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Kanoni stands at the edge of the enclosure, leaning against a wooden post. Her pink mavazi, a long cloth wrap resembling a dress, looks beautiful against her dark skin. She and her little sister, Nia, wearing an orange mavazi and a bright smile, watch their oldest sister, Zalika, train a kongamato.

These giant red creatures have dry, scaly skin; huge, leathery wings; four thin limbs; and long, sharp beaks with tiny, pointed teeth inside. They are housed in a large clay building and trained in a structure of wooden posts surrounded by rope netting. Zalika, captain of the queen’s guard, uses a long pole to guide a young kongamato through the air while she runs along the dusty ground. It lands on command; she tosses the animal a large chunk of raw fish.

These are rare animals, dangerous for anyone who is not experienced with them. The royal family’s efforts to breed and train the creatures, normally found only in small numbers in the wildest parts of Sahil, are going well.

I look away from Zalika and the animal to watch Kanoni. Her dark-brown eyes study the kongamato’s movements carefully. The training staff members have avoided accidents and injuries so far, but the program is too new to trust its safety yet.

Kanoni must feel me watching her; she turns and catches my gaze. I smile. The darkly painted lips of my current face make a striking contrast to my comparably light skin. This disguise is not as pale as my true face, but it is leagues lighter than anyone native to Sahil. I look like ivory compared to any of Kanoni’s family. My true face would seem a corpse to them.

“How was your evening with the ambassador?” I ask.

Her smile is gentle, but I notice the sparkle in her eyes. She glances at her little sister; Nia stands far enough away not to hear our quiet voices. The child’s attention is completely focused on the winged reptile on the other side of the net.

“I had a lovely time,” Kanoni replies.

“It was a productive evening?” I raise one eyebrow to match my suggestive tone.

She laughs. “Diplomacy can be quite enjoyable, with the right person.”

“Was an agreement reached, or will we need future visits to secure the trade deal?”

Kanoni’s voice matches my tone now. “She’ll be back. I hope to develop a very close relationship with her moving forward.”

I laugh. Kanoni isn’t as casual with her sexual dalliances as I am, but I’m glad to hear things went well last night. Seeing Kanoni happy warms me in a way little else does.

There was someone else who made me this happy, once. Months ago. I put them out of my mind now.

“I hope we might have some fun of our own tonight, Mila,” Kanoni says. She steps toward me and places a soft hand on my arm.

I lean into the touch. “Has the ambassador left already? Didn’t she just arrive a few days ago?”

“Her visit was brief, but she hopes to return soon.”

“Then I can certainly entertain you in her absence, my queen.”

A sharp, high laugh from Nia breaks into our conversation. We look up to see her clapping at one of the kongamato’s new tricks. Zalika glances briefly to her sister, a rare half smile betraying the pride in her work.

A warm sensation emanates from the leather bag against my hip. I adjust the strap over the shoulder of my mavazi before sliding my hand in. I brush my open palm against the back of the bag; the heat confirms I’ve received a message.

“Excuse me,” I say to Kanoni. “I’ll see you later tonight.” We nod to each other before I leave the kongamato training enclosure and walk toward the palace.

I enter the white stone building through a large arch, cross an open-air passageway, and enter ornate wooden interior doors. I walk up three flights of stairs. In the royal living quarters, down a long hallway and to the left, I find my room. It’s located in the wing for Kanoni’s partners and their families. Mine is the only occupied room, but with Kanoni’s age, it won’t be long before that changes. Technically, I should be housed in the wing for unmarried and temporary companions, but Kanoni prefers to keep me here. I’ve never pushed her on it.

Once alone in my room, I sit on my bed, a woven plant mat covered with linen and raised on a flat, four-legged platform. I set my bag on the bed and flip it to lie with the back side facing me. I run my fingers across an invisible seam, feeling the heat emanate from the hidden pocket.

“Otkryt,” I murmur. Open.

The seam parts, prompted by my command and the touch of blood magic. I pull a small piece of folded paper from inside then run my finger over the opening.

“Zakryt,” I whisper, and the seam disappears.

I unfold the paper. A message is written in the language of Kalamait, Sahil’s neighbor to the east. The letters made of curls and loops around stiff corners look so different from the alphabets of Beldale or Sahil. I run my fingers over the paper, the magic my mentor gave me aiding my translation as I read.

To the Lady Moirai:

I beg your aid. My father has become dangerous. His plans threaten the lives of many. I fear him. We have money; I will pay your price. Come to Palatakku. Protect my neighbors and myself, please, Lady of Death.

Mikesh P.

The letter is signed with a family signet. It’s not a seal I recognize, but I haven’t had a job in Palatakku before. I’ll have to look it up on the maps in Kanoni’s library. I recognize the sender’s name only as a common male name in Kalamait, with no obvious connection to anyone I’ve met. Kalamait’s practice of children taking their father’s names, rather than having surnames like in Beldale or Sahil, would make it tricky to place him even with a full name.

Why so little information? “My father is dangerous, please protect us.” The message is vague. Because of fear? Or lack of understanding of my work? New clients can be unpredictable or untrustworthy.

I turn the paper over. A new message has appeared. Or a sort of message. It’s a sketch—a map?—denoting a meeting place. Looks like a tree in a city. It’s not the best drawing I’ve seen, as far as directions go.

Slushay svoi instinkty, my teacher would say. Listen to your instincts. I close my eyes and steady my breath. What do my instincts say?

I breathe deep into my stomach and exhale slowly. My attention focuses inward.

I wait, but I feel no darkness or danger. In my chest, my stomach, I feel only a pull to help this man. He needs you.

