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      When one is accustomed, as I am, to death, dismemberment and other inconveniences, one develops a certain equanimity with which most circumstances can be tolerated.

      There are of course always exceptions.

      This, I feared, was one. What with zombified plague patients, a pack of brain-devouring Kerit and two firefly vampires rampaging through the burning town of Nairobi, not to mention the departure of my best friend Cilla, I’d had a hectic time over the previous several weeks. After all the hullabaloo, I’d certainly earned a reprieve from anything more stimulating than a stroll through the garden.

      Alas, the moment I awoke, I knew that was not to be.

      “What a bother,” I muttered upon opening my eyes into absolute darkness. “I’ve been kidnapped again. Who is it this time?” I pondered the possibilities which sadly were more numerous than they ought to be. “Nameless?” I called out, wondering where the pesky dwarf was hiding, if he was indeed the culprit.

      It was a logical assumption. After all, he’d previously asserted that I would prove useful to his ambitions. What Nameless lacked in height, he more than compensated with a psychotic determination to eradicate all non-humanoid paranormal beings from the face of the planet, or at least from the lands of the British Empire which amounted to the same thing or thereabouts.

      As I lay in the strange surroundings, I quickly determined that Nameless couldn’t be involved on this occasion, as he was far too fond of tying up his victims and torturing them with incessant chatter. Wherever I was, it was intensely quiet and dark. Even my yellow werewolf eyes with their enhanced night vision were of no assistance to me. Only in one location had I ever experienced such a depth of nothingness: the world of Mrs. Cricket.

      “How aggravating,” I said, my voice muffled by whatever unnatural laws functioned there.

      Shuddering, I recalled my previous interactions with the dead woman’s demented spirit. At one point, she’d attempted to possess me. In my books, that was the spiritual equivalent of a visitor who lingers long after everyone else has left the party. I despised such lapses in social etiquette.

      “Gideon?” I shouted. “Lilly?”

      As my deceased, first husband Gideon and my cousin Lilly were the only other people who had ready access to this place, it was only natural to call for them. Truth be told, I was also a tad desperate, for Mrs. Cricket’s world was as close to purgatory as I ever wanted to approach. While solitude didn’t disturb me, isolation of this nature certainly did if for no other reason than the lack of a hot beverage and a plate of scones.

      “Wake up, Beatrice, wake up,” I shouted. Despite the sense of cavernous space around me, there was no echo. Nor was there any returning to my warm bed with its reassuringly heavy blanket and the soft breathing of my current husband by my side.

      With nothing left to do, I summoned my wolf energy which appeared in an instant. Around us was cast a globe of shimmering light which couldn’t penetrate the darkness beyond a limited circumference but at least provided some relief from the bleakness of the place.

      Shivering from a bone-piercing cold, I rubbed my hands against my arms and realized that something was amiss. I glanced down at my left hand and saw not the metal contraption that the inventor Dr. Cricket had created for me but my flesh-and-blood hand that my arch-nemesis, the she-demon Koki, had bitten off when I’d visited West Africa not so long ago.

      “Well, that’s most peculiar,” I commented and turned to my wolf. For its part, it was paying me no attention and instead peered out into the gloom, its hackles raised, its lips peeled back in a silent growl.

      Acutely aware of my lack of weapons, I squinted and could just perceive in the distance a form. Like my wolf, it was made of energy rather than matter, and its luminescence brightened as it approached. Without any other objects as reference, I couldn’t tell how far away it was.

      “Lilly? Gideon?” I raised the call again, hoping for an affirmative answer. I had no interest in engaging with an unknown entity with only my wit and my wolf to defend myself.

      The only reaction my noise produced was an increase in the speed of the other internee. Although diminutive in stature, the entity’s glow contained a certain ferocity that caused my shoulders to tense. What manner of creature could it be?

      “Beatrice?”

      Mr. Timmons’ sleepy, distant voice reverberated through the space around me. The world shivered in response.

      “And in the nick of time,” I said as I began to fade away. Just before I returned to my body and my bed, the glowing being floated close enough for me to glimpse its features. I awoke in my husband’s arms with a nagging sense that I’d seen that face before.
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      Londoners have numerous names to describe rain: drizzle, mist, downpour, sprinkle and so on. In Nairobi, there was only one word that could possibly capture the experience of the African rainy season: deluge.

      After a few years of drought, the rainy season arrived with a vengeance. I’d never experienced anything quite like it. While I realized this mild obsession with the weather was a peculiarity of the English, even Jonas, our gardener / driver / cook, deigned to comment on the matter, albeit briefly.

      “The roof’s leaking in the kitchen,” he grumbled, shaking his wrinkled head at the mess.

      The intensity of the water gushing from the sky was such that I could barely hear him over its pounding against the roof and windows, and the intermittent crack of thunder. By the time I had discerned the meaning of his words, our one employee had left on his own business, and I was forced to rummage about for a bucket.

      Even the perfume of tealeaves brewing in my metal teapot was overwhelmed by the ozone-ladened whiff of the storm mingling with the rich scent of earthy clay soil, sprouting herbs, dampness in the walls and smoke from the fireplace.  Overnight, our world had transformed from a parched, dusty, wilted savannah into a flooded meadow exploding with new life.

      The paths and wagon tracks, so solid and clear a week before, were now impassable channels of sticky mud and churning rivulets. For a few days, we were housebound, marveling at the forces of nature and wondering when the storms would let up. After the disturbing visit to Mrs. Cricket’s world, I was even more desperate to wander under an open, sunny sky.

      “What’s the matter?” Mr. Timmons shouted at me or rather shouted to be heard over the clattering of heavy raindrops above our heads and the clanging of the steady drip into the tin bucket.

      I hesitated in my response. We’d never discussed in any detail the possession by Mrs. Cricket’s disgruntled spirit that Lilly and I had undergone a few months earlier. I had volunteered myself to Mrs. Cricket so that she would abandon her efforts to take over Lilly’s body. Risking my own soul, I’d relied on Mr. Timmons’ identity-thieving, energy-stealing abilities to rescue me. The ploy had been successful but not without consequences.

      “A poorly constructed dream. It was nothing of consequence,” I yelled back while shrugging, my eyes fixed on my steaming cup lest I betray myself and reveal my deceit.

      There was a pause during which the kitchen filled with the violent melody of the storm and the ting of water against metal. Our wood stove struggled to keep at bay the cold dampness that swept in through the cracks around the outer door and windows.

      I leaned back into the cushion that padded the wooden chair and glanced about the room, enjoying the cozy familiarity of the lightly plastered stone walls and the orderliness of the copper and iron pots and pans hanging from hooks over the stone countertop. A watery light softened the scene further.

      “Mrs. Timmons,” a voice summoned me while a hand covered mine.

      Releasing a resigned sigh, I glanced up into Mr. Timmons’ steely gaze, the gray matching the leaden sky outside. I couldn’t help but admire his firm jaw, despite the unfashionable sideburns, and his well-proportioned shoulders. His dark hair, normally flowing about his face in unkempt locks, was this morning pulled back with a ribbon. But most of all, it was his eyes that captured me while also condemning me, for he saw through me as surely as I saw the energy fields of others.

      “Beatrice,” he said in a soft yell that held a warning in his tone, for he was not one to be dismissed so easily.

      “Yes, Simon?”

      He raised an eyebrow and tightened his grip on my hand as if sensing I might try to flee. If it hadn’t been for the risk of drowning outside, I might have done just that.

      Escape however was not an option, so I confessed. “I found myself in Mrs. Cricket’s world this morning.”

      I didn’t feel compelled to explain that it was the place in which she had imprisoned me. His jaw clenched, indication enough that he understood. At the time the possession had occurred, we had been no more than acquaintances and not particularly friendly ones at that. Still, he’d had feelings for me, of a sort, and hadn’t willingly consented to my plan to offer myself to Mrs. Cricket.

      “Was Lilly also there?” he asked, and I knew he was wondering if her husband, my half-brother Tiberius, knew of the matter.

      “No,” I said, “and I hope never to see her there. Who knows what effect that would have on the baby?”

      He nodded, scrutinizing me with those unfathomable eyes that both electrified and startled me. After a pause, he said, “I’d prefer you also remain outside of that space.”

      “As would I,” I said with a snort. “It’s not as if I cherish the experience. I truly don’t know what caused it.”

      Again there was a lull in the conversation, and I wondered at my reluctance to disclose all the details. What harm would there be in telling Mr. Timmons about the presence of the strange yet somehow familiar entity? Still, I refrained from doing so although logic dictated that I should do otherwise.

      “Very well, I suppose there’s nothing for it then,” Mr. Timmons said even as a frown tugged at his features.

      After breakfast, Mr. Timmons retired to his office at the back of the cottage while I tried to settle myself in the living room. Yet barely had I sat down, intending to read the book in my hand, when I rose to fiddle with the ornaments on the bookshelves. I glanced outside the window, yearning for the torrent to subside. Only after I endured a dreary couple of hours and consumed another pot of tea was my wish granted: the rain slackened to a mere drizzle.

      “I’m off to town,” I announced as I flung a cloak about my shoulders and gripped my walking stick.

      Mr. Timmons appeared and leaned against the doorway to his office. He seemed to be considering my pronouncement with a seriousness it didn’t warrant. Or was he worried I might be up to some new shenanigans that would put me in harm’s way? His concern wasn’t unjustified as I did have that tendency.

      I hastened to reassure him. “I’m just going to see if there’s anything at the postoffice.”

      His features softened for he knew what I was hoping to find: some news from Cilla, his niece and goddaughter, and my best friend. Her parents had summoned her back to England to face the unpleasant prospect of a semi-arranged marriage and a life under a sunless sky. I knew Mr. Timmons missed her as intensely as I did.

      Clearing his throat, he smirked and warned, “No chasing after strange beasties, Mrs. Timmons.”

      “I’ll try to restrain myself, sir,” I retorted even as I smiled in return. We both knew well enough that restraint was not in my nature.

      By the time I was halfway to the little ramshackle building that posed as our barn, my boots and the hem of my skirt were covered with red mud, a sticky substance that would leave a stain on most fabrics even after a thorough scrubbing. Relinquishing any hope of remaining clean, I splashed through the puddles until I reached the barn’s entrance. Despite its shoddy appearance, the roof had withstood the onslaught of the recent storms. Inside was miraculously dry and scented with hay and warm horse.

      I slapped Nelly on the neck to wake her. The chubby, brown horse belched a greeting and promptly returned to her slumber. Her manners certainly hadn’t improved since ingesting a serpent spirit a few months ago. Apart from acquiring an aptitude for flying, she had developed as a result of the possession an increased appetite, particularly for flowering plants.

      As Jonas had vanished, I saddled the nag myself and with some cajoling woke her up sufficiently to lead her outside. She sniffed at the mud and, finding nothing edible, tugged the reins away from me in order to peer back at the comfortable stall she’d been forced to abandon.

      “It’s just a little water and mud,” I informed her as I tied on a hat to keep my hair dry and my tattered right ear covered.

      The only living creatures out and about were a few sorry-looking zebras at the edge of our lawn and a family of elephants further afield. Even the cheeky yellow weaver birds were uncharacteristically silent, huddling in the thorn trees nearby to avoid the rain. I allowed Nelly to pick her way through the swamp that was now our garden, her every movement accompanied by a sucking sound as the clumpy mud stuck to her.

      “I wonder if it’s cleaner and drier to fly,” I mused.

      At the thought, Nelly sprang up without warning, nearly unseating me, and flung herself through the air in a damp blur of gray and green. If I’d had the breath remaining, I would have cursed her soundly. All my efforts were centered on not sliding off and plummeting to my death.

      As it turned out, that mode of travel wasn’t any drier but it was decidedly less muddy.

