooded with pleasure signals from everywhere at once. Overwhelmed, all she could do was endure.
The pressure rose until even Imiut's knot was unable to contain it. A faint squirt seeped out between her vaginal wall and his knot, the friction making them both jerk in surprise and pleasure. Their combined jerk lodged Imiut's knot tighter inside of her. She could feel immense tension against her pelvic floor muscles that instinctively made her want to clench them.
They both cried out, the pressure and rub of flesh on flesh making them both cum again, even harder. Imiut doubled over, his arms wrapping around Dina's shoulders and holding her tightly while his coils shivered and shook all around the rest of her. Three hot jets superheated her clenched passage. Imiut's penis quivered and shook inside of her, his nubs rubbing her g-spot ferociously.
"A–a–augh!"
Sharp convulsions in Dina's abdomen doubled her over to the extent Imiut's squeezing coils would allow, and the twin sources of cum and female arousal finally broke the pharaoh's seal. One, then two, then three streams of high-pressure mixed fluids forced openings between her walls and his knot and came hissing out of her, bathing his abdomen and soaking her crotch. They both cried out, and Imiut collapsed on the bed as they rode out their orgasms, the produce of their carnal encounter drenching the sheets.
Finally, Imiut's coils relaxed, freeing Dina. The pharaoh's knot deflated, unleashing a gush of hot, overstimulating fluids that made them both jerk. As his penis retracted, they both breathed a contented sigh of relief. As she came to, Dina glanced up at Imiut's face.
"Imiut, dear," she said, tracing her finger on his chest.
"Hmm?"
"I think I would like a throne next to yours."
Imiut glanced down at her, then chuckled.
"If you can get me off like that," he murmured, "You can have a throne on my lap."