I will go to him.
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After a visit to Kanoni’s library, I take supper alone in my room. This is unheard of in Sahil, but I prefer to take time to myself before leaving for an assignment. Kanoni and Nia have come to understand. Zalika...she has never liked me or my secrecy. I doubt she cares much about the differences in our cultural backgrounds.

A servant brings me a tray of food. Tonight’s dinner is a mix of goat meat and steamed fish cooked inside a banana leaf, with steamed mashed plantains and a side of sautéed pineapple. The sweet pineapple and mild plantains complement the hearty, savory meat dish.

When I’m finished eating, I leave the tray on the floor outside my door. I pour some water from a clay pitcher into a matching basin and wash my face and hands, enjoying the scent of the soft Sahilian soap taken from a small clay dish to the side.

I slide my bag under my bed and change into a long nightdress, which I cover with a long, loose wrap.

In the queen’s wing of the palace, two guards stand by the doors to Kanoni’s room. When I enter, she’s lounging on a chaise, wearing a thin red nightdress. She notices me and dismisses her night attendants.

Kanoni stands and greets me with a kiss, taking both of my hands in hers. “Good evening, my love.”

“Good evening, my queen.” I press a kiss to each of her hands.

She removes my outer wrap and lays it on the chaise. Then she takes my hands again and pulls me with her toward the large bed in the center of the room, protected by a wooden ceiling with thin, gauzy fabric hanging down around the bed like curtains. She releases one of my hands to brush the fabric out of our way and leans against the bed. For the briefest moment, I remember another curtained bed, heavy blue curtains...

“Something troubles you,” Kanoni murmurs from her perch on the side of the bed. “What is it, my love?” Her melodic voice alone is almost enough to dismiss my melancholy.

I shake my head. “Nothing you can help with. I was only...I left someone behind on this most recent trip. They...they were different.”

“You miss them.”

I shrug. “Yes. But it will pass.”

“Perhaps it doesn’t have to?” Kanoni places a soft hand against my cheek. I lean into her comforting touch. “I could send for them, if you think they’ll come. Just say the word.”

“Thank you, but no.”

Kanoni doesn’t push the issue. Her hand leaves my cheek to run gently down my arm in a comforting gesture. She doesn’t know what I do on my long weeks away from Sahil, but she knows the precautions I take and secrets I keep are for everyone’s safety. As a queen, she understands the necessity of sacrificing one’s own feelings sometimes.

“If I cannot banish your sadness with this person’s presence, I can do my best to bring you peace tonight.” She pauses. “Do you still wish to be here this evening, or would you rather be alone?”

I take her free hand with mine and give it a gentle squeeze. “Here.” I smile. “Your company is all I need tonight.”

I lean forward, letting the hem of my nightdress ride up to my thighs as I part my legs. I rest each knee against the bed on either side of Kanoni’s legs. Still holding one of her hands, I release the other to balance my weight against the bed.

Kanoni’s full lips meet mine in a soft kiss, warm and gentle and sweet. We press into each other and pull away in a calming, familiar rhythm. Every movement brings our torsos closer to the bed until we find ourselves lying down, my legs still straddling hers.

We adjust our positions to bring our legs fully onto the bed, and our bare feet brush against each other’s calves. The hem of my nightdress is bunched at my hips now, exposing the thin linen wrap covering my sex. Kanoni undoes the knot keeping the fabric in place and pulls it away, baring my skin to her.

Her hands glide up my sides, pressing the dress farther up. I lean forward so she can pull it over my head. She tosses it to the floor. One hand wraps around the back of my neck, pulling me down for another kiss.

After a long moment, I pull away. “This isn’t fair, my queen. I am exposed while you lie still covered.”

She smiles. “If you find my attire displeasing, it would be your duty to remedy that.”

I smirk. “Yes, my queen.”

I scoot back on the bed and run my fingertips along her thighs, under the hem of her nightdress. She giggles. One of her legs jerks back involuntarily. With a firmer touch, I place my hands against her legs and slowly push the dress up, up, letting my touch linger on her hip bones, her waist, the sides of her breasts. She sits up, and I pull the dress over her head.

“Is this more to your liking?” she asks in a teasing tone.

“Not quite,” I answer. I undo the knot of her linen underwrap and tug it off, letting it fall to the floor by the bed. “There. Now you’re perfect.”

She reaches up and places her hands on my back to pull me down over her. We kiss again, our naked bodies pressed against each other. The chill from the cold night outside permeates through the stone walls of Kanoni’s room, brushing goose bumps across my back. Kanoni’s body radiates contrasting heat against my belly and chest.

“Get the blanket,” Kanoni says. I sit up and reach for the fine cotton blanket folded at the foot of the bed.

With the blanket pulled over my back, covering us both, I return to kissing Kanoni. I soon break the kiss to trail my mouth down her dark neck to her collarbone. I find the spot she likes and suck gently, running my tongue over the skin. She groans. Her hips buck against mine.

My mouth travels further, pressing kisses against her deliciously soft skin. I capture her left nipple between my lips and flick my tongue against the tip. She whimpers. I let my teeth graze her nipple as I pull back, the bud releasing from my lips with a small, wet pop.

I bring my mouth to her right nipple; my right thumb and forefinger wrap around her wet left nipple. I roll it gently between my fingertips as I suck on the nipple between my lips. She moans, her hips rolling against me again.

I release her breasts. My head under the blanket, I continue traveling down her body, my breath trailing over her warm skin as I press the gentlest kisses against her soft stomach. At her hips, I pause, slowly leaving a line of kisses against each hip bone.

“Mila,” Kanoni moans softly.

I run my hands along her thighs, pressing them gently. Her legs fall open. I wait a moment longer, letting my breath warm and tease her before kissing my lips gently to her sex. I kiss twice more before pulling back. Her wetness lingers on my lips. I adjust my position, stretching back my legs
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