      A few minutes later, I forced her to land in a wooded area outside of town. While I wasn’t concerned about anyone spotting Nelly while she was flying (they’d only see a blur if they did bother to look up), landing did require her to slow down considerably in order to avoid crashing. Once I verified the area was clear of observers, we trotted out of the clump of trees and into town.

      Outside the new post office, I glanced around warily before dismounting, for there were still a few zombies staggering about, the result of a mutated Bubonic Plague that had infested Nairobi. Save for their rotted limbs, the zombies were indistinguishable from many of the inebriated white hunters after their all-night celebratory parties. Why they felt a need to intoxicate themselves after slaughtering defenseless animals was beyond me, but I couldn’t claim to comprehend the minds of such men.

      Victoria Street, I was satisfied to observe, was clear of both zombies and drunks. The few people visible were huddled under umbrellas as they hurried through the dampness. It seemed the Adze had succeeded in clearing the town of the infected patients; I just hoped the firefly vampires hadn’t, in their enthusiasm, picked off a few healthy people along the way.

      Leaving Nelly tied to a post, I hastened up the stairs and entered the brick building, patting the lock of hair that covered my mangled right ear. I nodded to the postmaster, Mr. O’Harris, who nodded back with mock solemnity before grinning broadly.

      “Mrs. Timmons, how do you do?” the cheerful fellow called to me, his blue eyes sparkling above round cheeks. He pushed back his dark red hair and waved me over. “Nasty bit of weather we’re having, isn’t it? Then again, a bit of rain won’t go amiss in this place, what with the drought and all. Might be a pleasant change, eh?”

      I smiled in a suitably vague way that acknowledged his comments without overly encouraging him to continue. I’d already indulged in some musings on the weather that morning and I had no interest in engaging in further conversation on the matter.

      “Is there any post for me?” I asked, as I had been asking every few days for the past few weeks.

      “Aye, there’re some envelopes for the master.” He rummaged under the counter, then swiveled to inspect a set of cubbyholes. “Oh, and a telegram arrived yesterday for you, missus.”

      It was all I could do not to reach over the counter and rip the thin yellow paper out of his hands. It had to be Cilla, for who else would correspond with me, now that I’d severed all ties with the Society for Paranormals? Then again, had its Director, the wily old werewolf Prof Runal, severed his ties with me?

      The shudder that afflicted me could have been due to the cold draft that gusted through the building as someone else opened the door. At least Mr. O’Harris said nothing about my reaction and handed me my post, the yellow slip of paper on top.

      I wanted nothing more than to read Cilla’s words, to know that she was well if not happy. I wondered what I could write her as little had occurred due to the excessive rain and mud. While I was tempted to savor her words, few as there might be, over a cup of tea and in privacy, I couldn’t restrain myself long enough to reach home. I stepped away from the counter and unfolded the telegram with shaking fingers.

      DEAREST B. HAVE ARRIVED SAFELY. FATHER HAS PLANS FOR ME. WILL WRITE DETAILS SOON. LOVE. CILLA.

      “What plans?” I muttered, although I could divine well enough. Cilla was nearly twenty and according to the norms of the day, it was high time she was married. Once wedded, she would never return to Nairobi, of that I was sure. An ache settled somewhere in my chest at the thought. With a tinge of melancholy, I slid the post into my bag, exited the post office and led Nelly down the street, my mind mulling over the possibilities the telegram implied.

      How would I respond? And more importantly, what news could I share? Cilla had left after all the excitement of the mutated Bubonic Plague and the invasion of the brain-eating Kerit.

      I smiled as I reflected on the many adventures we had shared: discovering the true identity of the ghost lions of Tsavo (twin shapeshifting girls); chasing after an escaped automaton possessed by a demented spirit (Mrs. Cricket, dead wife of our resident inventor, Dr. Cricket); battling the she-demon Koki who had a predilection for shifting into her giant Praying Mantis form and decapitating her enemies; dodging the machinations of a psychotic dwarf while trying to arrange my wedding with Cilla’s uncle; and attempting (and failing miserably) to encourage my brother Drew to abandon his werewolf inclinations long enough to marry his fiancee, who happened to be my best friend Cilla.

      Since her abrupt departure, all that had transpired was a deluge of Biblical proportions and a few leaks in my kitchen. This was hardly news worthy of a letter to my esteemed companion.

      A rumble of distant thunder paused my meditations. I glanced upward, hoping to catch a glimpse of the graceful, ephemeral storm spirits. Alas, they were absent.

      “Probably out cavorting with Kam,” I said, and Nelly snorted in agreement.

      The thought of the Lightning God made me wonder when he would follow up with me in regard to meeting the Spider. The evening Cilla had departed, Kam had relayed a seemingly urgent message from Anansi the Trickster God who had the misfortune of being an elephant-sized arachnid.

      “Perhaps he changed his mind,” I said although I didn’t hold out much hope for that. Time functioned differently for a creature as old as the Spider, so what were a few weeks in the span of millennia?

      So caught up was I in ruminating thus that I only realized we’d left Victoria Street when Nelly stopped me by yanking the reins from my hand. Belching cheerfully, she thrust her head into an open sack of carrots and began chomping with more enthusiasm than was her norm.

      I twirled about and saw that we had wandered off the main thoroughfare and were in a narrow lane between Rossenrode MacJohn & Co, one of Nairobi’s first general stores, and Mrs. Patel’s fabric store. Produce had recently been delivered and left unguarded near the side door of Rossenrode’s.

      “You glutton,” I scolded the horse. “Anyone would be forgiven for believing we never feed you.”

      I tugged at the reins to pull her around when a familiar and decidedly putrid smell drifted past my sensitive nostrils. It called to mind the one and only medical clinic in the colony, owned and run by Dr. Ribeiro, a delightful Goan gentleman with a penchant for riding zebras. I had visited the doctor’s clinic once which was once too many times. That was shortly before the derelict hut had been burned to cinders on the night the Medical Officer of Nairobi had panicked and ordered the Bazaar torched. (To be fair, it was the opinion of the esteemed Officer that only fire could rid the town of Bubonic Plague; it provided the added benefit of eliminating many other pests).

      The doctor’s clinic had housed a dying man who had produced this very same odor, through no fault of his own. Or at the least, it had nothing to do with his general level of hygiene and everything to do with a fatal mix of mutated diseases.

      Nelly took advantage of my distraction and again plunged her nose into the sack. Ignoring her, I swiveled about to face Victoria Street. At the entrance of the lane stood a figure from whom the stink originated. A red-and-black checkered blanket was flung over the head and draped down to the knees. A grimy sarong was wrapped around the waist while the emaciated chest was bare to the elements.

      At a glance, the Indian man seemed at most intoxicated, his eyes glassy and unfocused, his shoulders hunched, his legs wobbly and uncertain. Only when he raised an arm toward me did I see that he was clearly a victim of the mutated Bubonic Plague. The Necrosis aspect of the new plague was visible on his arm which was rotting even as it remained attached to his body; strips of skin had peeled off, exposing festering, decomposing flesh. His shuffling movements and disoriented expression were evidence of the sleeping sickness.

      “Snack time is over, Nelly,” I informed my nag who was unperturbed by the presence of the zombie. I forced her around toward the back of the buildings, intending to exit the lane there, only to observe that our way was obstructed by a second zombie.
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      “Upon my word, this is terribly inconvenient,” I said as I hefted my walking stick and mulled over my options: smack one of the beasts upside the head with the metal fist atop my stick or slash its legs with the hidden saber at the other end? Decisions, decisions.

      While I was certain that both were viable in producing the desired result, I was loath to create more of a mess than was absolutely required to exit the alley uninfected. Although I no longer had to answer to my aunt, Mrs. Steward, in regard to the condition of my clothes, I certainly didn’t want decomposing zombie flesh splattered over my skirt. Salted water was an excellent solution for removing blood stains and cleaning handkerchiefs. However, the efficacy of salted water in removing infectious zombie bits had yet to be tested. As far as I knew, only fire was a certain disinfectant, and I was rather attached to my current attire.

      “Metal fist it is then,” I decided and was about to proceed with the plan when two shadows flitted over my head.

      Were there other zombies scuttling along the rooftop? More amazed than intimidated, I risked a glance up just as two dark and scantily dressed individuals fell from above and landed before me with all the grace and poise of a pair of felines.

      “Miss Knight,” the first purred in a silky voice.

      “Yao,” I nodded at the youthful and intoxicatingly attractive African man. Despite knowing that he was a vampire (an Adze, to be precise) with the power to Charm his victims and to transform into a firefly, I couldn’t prevent the slight swooning sensation he always inspired in me. Even the knowledge that his preferred diet included blood and raw heart didn’t perturb me in the least.

      His sister, Yawa, was less obliging in her greetings. Despite her scandalous attire that amounted to a couple scraps of ochre-stained leather decorated with beads, she held herself with haughty airs, her talons and elongated canines at the ready.

      “Oh, it’s you,” she sneered, her sultry voice less capable of casting a spell on me.

      “And to what do I owe this pleasure?” I inquired, determined to maintain appropriate decorum even as the two zombies shuffled closer.

      Their approach was not lost on the Adze siblings, both of whom eyed the zombies with what could only be described as hunger.

      “Oh, Miss Knight,” Yao said, his plaintive tone that of a child yearningly eyeing dessert. “Yao and Yawa have been very good. Yao hasn’t bitten any uninfected humans.”

      “Except the one by the river,” Yawa interrupted, gloating at the memory.

      “Yes, but that was a little nibble done by mistake,” Yao added. “Yao thought it was a zombie. It did taste good though.” He licked his dark lips and caused me to experience scintillating flutters in inappropriate places. “But Yao has been obeying Miss Knight, not biting any humans inside of the Nairobi boundaries.”

      “And I truly appreciate the Herculean effort that must require,” I said, even as I was aware of how pitifully small those boundaries actually were. The residents of the town had no inkling of the fragility of their safety. While Kam the Lightning God had informed the Adze that Nairobi was my domain, in reality my kingdom was pitifully small.

      The stench of rot intensified.

      I cleared my throat and said, “As a reward for your noble intentions, I invite you to dine.” I waved toward the two infected men for zombies were the exception to Kam’s rule, an exception I had reluctantly granted. It was that or face the real possibility that the infection would spread throughout town and beyond.

      Yao laughed with the sound of a burbling river, and I could barely repress a sigh of I dare not say what. “Oh, Miss Knight is being so generous. Yao thanks her greatly, for he is very famished.”

      Before any more could be said, the two African vampires came to a silent agreement, perhaps using the telepathic bond they shared, and each pounced on one of the zombies. While not by nature squeamish, I yanked Nelly’s nose out of the carrots and hurried back toward Victoria Street. Still, the sound of suckling followed me out and into my nightmares.
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      I had lost all interest in lingering in town after observing the Adze’s eager attack on the zombies. Even though they had saved me the hassle of knocking heads to escape and possibly soiling my skirt irrevocably in the process, and even knowing there had been no other option but to allow the Adze to hunt down the zombies, a part of me was still revolted by the notion. When I joined the Society for Paranormals, I swore an oath to protect the normal from the paranormal and the reverse; yet I had explicitly granted permission to vampires to hunt in my town.

      “What other option was there?” I asked, my teeth gritted, as Nelly trotted home. “None.”

      Indeed, despite Dr. Ribeiro’s concerted efforts, no cure had been devised. Regardless of the answer to my rhetorical question, I still shuddered at what I’d allowed. In such a disturbed frame of mind I arrived at our barn. Jonas was inside, oiling the ox harness. Mr. Timmons’ horse was absent, and I could only assume he’d left on some errand.

      “Jonas, why aren’t you wearing the clothes I gave you?” I snapped at him, for at that moment I found the sight of him in his ragged, voluminous shirt and tattered shorts irrationally irksome.

      Before I’d met Jonas and Kam, I’d been provided the impression by various colonists and newspaper articles that the African natives were a passive and obliging lot, more than delighted to receive the civilizing influence of the British Empire and to dwell within Her Majesty Queen Victoria’s beneficent reign.

      Both Kam and Jonas had quickly disabused me of that quaint notion.

      While Kam made no pretense of his position, Jonas had adopted the appearance of the subservient houseboy in public but with me he didn’t bother. Therefore, I wasn’t expecting him to leap to his feet, head downcast and shoulders slumped, while respectful apologies stumbled out of his mouth. In that, I wasn’t disappointed for he remained seated, not in the least bit perturbed by my foul mood, and responded only with a snort.

      Undeterred, I pressed on as I slid off Nelly’s back. “I’ve provided you a jolly good set of clothes, and yet you persist on wearing these rags.”

      “Whatever will the neighbors think?” he snickered.

      It was such a British expression and concept that my next volley of words died before I could utter them. I was yet again reminded that Jonas was more than what he presented to the world. Inside that small head covered in gray and black curls was a sharp and insightful mind.

      “It’s not that,” I spluttered. “I’d just prefer you dress in a more dignified manner.”

      At last, he deigned to turn his gaze upon me. “And me, I’d prefer to save those clothes for a more important occasion.”

      The comment silenced me, for well I knew what that occasion was. When he was reunited with his kidnapped daughter Wanjiru, then and only then would he dress in his new attire. It was yet another good reason to find the young woman or else I would spend the remainder of my days vexed by his tatty clothes.

      Defeated, I tossed Nelly’s reins to Jonas and stomped back to the cottage. With the sticky mud bogging me down, it was less a stomp and more a slurping shuffle which wasn’t nearly as satisfying. I was thoroughly fed up by the time I reached the veranda and slumped into one of the canvas-and-wood chairs. I was attempting to remove the boots without splattering myself with more mud than was already covering me when something metallic clattered loudly from within the dwelling. It sounded as if someone didn’t appreciate the manner in which my pots were hung on hooks.

      My muddy boots forgotten, I was upright and gripping my walking stick before I thought twice about it. “If Jonas is in the barn and Mr. Timmons is out and about, then who or what is clanging about my kitchen?” I mused aloud and didn’t bother to wonder with whom I was conversing.

      Instead, I slurped through the mud patch that was our garden and in short order I arrived at the back door that led into the kitchen. Easing the door open, I poked my head in just as an explosion of noise and a confusion of dark shapes erupted off my shelves and poured out an open window on the other side. I coughed at the musky smell that wafted around me.

      The body odor eliminated the possibility of vampire, zombie, ghost, werewolf or African water spirit. My stick gripped in readiness to smack any lingering beast, I glanced about the room to see pots scattered over the stone floor. Something squelched underfoot, and I glanced down to see among the mess numerous banana peels. A chattering overhead drew my attention away from the fruit litter to a long, dark tail flicking before my eyes.

      I stepped fully into the kitchen and gazed up to face the remaining culprit: a small monkey. The creature could have easily sat within the palm of my hand. Its dark brown eyes glittered with curiosity and a boldness with which I didn’t feel at all comfortable. It was my experience that an animal that had no fear was a very dangerous one indeed. The diminutive size of the lithe beast didn’t comfort me at all.

      As if detecting my unease, the monkey peeled back its lips to reveal pink gums and child-sized teeth. It chittered at me with great enthusiasm.

      “Well, if that’s your idea of an apology, it’s not accepted,” I informed it.

      “And why ever not?” it rebuked me.

      “Goodness, not another talking ape,” I exclaimed, not at all pleased that I would now be expected to maintain a conversation with a simian.

      “Bee, did you lose your sense of humor in the mud?” the beast replied in a voice that sounded suspiciously familiar.

      “Gideon,” I said, both frowning and smiling simultaneously which really shouldn’t be possible.

      “At your service,” he said as he appeared before me and bowed, a lock of brown hair flopping over his light brown, twinkling eyes in a boyishly charming fashion.

      The monkey shrieked and flung a peel at Gideon’s head.

      “How many bananas do you have up there?” I demanded as I finished surveying the kitchen.

      From the look of the peels, pots and partially eaten fruit discarded onto the floor and counters, there had been a whole troop perpetrating havoc before I’d startled them and ended the party.

      “It’s just a wee, cute baby,” Gideon said as he floated up to the wooden beam where the beast was hiding above me. “It can see me! How marvelous. Oh, Beatrice, you scared the poor dear.”

      “I most certainly did not,” I fumed. “And as for babies, they can be very cunning in their cuteness.”

      Gideon clucked at me and shook his head. “Beatrice, you really need to work on your maternal skills.”

      I flung up my hands. “How superlatively stupid. It’s a monkey,” I protested. “A Vervet, if I’m not mistaken. And most likely infested with fleas and heavens knows what else. Ticks, perhaps? Shoo. Get out now.” I raised my stick and with the metal-tipped end prodded the fleabag toward the open window through which its entire family presumably had fled.

      The monkey yelped and mewed, its large eyes blinking at the offending item. It had remarkably human-like, hairless skin on its face and ears. I knew that as it grew older, the skin would darken considerably and become charcoal in color. For now, the dark eyes peering down at me were prominent against the pale pink skin and had within their depths an anxious glimmer. The ears jutted out from the sides of its tiny head, twitching at my every motion as if in anticipation of some terrible fate. The little face was surrounded by a white fringe of hair, while the overall hair color was mostly light gray.

      As we studied each other, one of its hands reached out, and delicate little fingers pawed the air as if pleading for mercy. I tried nudging it again, with no success. Gideon hissed at me as if I was engaged in scandalous behavior.

      “Upon my word, it certainly can’t stay here,” I defended myself against the silent accusations.

      “Why not?” Gideon asked as if it were a logical conclusion, or as if I was running an animal orphanage.

      I huffed. “For a start, I’m in no position to assist it. And I’m sure its mother will return for it once she realizes she’s forgotten her offspring. What sort of mother forgets her child?”

      Gideon crossed his arms over his chest, his entire countenance set in disapproving lines. “And what if she doesn’t?”

      “Then that would prove what a horrid mother she is,” I said and continued to prod the monkey.

      Instead of leaping toward the window and out to freedom as any half-intelligent primate would’ve done by now, the little hairy baby clung onto my stick as if reunited with its negligent dame. No matter how I shook the stick, the monkey was not the least bit deterred.

      “Beatrice, you’re going to hurt it!” Gideon shouted which amounted to a loud whisper.

      “Hurt what?” Mr. Timmons inquired as he entered the kitchen from the living area.

      “I never thought I’d ever have cause to say this,” Gideon gushed, “but I’m so relieved that you’re here, Mr. Timmons. Your coldhearted wife is beating a defenseless baby.”

      “I am not,” I protested just as the baby in question howled pitifully.

      “I see,” Mr. Timmons observed. “So when she’s beating babies, she’s my wife?”

      “Well, no wife of mine would countenance such demonic behavior,” Gideon retorted. “Clearly she’s been living under your influence for quite some time. This odious action is the result.”

      The baby-beating wife in question was meanwhile attempting to free both her kitchen and her stick from the clutches of a determined monkey. “Some assistance would be gratefully accepted,” I grunted as I swung the stick toward the window.

      “It’s a rather sweet creature you have there,” Mr. Timmons said, not bothering to disguise or restrain his mirth. “Perhaps we shouldn’t be too hasty in ridding ourselves of it.”

      “If by ‘it’ you mean this hairy beast, I disagree,” I said, propping the end of the stick against the windowsill.

      “Beatrice, that’s no way to describe your current husband,” Gideon admonished me, his eyes twinkling. “After all, Mr. Timmons had no say in his appearance. It was the misfortune of birth with which some are afflicted.”

      “Bother,” I muttered as the monkey spat at me. “Men are utterly useless at times.”

      The useless men were both gripped by fits of laughter that caused Gideon to sink into the floor while Mr. Timmons leaned against a wall for support. In any other instance, I would’ve been both amazed and reassured upon seeing my two husbands united by a common enjoyment. As the baby had yet to release its death grip and rejoin its mob of fellow monkeys, I was less than amused.

      “Give it here,” Mr. Timmons said as he recovered from his bout of merriment and took the walking stick from me. Striding outside, he pushed the bundle of fur with his boot until he was able to brandish a monkey-free walking stick above his head.

      “My hero,” I proclaimed as I clapped a few times.

      “You’re not seriously intending to leave it out here on its own?” Gideon spoke into my ear. “What if it gets eaten before the mother returns?”

      “I’ll let Jonas know not to touch it,” Mr. Timmons said, not bothering to contain his snicker.

      Scowling, Gideon turned his soft brown gaze to me. “Beatrice. Please?”

      I flung up my hands. “If the mother hasn’t returned by this evening and no one has eaten it, I’ll adopt the beastie until we can find a solution.”

      Satisfied, Gideon floated over to the baby and hovered next to it, as if he could battle any predator away with the force of his glare.

      “I had no idea he was so protective of babies,” Mr. Timmons said as we re-entered the cottage.

      I glanced back at Gideon, who remained in his position as self-appointed guardian angel of a monkey baby. “Neither did I.”
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      The fretfulness I’d experienced earlier returned. After lunch, I came to the conclusion that I needed a more meaningful outing than fetching the post. Mr. Timmons had been unfazed by the enigmatic nature of Cilla’s telegram and the remainder of the letters were to do with his import business. Thus occupied, he retreated to his office to handle those matters that required his attention.

      “I’m going for a ride,” I called out through his closed door.

      “Why?” was the muffled reply. “The weather could turn foul at any moment.”

      I glanced out a window. The sun was a watery version of its usual sharpness, the heat and brightness much dissipated by clouds that in the distance were a foreboding dark gray. Still, the ground had dried up considerably. Instead of having the consistency of a muddy swamp, it was more a muddy meadow.

      Not to be dissuaded by a bit of monsoon rain, I said as much.

      The door swung open to reveal Mr. Timmons. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea. I’ve had news that the rivers are swollen with flood water, and bridges have been swept away.”

      “Then I won’t be traversing over any rivers, now will I?” I said.

      He sighed and rubbed at the frown marring his forehead. “I’d accompany you but I’m sorting out an urgent issue regarding a delayed delivery. The rails are also flooded.”

      “Then I’ll avoid traveling by train as well,” I reassured him.

      He leaned against the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest, his stormy gaze studying me. “Can I at least request that you not drown in any flash floods?”

      I visualized Lilly when she was younger and seeking to persuade her parents to allow her a treat. I projected what I hoped was a beguiling smile and said, “I’ll take your recommendation under consideration.”

      He placed his hands on either side of my face. “I’m serious, Beatrice. No running off into potentially hazardous situations.”

      “As if.”

      He snorted. “Your reputation suggests otherwise.” His gaze softened, and he kissed me with such fervor that I was sorely tempted to abandon my search for distraction outside the house. As if divining my thoughts, he sniggered. “You’d better be going or I shall never finish my tasks. Please try to return with all your limbs intact.”

      Armed with that sage advice, I returned to the barn, waving to Gideon on the way. Sniffing disdainfully, he turned his back to me and remained beside the baby monkey.

      As was to be expected, Nelly was sleeping and Jonas was nowhere to be found. “It does make one wonder why we hired him in the first place,” I muttered as I pulled a bridle off its peg.

      “Yao has often wondered the same,” a silky voice said beside my ear.

      I spun about while raising my walking stick, preparing to pulverize the intruder with the metal fist, only to find myself facing a firefly. I didn’t bother to squint at it, for I knew what I’d see: the energy form of a vampire. Instead, I glanced about for the other Adze and was somewhat relieved to see nothing more obnoxious than the ox and Mr. Timmons’ horse.

      “Indeed,” I said, pulling myself upright. It wasn’t that I was slouching; a woman of my slightly diminutive stature cannot afford to allow her spine to sag. I merely pulled back my shoulders, as if in preparation for action, although what that might be remained to be seen. “If you’re searching for Gideon, he’s out by the front of the cottage, overseeing to the wellbeing of a monkey.”

      In a flash, the firefly became a young, overly attractive African man with a delightful pout on his lips. “Yao saw Gideon already. He’s very boring, mothering a baby, and has refused to do anything fun today.” His countenance brightened as he gazed at the bridle in my hand. “And where are you going, Miss Knight?”

      “Out. Alone.”

      Yao shook his head. “Yao can’t allow Miss Knight to travel about unaccompanied. There are many dangers in these lands.”

      Either the young Adze was unaware of the concept of irony or he truly believed that he posed no danger to me. In any case, I suspected I would be hard pressed to dissuade him from joining me; he was clearly eager for some distraction that my deceased former husband refused to provide. Truth be told — and I would never tell him this — I wouldn’t mind the company, for I had no idea how the day would unfold and it couldn’t hurt to have a little extra force on hand.

      We set off, with Yao loping alongside Nelly. The hill’s tree-speckled slope gradually flattened out into more grassy terrain with scrubby shrubs and solitary thorn trees scattered here and there. The path we followed was well used by horses, goats and people, and was a line of bare brown earth amidst the blossoming, verdant growth that the rains had summoned. I closed my eyes and inhaled the sweet perfume of watered soil and flowering plants, Nelly’s hay-scented warmth and Yao’s coppery scent.

      Somehow, these smells reminded me of Kam, and I wondered when he would make his appearance. It wasn’t that I was in any hurry to renew my acquaintance with Anansi the Trickster God. While a meeting with the Spider was inevitable, I dreaded what he would ask of me almost as much as I loathed the prospect of facing an insect that was too large to squash underfoot.

      “Your horse has funny eyes,” Yao commented after some time as we veered away from town and toward the open savannah.

      My gloomy musings interrupted, I explained, “She was once possessed by a serpent spirit.”

      “Oh, how thrilling!” Yao said, his eyes wide and sparkling with anticipation. “And then what happened?”

      “She ate it,” I replied. “So now she has a penchant for devouring flowers and flying through the air. In addition to that, her eyes glow from time to time.”

      Yao studied Nelly with renewed interest and some respect. “Does she eat flies?”

      “No,” I said, smiling. “I believe you should be safe around her.”

      The man puffed out his chest, and it took some effort on my part not to ogle at the result. “Yao is not afraid of a flower-eating horse,” he said even as he distanced himself from Nelly when she snorted her opinion on the matter.

      “Of course not,” I said. “What a relief. This bridge is still standing.”

      Ahead of us was one of the three main rivers that meandered through the Nairobi environs, collecting water from numerous tributaries. The rivers eventually merged into one that someone with an abominable lack of imagination had called Nairobi. The predictably named river meandered in a north-easterly direction toward the distant ocean.

      With the recent and dramatic arrival of the rains, the meandering trickle was more of a gushing torrent; the river’s churning water nearly overflowed its banks. A few more storms and we would certainly have severe floods. While other bridges had been swept away numerous times, the wooden footbridge stubbornly clung to both banks, hovering a mere hand-width above the surface of the river.

      “Miss Knight wants to cross over that?” Yao whispered with consternation, gesturing to the wooden bridge.

      The frothing water generated a fine mist around us. I wiped condensation from my face. “Unless you’d prefer to swim across?” I asked.

      Yao shuddered. “No, Yao doesn’t swim. Yao doesn’t like water.”

      “What about bathing?”

      Frowning, he asked, “Does that mean sitting in water?”

      I chuckled. “That would normally be a requirement.”

      “No. No sitting in water. No swimming in water. No water,” he replied with such an adamant expression that I ceased laughing.

      “Well then, we will have to part company at this juncture,” I announced, “for I intend to cross the bridge.” And so saying, I slid off Nelly and began to lead her toward the rickety structure. Her hoofs clopped against the wooden planks, a steady beat to the tumultuous roar of the swollen river. A fine spray settled refreshingly against my skin.

      “Oh, Miss Knight,” Yao moaned as he flew up to my shoulder in his firefly form. “You are too rascally. Yao isn’t sure if he likes you for that or not. Maybe he even loves you.”

      “Yao should really consider using the first person when referring to himself,” I commented although with less sternness than I had planned. How could I lecture a man on proper grammar when he’d just declared his feelings for me?

      The Adze declined to respond but remained immediately above my shoulder. For the life of me, I couldn’t image what he hoped to achieve by doing so. Was it for his own benefit or for mine that he maintained this proximity? If it was a sense of chivalry that inspired him, how did he expect to assist me as a bug?

      I was on the verge of questioning him on his motives when a motion from within the river distracted me. I paused to study it, for the ripples were not those caused by water rushing around and about large rocks.

      “Why are you stopping?” the little insect yelped at me. “This is no time to look at the scenery. This is the time to scamper off the bridge. Miss Knight, Yao isn’t happy, not at all.”

      “Then you may continue or return,” I said, leaning my hands against the slender, waist-high wooden handrail and frowning at the odd ripples that were now moving against the strong current and toward the bridge. “What sort of animals live in the river?”

      “The wet kind,” Yao groaned.

      I sighed and shook my head. “European vampires aren’t scared of water or if they are, they would never admit it.”

      My utterance had the desired effect, for an enraged Adze materialized by my side, fangs gleaming before my face. “Yao isn’t scared. He’s merely—”

      Whatever he was merely doing, I never did discover for the ripples ceased their motion as something rammed into the bridge.
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      Whatever had collided with the bridge was sizable. The entire structure shuddered and lurched steeply to one side to the tune of wood splintering. Yao shrieked and his talons dug into my arm while Nelly crashed against the railing. The wood snapped against her weight and, neighing in protest, she stumbled into the river.

      “Nelly,” I screamed even as I began to slip after her. Before I could follow her into the foamy water, Yao yanked me against him while clinging to the railing on the upstream side of the footbridge.

      “European vampires are foolish,” Yao spat out.

      I was in no mood to argue. Nelly was being swept away with great rapidity, and I marveled that she was able to keep her head above the surface amidst the turbulence that buffeted her. The sight of her was replaced by a serpent that reared out of the water, its head almost as long as I was tall and resembling that of a horse’s. Antennas waved above its solid black eyes and from under its flaring nostrils and chin. A green slime covered its scales, and it was a challenge to discern its true color. At that moment though, I was less interested in its colors and more interested in its intentions. I glanced over Yao’s shoulder and back the way we had come; the bridge had been torn away from its connection to the embankment and a section was now submerged.

      “This is why Yao doesn’t like water,” the Adze yelled above the fish-scented bellow of the serpent.

      “You could’ve mentioned there was a giant snake dwelling in the river,” I shouted back.

      Incredulous, Yao asked, “Well, where else would the Inkanyamba live?”

      The Inkanyamba reared back as if equally affronted by my ignorance of such matters, its horsey nostrils quivering in outrage. Or perhaps it was deciding where next to strike or which of us to devour first. It eased a portion of its hefty length onto the section of bridge over which Nelly had plummeted; the wood groaned under its weight and water lapped at our feet.

      “Bad snake!” cried Yao. “Yao’s feet are being washed with water!”

      What else one’s feet would be washed with was a mystery I dared not explore, particularly as the serpent was now blocking our progress and was close enough that its cold scales slid against us, leaving a green smear on our arms. Its ears twitched as it neighed.

      “The good news is that it doesn’t seem interested in eating us,” I commented, peering up at the large horse head that seemed indifferent to our plight.

      “That is good.”

      “The unfortunate news is that it might inadvertently crush us or fling us into the river to drown,” I added.

      “Yao is too young to die,” he wailed.

      I didn’t bother to ask what age an Adze considered as ‘too young’ for I was attempting to maneuver my walking stick into a position from which I could stab the underbelly of the serpent. Yao’s grip on me however prevented me from any course of useful action apart from breathing, and for once I didn’t find myself in the least bit distracted by his fine physique or silky voice.

      “Brrr.”

      With the Adze’s complaints, the river’s roar, the serpent’s bellowing and the bridge’s noisy demise, I didn’t hear the little Tokolosh until she popped out of the water immediately before me.

      “Burr,” I said. It was with no small degree of relief that I recalled my little friend’s ability to tame giant snakes.

      The water sprite twitched her large, bat ears as she clucked at me, the small river stone visible behind her jagged teeth. The creature reminded me very much of a baboon but her face was flatter, longer and wider, and her neck was nearly non-existent; the narrow eyes were solid black and the brown hair had a film of green. Reaching no higher than just above my knees, Burr was nonetheless heavily muscled and not without powers. Her legs were disproportionately short for her squat body, as if she suffered from a form of dwarfism, but that didn’t prevent her from moving across water with alarming rapidity.

      “Get it away from Yao,” Yao squealed and kicked at Burr as she approached. “Terrible water beasts.”

      Before I could chastise Yao for his rudeness, the bridge snapped in two. The half of the bridge that the serpent was on splintered and sank into the river. Burr clicked and clucked, the serpent bellowed and Yao howled. All I could think of was how cross Mr. Timmons would be if I died, even if for once I hadn’t performed any operation more dangerous than crossing a bridge. He could be obstinate in that way.

      If not for Yao clinging to the railing and to me, I would most certainly have slipped into the water and followed the way of Nelly, without the benefit of four legs unencumbered by a skirt. As it was, water splashed against my legs, matting the fabric against my skin and further limiting my movements.

      Burr chattered and waved her hairy little arms, causing the serpent to rear out of the water once again.

      “Delightful,” I muttered. “Now it’s coming for its snack.”

      “Eat her!” Yao yelled and hid behind me. “She’s far juicier than Yao.”

      “You are deplorable,” I said, wondering if I would have a chance to smack my stick over his head before being swallowed up by the water snake. Burr hissed in agreement and made a gesture. As if in response, the serpent lowered its broad head before me.

      “Brrrr,” Burr said as she hopped onto the head and gestured to me to follow.

      “You clever little thing,” I said, delighted that I would no longer have to explain to Mr. Timmons how I drowned while crossing a bridge.

      Despite its slimy appearance, the surface of the serpent was rough enough that I didn’t feel myself in any danger of slipping. Nonetheless, I followed Burr’s example and sat down.

      “Don’t abandon Yao!” he squealed.

      “Come on then, you miserable wretch,” I said in a less agreeable tone.

      With some cajoling on my part and impatient clicks on Burr’s, we coaxed the Adze onto the serpent’s head, where it was now crowded.

      Once on board, Yao gripped my arm so fiercely that I suspected I’d lose all blood flow for the remainder of the day. The serpent shifted about and slithered across the river to the bank. Yao leapt to shore and flung himself, arms wide, to the ground, as if to embrace the entirety of the planet.

      Determined to retain some semblance of dignity, I strolled off our scaled ride and waved to Burr as she dove into the water. Its mission accomplished, the serpent slithered to the remains of the bridge, butted its head against the splintered wood until the structure was pulverized into nothing, and vanished beneath the waves.

      “So much for my excursion,” I said and glanced down at Yao who had not risen from his prone position and was kissing the grass. “Are you going to continue groveling at my feet or shall we return home? I hear a teapot whispering my name.”

      Yao glanced up at me, his muddy face a picture of astonishment. “Miss Knight, you can hear teapots? I had no idea pots could talk.”

      I shook my head and began the long trek home, glancing about in the hopes that a certain fat little horse would magically sprout out of the ground or drop from the sky. “I hope Nelly’s all right,” I said, wondering if even a flying horse could’ve escaped the torrent of water that had carried her away with such force.

      Despite his preoccupation with his own near-death experience, Yao scrambled up from the ground, flicking mud off his chest as he ran after me with reassurances. “Nelly is a tough creature, for a European,” he said, his customary buoyant nature returning as the river receded behind us.

      “While I’m sure you mean well by that comment, Yao, I don’t much appreciate your derision of Europeans,” I said although with little temper.

      He shrugged, his exposed chest and back muscles rippling with the movement. “You are correct, Miss Knight. Nelly isn’t European at all. Horses originated in Central Asia.”

      How he could know such a piece of trivia was beyond me, and the conversation surpassed what patience I had remaining. My mind instead settled on another topic: the condition of my attire. I was exceedingly grateful that Mrs. Steward wouldn’t see me in this state, for I was a bedraggled mess. My wet skirt had collected an assortment of brambles and leaves, some green slime from the serpent and a coating of mud along most of its surface. She would’ve chastised me fiercely, and I couldn’t blame her. My only consolation was that I hadn’t died in such a miserable state of dress, for that would simply not do at all. I utterly deplore a messy corpse.

      The thought of corpses naturally suggested the next topic for consideration, and I surprised myself with a few tears and the realization that I would miss Nelly. “She was a brilliant horse,” I sniffed. “Lazy and rude, but loyal.”

      “And fast,” Yao added in a cheerful manner, as if unaware of the appropriate tone of voice one should use when discussing the deceased. “It’s unlikely you can find another flying horse, isn’t it, Miss Knight?”

      I frowned at his jolly mannerism. “I suppose not, although that’s not what I’ll miss the most.”

      “Yes, what a waste of a lot of blood,” Yao said, mournfully shaking his head. “What a great waste.”

      I held my tongue, and we continued trudging along. The distance seemed far greater without a horse, and I’d never appreciated how many spiky plants grew underfoot. My skirt now carried a menagerie of plant parts that refused to drop away when I shook the fabric.

      Determined to avoid sinking into a morbid state, I said in as chipper a tone as I could, “Well, at least it’s not raining.”

      As if to make a liar out of me, the heavens unleashed a rumble of thunder and a downpour soon followed. While the heavy raindrops couldn’t loosen the hold of the burrs and spikes attached to my skirt, they did soak me thoroughly and transformed the hard packed dirt into sticky clay within a few minutes.

      Yao glared at me. “Yao hates water.”
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      By the time I arrived home, I was beyond bedraggled and bordering on disrespectfully filthy. My sunhat was all but disintegrated, the feather I always placed on one side tattered by the heavy rain. My hair and every item of clothing clung to my skin in a thoroughly unseemly fashion, and yet despite that, the mud was if anything thicker than before, impervious to the water gushing over me from the heavens.

      Yao accompanied me most of the way, slowing his pace considerably to match mine. I was grateful and pleasantly surprised at this token of genteel behavior on his part, considering how he’d been willing to sacrifice me on the bridge to avoid being eaten by the serpent. Only once the cabin was in sight did he dash away toward the cover of the forest. The walk back had taken considerably longer without Nelly and with thick mud clinging to my every step. The sky was dark even though it was mid-afternoon, and a melancholy inspired by events and deepened by the weather settled over me.

      In a pitiable state, I thus arrived, pausing to peer into the barn. Nelly wasn’t there. All my hopeful sentiments that I had nursed were flung away and my heart was heavier than my clothes when I approached the cottage. Gideon and the baby monkey were gone, so I surmised the mother had returned for her abandoned offspring. I smiled at the memory of Gideon hovering protectively over the little hairy primate.

      I entered through the kitchen door, reluctant to traipse water and mud all through the cottage. The kitchen was warm and only then did I realize how I was shivering. Grateful that Jonas had fired up the stove, I called out, “Hello?”

      There was no response, but a shimmering movement from near the stove made me pause. A little bundle of something huddled under the appliance and Gideon floated nearby.

      “Good gracious,” I muttered as I wrangled off my boots. Chunks of mud plopped about me as I did so. “Is that the simian? Hasn’t its mother come to collect it?”

      Gideon shook his head. “After Mr. Timmons departed, I lured the monkey inside.”

      “How did… Never mind.” I tossed my useless hat to the ground and peeled off my sodden socks. “Where did Simon go?”

      Shrugging, Gideon replied, “He didn’t deign to inform me. He was in a heated rush though.” Grinning, he added, “That’s probably for the best, given your current appearance. What a mess.”

      Unimpressed by his comment, the disappearance of my husband and the reappearance of the monkey in my kitchen, I set the kettle on the stove and rubbed my hands over the heat emanating from the stovetop.

      “You’re going to keep the baby, right?” Gideon asked, his bright, brown eyes both fierce and imploring. “You did say you would, if the mother didn’t return.”

      I huffed at the reminder. “In that case, we’d best bathe the little beast first. I shan’t tolerate fleas in my home.”

      Gideon beamed at me. “I knew you had a heart somewhere under that sodden mess.”

      “Sh, don’t let anyone know my terrible secret,” I advised him while pouring some warmed water in a basin. As desperate as I was to shed my heavy, wet clothes, I decided there was no point in drying off only to be soaked by a protesting animal having its first bath ever.

      Kneeling on the rough stone slabs, I plucked the bundle of fur and bones from its place under the stove and unceremoniously dumped it into the basin, with Gideon hovering protectively over it.

      “You’re hurting it,” he yelled as the bit of fur protested my attempts to de-flea it.

      “It’s just a monkey,” I retorted, one hand holding it down while the other reached for a bar of soap.

      “It’s a baby!” he screamed.

      I stared at Gideon, all astonishment. His translucent form was quivering with emotion, his eyes burning with anguish as he watched the monkey struggle against my grip.

      “I’ll be gentle, Gids,” I said in a quiet voice and wiped soap suds away from its eyes. “I’ll take care of it.”

      He sniffed and said, “She.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a little girl monkey,” he clarified. “Not an it.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, mystified by his reaction. While we hadn’t been able to conceive a baby, he had never mentioned any interest in the matter, and that had satisfied me very well. Perhaps floating about as a ghost had meddled with his emotional state.

      “Done,” I said as I wrapped the mewling baby in a dishtowel and deposited her under the stove to finish drying.

      “She’s hungry,” Gideon stated, still eyeing me as if uncertain regarding my fitness to care for an animal.

      I flung up my hands. “What does the little beast eat? Milk? Bananas?”

      “I’m hardly in any position to answer that,” Gideon retorted.

      “And I am?”

      “You’re a woman, aren’t you?” he demanded. “Don’t women just know these things? Mother’s intuition and the like?”

      I stared at him, aghast. “I’m not its, or her, mother, Gideon. I wouldn’t know the first thing about caring for a human baby, never mind a monkey.”

      He harrumphed at this acknowledgement of my ignorance. “She’s very young, so try some milk.” He gestured to a glass jar on the counter, the contents of which were courtesy of the Hardinge’s cow.

      “Fine,” I muttered as I poured some into a small cup and squatted beside the hairy baby. Its dark brown eyes peered up at me, a mournful and disturbingly human expression on its little face. “Here, you little flea bag,” I said but gently as I held its head to the lip of the cup.

      Unsure as she was about my intentions or the manner in which to use a cup, the creature was hungry enough to overcome these limitations and managed to lick and slurp all the milk, after which she burped with great satisfaction and promptly fell asleep.

      “Satisfied?” I asked Gideon but my gaze remained on the little slumberer.

      “Very,” Gideon said. “Although Mr. Timmons might need to be informed regarding his wife’s deplorable maternal instincts.”

      “In the meantime, I am in need of dry clothes and a cup of tea,” I said, ignoring his derogatory although accurate description of my mothering skills. I wondered if I could transform as Lilly appeared to be doing. If so, such an alteration on my part would be the ultimate proof of the existence of magic. Then again, a certain condition of pregnancy would first need to occur. Thus far, I remained childless despite two marriages.

      This doleful series of thoughts led me to ponder Nelly’s fate and I couldn’t help but sniff, although from unshed tears or cold I couldn’t say.

      Gideon lowered himself to my level and whispered by my side, “I didn’t mean it, Bee. I’m sure you’ll make a stellar mother. Consider this as your opportunity to practice.”

      Despite the ludicrous notion, I failed to smile, which caused a certain degree of alarm on behalf of Gideon. “What is it?”

      “It’s Nelly,” I said and almost sobbed before chastising myself for such sentimentality. Still, my voice hitched as I explained what had happened.

      An uncharacteristic sobriety befell Gideon, and his arm twitched upward as if to embrace me before he realized the futility of the effort. “You should know though that if any creature could survive, it’s Nelly. That noisome nag has a propensity for surviving the impossible.”

      That elicited a smile from me, slight as it was, for the truth was that Nelly did have a habit of navigating the most difficult encounters unruffled and with nary a scratch.

      Before I could reply, the back door was flung open and Mr. Timmons arrived, all flustered. At the sight of me, he stomped across the kitchen, tracking mud across the stone slabs in the process, leaned over, grabbed me by the shoulders and hauled me upright. “You’re a sight and a sorry one at that,” he stormed.

      Astounded, I stared at him, barely able to maintain a grip on the shivering that now racked my frame. “Now what have I done?”

      In lieu of a response, he grasped me to him, unconcerned by the cold water that leaked from my clothes and onto his. “You’re alive,” he breathed into my ear.

      Gideon snorted, and I leaned away from Mr. Timmons. “I apologize if that offends you,” I said, somewhat tartly before detecting the lines of stress around his eyes. “What’s happened?”

      “Why haven’t you changed into dry clothes?” he demanded, refusing both to respond or to release his grip.

      “I had to bathe and feed a monkey,” I replied as if the answer was obvious.

      His distraction was such that he merely nodded without a trace of surprise or curiosity. “Lord Hardinge arrived here a couple hours ago, having seen Nelly being swept down the river. Fearing the worst, we raced along the riverbank and found the horse grazing not far from here.”

      “Nelly’s alive?” I asked, my mood shifting abruptly to relief.

      “Yes,” Mr. Timmons said with less enthusiasm.

      “I told you she’d be just fine,” Gideon said, although without any smugness.

      I squinted at him and said, “Ha! You had your doubts, didn’t you?”

      “Never,” he said while placing a hand over his heart, his expression aggrieved at the accusation. “I had absolute faith.”

      Before I could summon a suitable retort, Jonas entered the kitchen, his ragged clothes plastered to his small, wiry frame. “Why’s Nelly covered in serpent slime?” he demanded as he cast an accusatory stare in my direction.

      “Never mind the horse,” Mr. Timmons barked. “What happened to you?”

      Weary from all the delays to my much anticipated cup of tea and change of clothes, I flung up my hands and provided the briefest of descriptions: “We were crossing the bridge. It collapsed. Now may I be excused?”

      Mr. Timmons puffed out his cheeks. “How is it possible that an inoffensive walk transforms itself into trouble when you’re involved? And what’s this about serpent slime?”

      “Hold that thought,” I said, using my sweetest tone and most innocent of smiles, and maneuvered past him to the bedroom.

      When I returned several minutes later in a drier and warmer condition, I found him sitting at the table, two cups of tea set out, and his head in his hands as if he was contemplating how he had managed to marry the one woman destined to drive him to an early grave with all her misadventures.

      I sat beside him and wordlessly imbibed that elixir of heaven, that most noble of beverages, and gave fervent thanks to the powers that be for the existence of tea in my life. “It wasn’t my fault, you know,” I finally broke the silence.

      Mr. Timmons lifted his head from his hands, let his arms fall onto the table and sighed. “Of course not. What is Gideon doing down there, apart from invading our home and denying us privacy yet again?”

      I glanced over to the stove. On one side, Jonas leaned against the counter while stirring a pot of stew. On the other side, the ghost sat cross-legged. “He’s babysitting a monkey.”

      “We should name her,” Gideon declared.

      “And what should one name a monkey?” Mr. Timmons asked.

      Jonas couldn’t see or hear Gideon, but he caught the drift of the conversation. “Anything but Jonas,” Jonas said, his mirth as rich as the whiff of kerosene and hay that wafted from his position.

      “We most certainly should not,” I replied to Gideon.

      Both Gideon and Mr. Timmons looked at me with mirrored expressions of astonishment, while Jonas chuckled.

      “If you’re going to be keeping her, why ever wouldn’t you name her?” Mr. Timmons demanded.

      “Exactly!” Gideon exclaimed.

      “Really, Simon, you puzzle me exceedingly. Surely you can’t be serious,” I said, flustered by the thought of having to provide care for a baby of any species.

      “The mother never returned,” he pointed out, the calm logic in contrast to his earlier unhappy demeanor.

      “And she’s not likely to now,” Gideon whispered.

      “Oh yes, Miss Knight,” Jonas added, a mischievous twinkle glinting in his dark eyes. “Keeping a monkey, it’s very good practice for you.”

      “Speaking of monkeys, I believe we are invited to your dear aunt’s for early supper,” Mr. Timmons pointed out and hid his grin behind his teacup.

      “I should think the whole lot of you would be perfectly suited to living in a tree,” I cried. “How you torment me so.”

      “Shelby,” Gideon said. He glanced up at us. “I’ve always liked that name. Let’s call her Shelby.”

      Mr. Timmons tossed back his tea as if he were consuming a liquor and rose. “So be it. Beatrice, we should prepare to leave, particularly as the rain has subsided somewhat.”

      “Who’ll take care of Shelby while you’re away?” Gideon asked, his countenance one of perturbation.

      “Jonas will,” I said with finality.

      The man in question drew himself upright and reminded me by his piercing stare that he had been once upon a time a mighty warrior. “I will be driving the wagon,” he said with equal firmness. “Caring for babies is woman’s work.”

      “You can’t abandon her,” Gideon yelled as best he could while springing up, his head almost vanishing into the ceiling. He glowered at me. “She’s an orphan.”

      “Well, I can’t very well take her with me,” I said, stung by the indirect reminder of my own orphaned status.

      “Why ever not?” Mr. Timmons asked, smirking at me. “I think Shelby will fit in very well with your family.”

      Fuming, I was preparing a counterargument when I glimpsed Gideon’s desperate expression. Sighing, I capitulated and instead said, “Jonas, fetch me a basket at once. Shelby will be joining us for supper.”
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      By the time we set off, the rain had ceased, and the two wheels of the wagon miraculously refused to become mired down in the mud. Even though it was not much past six, the sun was beginning to set in a brief splash of red and orange hues. In the resulting coolness, the darkening sky was clear of clouds and a moon hung low before us, promising to provide ample light.

      Despite the lack of clouds, the dampness of the rain lingered and the moist air caused me to shiver to such an extent that Mr. Timmons wrapped a blanket about our shoulders and held me to his side while I gripped the baby basket on my lap. Closer than comfort dictated, a lion coughed its guttural call, and a hyena responded with a cackle, while the howl of a pack of wild savannah dogs echoed from afar. The grazers of the grasslands remained quiet as if knowing that the oncoming night belonged to the predators.

      I was glad I had the foresight to pack my bow and quiver, for my walking stick was only of use in close quarters. I’d had enough close encounters with large felines to admit I was happier handling them at a distance. Mr. Timmons’ energy flexed around us, as if preoccupied by the same notions.

      A shiver in the air attracted my attention. I gestured with my chin.

      “White ants,” Mr. Timmons murmured. At my puzzled expression, he added, “Termites. During the rains, they fly out of their nests to mate. In the morning, we shall find the ground littered with their wings.”

      In the hazy light, it seemed as if the earth was exhaling its breath. As I studied the shivering air, I could see silvery wings fluttering frantically, four wings per termite, their  tubular bodies squirming in anticipation of their brief but potent freedom from the ground. They swarmed forth in energetic columns from the clay chimneys jutting out of the ground. The chimneys were the only indication that there existed beneath us countless cavernous nests of the insects.

      “Oh my,” I whispered. “Surely we shall be inundated with termites at this rate.”

      Mr. Timmons chuckled softly. “Most of these will not be successful in tonight’s endeavor.”

      Even as he spoke, birds flung themselves at the swarms of insects, darting and dodging each other as they devoured the flying feast. The sun settled further beneath the horizon. There were a few brief moments during which day and night mingled, and bats and birds hunted together. Then the birds retreated, and the night was taken over by bats and termites, each species desperately seeking to succeed in its mission.

      Too soon, the spectacle of nature was replaced with the equally entertaining although perhaps slightly less intriguing spectacle of the Steward residence. Having heard the squeaking of one of our wagon wheels, my aunt had exited her home and was standing on the veranda, scowling at the termites that were attempting to enter the house, attracted by the light therein.

      “Blast these bugs,” she muttered before smiling broadly at us. “Welcome, Mr. and Mrs. Timmons.” The thrill of having triumphantly married both her daughter and me off within the space of a few months was still upon her. She pointedly ignored Jonas and welcomed us in.

      Lilly and Tiberius Elkhart were already seated beside a cozy fire. Wearied somewhat by her pregnant condition, Lilly didn’t rise to greet me but merely waved a limp hand. Tiberius however came before me. Unable to acknowledge our blood relation in public (to do so would evoke disrepute upon my deceased mother and our mutual father), he remained outwardly formal even as his eyes communicated his deepest affection for me.

      “Mrs. Timmons, are you well?” he asked.

      “Even if I weren’t,” I replied, smiling at his warmth and geniality, “I still would answer in the affirmative, for you never fail to uplift my spirits.”

      “What’s that in the basket?” Bobby demanded as he dashed forward.

      My nearly thirteen year old cousin was as obnoxious as he was nosy. I felt a strange sensation overtake me, for I desired to hide the monkey from the boy’s reach. A quick reflection on the matter produced an alarming realization: I was feeling protective of Shelby.

      Seeing my hesitation, Mr. Timmons responded on my behalf. “It’s nothing with which to concern yourself, boy.”

      His expression and firmness were such to dissuade even the likes of Bobby, and the boy scowled and retreated to the window. There he occupied himself with catching the termites that managed to wiggle their way through cracks in the shutters. His features set in a determined frown, he pulled off their wings one by one. I would’ve protested but I knew the termites would soon shed the wings without assistance. Besides, my objections would not have deterred him in the least from his morbid occupation. Even as I watched, more potential victims squirmed inside. If I listened closely, I could hear the insects batting themselves against the shutters and door, eager to reach the light within.

      “It’s horrid how the rains bring out these wretched bugs,” Mrs. Steward lamented. “How it consumes my delicate nerves.”

      By her tone and posture, I knew she was preparing to launch into a litany of complaints that would consume the next half hour at least.

      Perhaps having come to the same conclusion, Lilly rolled her sky-blue eyes and stood. She shook her head as if to show off her perfectly coiffed curls. “Where’s Father?” she asked and left the room before an answer could be provided, in search of the man who was presumably hiding in his office.

      “If it’s not the dust, it’s the rain and the roof!” Mrs. Steward said as she tossed up her arms, almost knocking a platter from the hands of Mary, her house help. “Every other night, there’s at least one leak from the roof if there isn’t three. Oh, Mr. Elkhart, you perhaps more than anyone can appreciate how I am tormented thus.”

      Her condemnation of the roof complete, she flounced to the sofa where my brother had remained. He shared a bemused and wordless exchange with Mr. Timmons who joined him there. I remained standing, wondering what I should do with the basket and how I could excuse myself from the room as neatly as Lilly had. Mary set the platter down on the zebra-damaged coffee table and poured us tea, before retreating to the kitchen.

      “It’s not so dreadful, Mrs. Steward,” Mr. Timmons said, a slyness in his tone as he picked up his cup. “After all, the wildebeests haven’t yet begun their migration.”

      Tiberius shook his head and covered his smile with a hand.

      “What do you mean by that, Mr. Timmons?” my aunt shrieked, preparing herself to fall into a fit of nerves from which she might not recover by dessert.

      “Only that great herds of the beasts, countless masses of them, will be pounding across this land, devouring all that is green, and churning whatever remains of grass and garden into mud. And the flies.” He nodded his head with a solemnity he didn’t feel. “One can barely breathe without ingesting them.”

      “Oh, what I must endure,” Mrs. Steward wailed as she waved a lavender-scented handkerchief before her face. “I am fraught with nerves, barely able to sustain myself, let alone a household that relies so utterly on me.”

      “Indeed, madam,” Mr. Timmons replied. “You are the epitome of martyrdom.”

      Mrs. Steward nodded her head in full agreement. “And that’s not the half of it, Mr. Timmons, not by a long shot. It is utterly horrendous what has happened as of late.”

      I wondered if she referred to the recent zombie disease, the Kerit attacks or the Nandi who were fighting the British troops. As she had little knowledge of, and even less interest in, such matters, I doubted she had much of consequence to relate to us.

      “And do sit down, Beatrice,” she snapped. “You lurking about is only aggravating my poor, spent nerves. I am utterly worn to the bone.”

      Tiberius lodged a cigarette in his mouth before he could laugh or suggest that her physical state was far from the one she described. Mr. Timmons’ broad shoulders shook with suppressed laughter, and I decided that the basket could be left near the door.

      “Don’t you wish to know what has befallen your aunt?” she continued, bestowing upon me an affronted and pained expression. “How terribly abused she is?”

      “Absolutely,” I said as I sat across from Mr. Timmons.

      “And spare no details,” my deplorable husband added.

      Requiring no further encouragement, Mrs. Steward inhaled deeply, her bosom heaving beneath her frilly purple dress, and began. “Well, can you not hazard a guess?”

      Already weary of the discourse, I said, “You found ant wings in the stew?”

      She paled at the image. “I should hope not,” she blustered.

      “The bridge leading to the Athi Plains was washed away,” Tiberius said. “It’s the third time in as many weeks.”

      “Which bridge?” Mrs. Steward asked and then waved her hand. “The one leading to town is sturdy enough and still standing, so this Athi bridge is of no consequence.”

      “Your niece was standing upon that bridge when it collapsed,” Mr. Timmons said, his eyes narrowed at my aunt’s lack of concern about anything that didn’t directly relate to her limited reality.

      Tiberius straightened and, sharply exhaling a puff of smoke, glanced between Mr. Timmons and myself, as if to verify that this was in fact an accurate report. Lilly, who had re-entered the room, said, “Truly, Bee, you have a knack for such misadventures.”

      “She has at that,” my husband grumbled.

      “And she’s still here among us, so it couldn’t have been serious,” Mrs. Steward replied.

      “There’s been an assassination attempt in Belgium on the Prince of Wales.”

      We all swiveled about to see Mr. Steward standing in the doorway between the living area and the bedrooms, a telegram in his hand.

      “That’s not it either,” Mrs. Steward huffed, clearly displeased with our inability to surmise the source of her distress. “To what are you referring, Mr. Steward?”

      The man didn’t so much as glance at his wife, for his gaze was fixed upon the slip of yellow paper which carried the fearsome message. “The future King of Great Britain, Prince Edward of Wales, was shot at by a certain despicable creature who goes by the name of Jean-Baptiste Sipido.”

      In the ensuing silence, I could hear the tapping of the termites flinging themselves against the window shutters. “Why ever would he commit such a travesty?” I asked.

      “It was in protest over the Boer war,” Mr. Steward explained, his face strained and weary as he sat at the dining table, as if too debilitated by the report to reach the sofa set.

      Mrs. Steward scoffed at the news. “There will always be those who don’t appreciate all that the British are doing for them. They would prefer savagery over civilization.”

      “I’m sure the Afrikaans have a different opinion of the situation,” I said and wished I could speak as mildly as Tiberius who remained unflustered by the turn of conversation. Perhaps his mixed ancestry, a scandalous blend of African and European, provided him a sanguine and reflective nature.

      “You say such things only to vex me,” Mrs. Steward said, thus dismissing my controversial remark. “At any rate, the assassination was thwarted, as is to be expected, so there’s no need to dwell on the matter any further. Do you realize that these people know nothing of making the bed?”

      We all stared at her in astonishment, wondering to whom she was referring. “The staff here,” she explained upon seeing our uncomprehending expressions. “They don’t appreciate how one must pull the stuffing from the mattresses periodically and let it dry out for hygiene. I had to spend the entire morning explaining and demonstrating how to make the beds. They would have been quite content to merely leave the mattresses as they were. We’d have been inundated with bugs and filth in no time.”

      She wagged a finger at me. “This is only one example of how we must attempt to enlighten these savage lands, Bee. You clearly have been far too sheltered from reality to appreciate all that must be done. Of course,” and she paused as she narrowed her eyes at me, “this is understandable given your lack of experience in such matters. It is a credit to both myself and your husband that we have so thoroughly protected you from the dangers of the world.”

      Mr. Timmons snorted, tea jetting from his nose, while Tiberius nearly bit his cigarette in half as he attempted to manage his mirth. Lilly pointed to the basket that was now shaking.

      “What’s that?” she demanded.

      Shelby took it upon herself to chatter softly and push at the blanket that was covering her.

      “What’s what?” Mrs. Steward demanded, her head swiveling on her plump neck until she too noticed the odd movements of the basket.

      “Nothing,” I hastily replied even as Mr. Timmons said, “A baby.”

      Mrs. Steward’s eyes lit up with hope of another grandchild even as she peered at me with a touch of confusion. Her terrible bed-related news quite forgotten, she asked, “Really? Whose baby?”

      “Ours.” Mr. Timmons grinned as he wiped tea from his face. “Would you like to see her?”

      The baby in question popped her head out of the basket and squealed, just a breath before Mrs. Steward shrieked.

      “Beatrice Timmons, what is that?” she cried out just as a heavy hand pounded against the front door. “Oh, my nerves cannot endure any more! Put it away. Put. It. Away!”

      The pounding continued.

      Whatever the state of her nerves, she rose to the occasion with remarkable determination and gestured to the door. “Mr. Steward, please enquire as to the reason any respectable person would be disturbing us at this time of day.”

      The door shook as someone banged on it again while Shelby wisely retreated under her blanket.

      Mr. Steward seemed to have no inclination to remove himself from his position at the table, and it could be the glass of pale liquid in his hands that encouraged him to remain thus. As the host was disinclined to answer the insistent knocking, Mr. Timmons took it upon himself. Gripping the door handle and directing a meaningful glance at Tiberius and myself to be prepared for any eventuality, he jerked the door open and stood back, preparing to attack if necessary.

      A flurry of winged termites distracted me momentarily. When I’d flicked a few of them off my hair and shoulders, I beheld a dismal sight. Leaning against the doorframe was a tattered figure of a man, naked apart from a red checkered fabric wrapped about his waist. His ribs protruded out of his side, and several bloody gashes covered his broad chest and arms.  Straggly blonde hair hung about his strained face, and his feet and legs were grimy with mud. Before any of us could react, the specter staggered forward and collapsed at Mr. Timmons’ feet.

      I stood up, my quivering knees betraying the sentiments that consumed me. Only one word could I utter: “Drew.”
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      It was again Mr. Timmons, that most resourceful of men, who responded with the greatest rapidity. Bending down, he retrieved the comatose form before him and pulled Drew toward the sofa on which I sat.

      “Lilly, fetch a blanket,” I ordered her as I stood to make space.

      “What is that?” Mrs. Steward shrieked. “Oh, Mr. Steward, we are in an uproar and yet you sit there, inconsiderate of what has befallen us. There’s a vagabond loose in the house!”

      “I hardly think so,” Tiberius murmured as he raised his eyes and fixed them on her face with a calm unconcern for her theatrics.

      I however was not so unaffected and found my temper greatly altered by her communication. “He is not a vagabond, madam.” I raised my voice to overcome her lamentations. “It’s Drew, my brother.”

      Lilly rushed forward holding a blanket that, with Mr. Timmons’ assistance, I promptly wrapped around Drew’s shivering body. Mrs. Steward however wasn’t finished. “I am all astonishment,” she gasped, even as she hastened to fetch clean rags and hot water from the kitchen. When she returned, she placed the items on the coffee table and demanded, “What sort of brother is this who runs about in a deplorable state of undress and covered in filth? My nerves, my precious nerves, can barely cope and now this. You should not be in the least bit surprised if I faint away.”

      “I really rather you would,” I muttered, even as I accepted the rags and began to clean Drew’s face.

      Before she could utter more condemnations, Mr. Steward appeared by her side and placed a restraining hand on her shoulder. “Perhaps, my dear, we should allow them space in order to assess what’s best to be done.”

      Mrs. Steward narrowed her eyes. “What’s best is for that young man to return whence he came. I realize my condemnatory words are ill suited to the occasion, and I am truly sorry for Beatrice as she had no hand in all that transpired during his upbringing. However, I fear for her happiness and wellbeing. He brings nothing but trouble. Mark my words.”

      Mr. Steward provided her with a pale and fatigued smile. “Consider them marked. Come along, Mrs. Steward, let us retreat, for it seems they are managing well enough without our interference.” So saying, he began to lead her away.

      “You should take him home,” Tiberius suggested, his voice soft, his eyes sharing my concern. “Call for my father. He’ll be able to assist you.”

      Mrs. Steward spun about at the doorway leading to the bedrooms. “Your father is here, Mr. Elkhart? Why did you not invite him to join us?”

      Tiberius and I exchanged a glance that communicated a sad but certain truth: Mrs. Steward hadn’t been, and should never be, informed of my familial relationship with Mr. Elkhart Senior, or else my mother’s name and therefore my own would be shamed within wider society. And of course there was the awkwardness that could arise if she should ever suspect him of being anything other than human.

      “He is not so inclined to social engagements,” Tiberius responded.

      Mrs. Steward nodded approvingly. “Social reservation is a sign of intellect and introspection. I should very much enjoy meeting your father on another occasion.” With that, she followed her husband away.

      I breathed out, grateful that we had the space to ourselves. Grasping at Mr. Timmons’ hand, I said, “Please, fetch Jonas, for we can’t tend to Drew here.” As he left to carry out my bidding, I gazed up at Lilly. “Please apologize to your mother for the interruption of her supper plans. I know how such abrupt alterations vex her so.”

      Lilly handed me another cloth to bind a deep slash on Drew’s arm. “Don’t concern yourself with that. She’ll recover her equanimity and if not, Tiberius has a remarkably agreeable way with her. She’ll calm down and may even regret her harsh words.”

      I didn’t voice my doubts on that outcome, but focused on binding the worst of Drew’s wounds. The rumble of the wagon alerted me before Mr. Timmons’ voice could that it was time to depart. The men carried Drew outside while Lilly and I lay out another blanket on the back of the wagon. I gave a hasty yet tender hug to my cousin, and we set off for home.

      I sat with Drew, his head cradled on my lap, and I couldn’t help but ponder Mrs. Steward’s words. My ire mellowed to disquiet for, spiteful though her words had been, was there not a trace of truth within her diatribe, given his wild tendencies and werewolf nature? Could he ever be trusted or would he always prefer the company of wild dogs and brain-devouring Kerit over humans?

      Once home, I settled Drew in the guest room while Mr. Timmons requested my father’s presence. Upon his arrival, I embraced him. “I apologize for disturbing you,” I said. “But Tiberius felt you could help us.”

      Father waved away my concern with a gentle elegance that called to mind his son. Indeed, the only differences in comportment and appearance were Tiberius’s coloring and youthful beauty. “Think nothing of it, my dear,” he said, “for I’m delighted as always to see you. If I can be of service to the living, so much the better.” Thus reassuring me, he went directly to the guest room and set to work while I paced about the living area, my agitation increasing by the minute.

      Sitting with a book in hand, Mr. Timmons wisely refrained from offering me solace. Instead he suggested, “Perhaps you should fetch clean clothes for our guest? He may be in need of some.”

      Grateful for the activity and for my husband’s comprehension that I was in no mood to be placated, I rummaged through Mr. Timmons’ clothes chest until I found suitable attire.

      When Father exited the room where Drew lay, he ushered me over and placed his hands upon my shoulders with such tenderness that I closed my eyes.

      “He will be fine, Beatrice,” Father said, his voice soft and warm.

      “Will he?” I demanded and tried to pull away from the embrace but failed. “Will any of us ever be fine? He runs around with wild beasts. He’s a werewolf!”

      Bemused, Father replied, “And I’m a vampire. What of it?”

      Abandoning my efforts to distance myself from his gentle energy, I stomped a foot in protest. “That’s different. You’re in control of it. But he is so unpredictable and always running toward trouble.”

      Mr. Timmons snorted at that, and I couldn’t notice with chagrin the irony of my statement. Hadn’t my husband pointed out a similar tendency in me? Father merely chuckled. “It seems to be a family trait,” he commented with some mirth.

      Before I could argue or defend myself, Drew called my name. Father nodded, indicating that I should go. “Be kind to him,” he advised.

      “Or at the very least, don’t hurt him too badly,” Mr. Timmons added, his snicker following me.

      “I’ll try to restrain myself,” I muttered.

      Bundling the clothes in my arms, I entered the guest room, closed the bedroom door behind me and leaned against it. Drew was sitting upright, much of his torso and arms covered in bandages. While he had certainly improved from an hour ago, weariness still lingered in his features, and a wariness hardened his gaze.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      He shrugged and refrained from responding. This only provoked me, for I blurted out, “Cilla’s gone, you know. And most likely will be married off in short order.”

      Drew’s head snapped up, and he stared at me, his intense gaze unnerving even though it was not much different from my own. His hands gripped the bedsheets in white-knuckled fists, his ragged and ill-kempt nails reminiscent of claws, and a dangerous tension settled about his jaw. In that moment, I regretted my haste in providing such disturbing news. Whatever had transpired during these past few weeks since the Kerit attack on Nairobi, it had certainly not gone well for him. I berated myself for not withholding the truth until he had regained his strength. Yet perversely I continued.

      “Well, what did you expect, Drew?” I said, my voice low and harsh. “That she would wait around forever for you? You ran off with a pack of murderous beasts.”

      Flinging aside the blanket, Drew sprang up and growled, his canines prominent in his open mouth. “The Kerit aren’t beasts.”

      “They decapitate people and devour their brains,” I countered as I thumped the clothes onto a chair. “How is that not beastly?”

      He shook his head, long, unwashed hair hanging about his face. “They were provoked. And I was leading them away, assisting them to return to their natural home.”

      I scoffed at that, even though I knew his words to be true. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” I said. “She’s gone, and it’s unlikely she will ever return.”

      Teeth grinding audibly, he stalked about the room, his hands clenching as if searching for something to grab onto and shred apart. His back and shoulders were tense, and I hadn’t appreciated how muscular he had become until then.

      “For the love of decency, put on a shirt,” I fumed as I tossed him the spare clothes.

      He flung the offering to one side and continued his pacing. While I wasn’t prone to nostalgia, a memory surfaced of a trip to the zoo with Mother when life had been simple and innocent. I’d noted, even as a child, how the monkeys and herbivores had seemed rather content with their lot; the carnivores however had had another sort of disposition, one of discontent and frustration, of hunger unappeased and a restlessness that no amount of movement within the confines of the concrete and metal cages could dissipate.

      That same description could easily be applied to Drew.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      He didn’t respond or cease his pacing, nor would he meet my gaze. As I had nothing more to say, I left the room a few minutes later, only to barely avoid walking through Gideon.

      “Where’s Shelby?” he demanded with disapprobation in his posture and tone as he floated before me.

      “Who?” I asked, my attention still consumed by the altercation with Drew.

      “The baby,” Gideon responded.

      “The baby,” I repeated. “What… The baby! Oh, goodness.”

      “You forgot the baby?” Gideon growled as he levitated to the ceiling, in all appearances like a wrathful angel. “You’re worse than Shelby’s first negligent mother! How does one forget a baby?”

      “I was somewhat distracted by the sight of my nearly dead brother,” I said, my face warmed by irritation and shame as I hastened to collect a riding cape.

      “Half-brother,” Gideon corrected, “and that’s hardly an adequate excuse.”

      Mr. Timmons glanced up as I dashed through the room. “Going for a ride at this hour?”

      “She forgot Shelby,” Gideon hissed. “Consider yourself forewarned, Mr. Timmons. This wife of yours is most neglectful.”

      “Indeed,” he replied with a disinterested mildness. “I have yet to be served a supper to replace the one we abandoned this evening.”

      “Precisely,” Gideon said. “She has developed a nasty habit of abandonment: first the supper, now the baby.”

      “It’s a monkey,” I said as I yanked on my boots and stomped to the door. “And fetch your own supper.”

      Gideon clucked. “Heartless.”

      “Try not to drown,” Mr. Timmons murmured.

      “Especially if you have Shelby with you,” Gideon added.

      “Good gracious,” I muttered and slammed the door with greater force than was strictly necessary.
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      Nelly made light and speedy work of the trip, else we might have arrived too late to save Mrs. Steward’s frazzled nerves from the trials and tribulations that could only result from a wild animal let loose in the house. Even before I stepped onto the veranda, I ceased breathing for a moment in anticipation of the shrill cry of a distressed woman, the shattering of dishes being dropped or tossed, and the general mayhem that ensued when a baby monkey interrupted a dinner party. The deceptively peaceful silence that instead greeted me only furthered my agitation to such an extent that I didn’t pause to knock but let myself in.

      The members of my extended family startled at my dramatic entrance and paused in masticating their food, forks held frozen above their dessert plates. Mrs. Steward bustled in from the kitchen, muttering invocations against Mary, the girl having absconded from her post by the stove. She too paused and peered over at me.

      “My word, Beatrice, your hair is in quite a state,” she exclaimed as she settled a dish of bread pudding onto the table. “I do hope you didn’t return with that madman in tow.”

      Mr. Steward clucked with something that hinted at disapproval, before busying himself with a study of his utensils. One of Tiberius’ finely shaped eyebrows rose and his mouth quirked with amusement even as he schooled his face into a semblance of mild inquisitiveness.

      “Did you wish to join us after all?” Lilly asked, not at all perturbed by my hasty and unannounced return.

      “Yes. No!” I blustered and snatched up the basket left by the door. My relief was short-lived for I could tell by the weight that the occupant was no longer residing therein. My eyes twitched as I scanned the room for any locations a baby simian might find more appealing than a cozy blanket. As I had no experiences with either babies or monkeys, my imagination was stretched and, given my line of work, that was an impressive feat.

      “Mrs. Timmons?” Tiberius murmured and, upon snagging my attention, tilted his head slightly toward the china cabinet. “Is there something perhaps missing?”

      “Oh my,” I breathed out as I caught sight of Shelby crouching atop the china cabinet, immediately behind my aunt who remained utterly unaware. “Yes, I believe there is,” I said as I dashed across the room.

      My motion only excited Mrs. Steward’s curiosity, for she spun about, ladle in hand. “Beatrice, this is really intolerable,” she said as she began waving the long metal utensil as if conducting an orchestra. Shelby watched the motion, transfixed by the flashes of light reflecting off the ladle’s round, shiny surface. “This is far too much commotion for a sedate family meal. You must decide if you are staying or not.”

      In response, Shelby leaped onto the ladle, unable to resist its lure. Mrs. Steward, alerted by the motion that something was amiss, glanced up and shrieked with such force that I was certain her nerves were in a state from which she wouldn’t soon be recovering. The monkey, equally astonished, leaped back onto the cabinet; not to be outdone, she squawked back and bounced on her little paws.

      Armed with nothing more than the ladle which she brandished about with impressive force, Mrs. Steward simultaneously squealed at her hairy opponent while castigating her husband for his inattentiveness. Meanwhile, Tiberius, Bobby and Mr. Steward were seated comfortably at the dining table, clearly enjoying the entertainment being provided alongside their dessert, while Lilly stood nearby and attempted to console her mother while avoiding being swatted.

      More screeching issued from the top of the cabinet. A quick glance reassured me that Shelby was unharmed. The little monkey wisely remained out of reach of Mrs. Steward.

      “Did you forget something, dear cousin?” Lilly asked, having succeeded in persuading her mother to abandon her battle.

      “You!” Mrs. Steward shrieked and pointed the ladle at me as if she could launch a projectile out of the rounded end. “You brought that demonic beast into my home.”

      “I’d hardly describe a baby monkey as demonic,” I said and marveled that I felt any inclination to defend Shelby. “A pox on Gideon and his newly acquired paternal sentiments,” I muttered to myself.

      Unable to tolerate any more tribulation, Mrs. Steward collapsed onto a chair, leaned an elbow on the dining table and settled her forehead against her hand, as if she could no longer support the weight of her own head. “We are in an uproar, and it is all your doing,” she huffed, her chubby features flushed with emotion and heat. “Out of the goodness of my tender heart, I took you in, a penniless, orphaned girl, and now this!” She waved her other arm around as if to encompass everything. “This is how I am repaid. Oh, my nerves! They are tattered beyond repair.”

      I didn’t point out that it was the firmness of my parents’ lawyer, not her tender heart, which had induced her to take me into her home. Instead, I pulled a chair from the dining table toward the china cabinet and stood on it. My chin barely reached the top of the cabinet, but I could see Shelby blinking at me, her little muzzle quivering and sniffing.

      “Care to join us for supper, Beatrice?” Mr. Steward asked me, the mildness of his voice doing little to disguise the amused quaver that hinted at suppressed laughter.

      While I was hungry, a glance at my enraged aunt dissuaded me from accepting the hospitality. “Another time perhaps. Could you pass me a potato?”

      Tiberius, also bemused by the scene and not as subtle about it as his father-in-law, speared a potato on a fork and passed it to Lilly who obliged me before continuing to stroke her mother’s trembling shoulders.

      “It is an astonishment to me how my delicate constitution has held up thus far, Lilly,” Mrs. Steward said with a sniff. “And you are the only one who seems to care for me and who sympathizes with all I have endured. It is nothing short of miraculous really that I have not collapsed under the weight of all these adversities.”

      Lilly cast a glance skyward as if requesting divine patience while she continued to make soothing noises. Meanwhile, Shelby was creeping toward the potato, blissfully unmindful of the upset she had caused.

      “Come on, you naughty simian,” I whispered.

      Shelby wrinkled her pale nose at me, one of her delicate and minuscule hands twitching over the potato, as if aware that this might be a trap. The soft pads of her fingers descended even as she studied me intently, her brown eyes unblinking. After a further sniff, she must have come to the conclusion that being trapped was worthwhile if one was provided such a handsome feast. She leaped onto the potato, gripping it with loving ferocity.

      “And that’s that,” I said, scooping up monkey and potato in my human hand while the metal hand twitched with my wolf energy.

      “Thank heavens that ordeal is over,” Mrs. Steward said as she allowed her head to loll over the back of the chair in a worthy impression of a near faint.

      Shelby chattered in agreement, little bits of potato smeared over her face.

      “Can I play with it?” Bobby demanded while inspecting his bowl for any remaining scraps of dessert.

      “No, you may not,” my aunt shouted before I could reply. “Beatrice, remove that flea-ridden thing from my house. I have been so terribly abused. Elephants destroy my garden, zebras pummel my coffee table, and now I cannot even find a sliver of peace at my own supper.”

      “Madam, I assure you that Shelby has no fleas,” I said, frowning at the impertinent suggestion, and made my way to the door. “Come on, Shelby, we know where we’re not wanted.”

      Tiberius escorted me to the door as my aunt was disinclined to do so and my uncle was bent over on the pretext of picking up a dropped handkerchief under the table while he silently laughed himself red in the face. Lilly remained standing behind her mother, her mouth pursed while her shoulders quavered with suppressed giggles.

      Once outside, my brother chuckled. “It certainly is a source of amusement if nothing else,” he murmured as he lit a cigarette.

      “Indeed,” I replied as I settled Shelby and the potato in the basket and covered both with the blanket.

      “It’s going to rain again,” he continued and gestured at the moon which was surrounded in a hazy halo.

      He exhaled a plume of smoke. The deep warmth of tobacco enveloped me, reminding me of my mother’s husband, a man who had believed me to be his daughter and whom I had referred to as father for most of my life.

      “Then I’d best be off,” I said as Shelby abandoned her meal, sprung up to my neck and clung there with admirable, if not annoying, tenacity.

      “It suits you,” Tiberius said, smiling softly.

      “What? Having a monkey clinging to me?” I demanded.

      He shook his head. “Having a baby in your arms.”

      I snorted even as I turned my flushed face away from him. “Really, Tiberius. That’s preposterous. I hardly think I’m suitable for such an occupation. In the first day of caring for this one, I neglected to feed her and I managed to forget her. If not for Gideon’s reminders, she’d surely be dead or trapped with Mrs. Steward. Truly, I don’t have a maternal fiber in my body.”

      Chuckling gently, he flicked spent ash into a muddy puddle. “So you say.”

      Unimpressed and unwilling to contemplate the possibility, I allowed my brother to assist me up onto Nelly. With the basket swinging off one arm, my walking stick clutched under the other, a monkey wrapped about my neck and Tiberius’ words echoing in my mind, I felt thoroughly off-balance.

      “Try to stay out of trouble,” he said, his caramel-colored features soft in the watery moonlight.

      “It’s not as if I go searching for it,” I replied with a sniff and a reproving glance at him.

      “All the same,” he said. “Do make the effort.”

      I tugged at the reins. “I’m riding on a possessed horse and carrying a baby monkey through lion-infested wild lands,” I said in bewilderment. “How is that searching for trouble?”

      “And therein lies the problem,” he replied, his smile widening, “for you see nothing odd about that statement.” So saying, he waved farewell and re-entered the house.
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      Mulling over his statement, I watched Tiberius enter the house. “I still don’t see what the fuss is,” I muttered and slapped Nelly’s neck.

      Snorting and flicking her tail, Nelly didn’t wait for instructions. In a flurry of moist air and dark blurs, we thundered away and arrived at our barn in the time it took me to suck in a few breaths.

      “And of course Jonas is absent,” I grumbled as I tugged off the saddle and dropped it at my feet. “As is common when there’s work to be done.” Tossing the bridle onto a bale of hay, I settled Nelly into her stall, providing her a handful of oats and a bucket of water, and stomped away.

      “And get back into your bed,” I said as I plucked Shelby off my shoulder and plunked her into the basket where the nibbled potato lay. She chattered her upset at me but I ignored her. “I take pity on a monkey, and now everyone’s blabbering about babies. Ludicrous. Well, I shall take great care in future when considering upon whom to bestow my compassion.”

      By the time I exited the barn, the wind had picked up force and moisture, and the moon was tucked behind gloomy clouds. Shivering at the drop in temperature, I turned toward the cottage when I saw a flicker of light off in the trees.

      “Who could that possibly be?” I wondered and then clucked at my insatiable curiosity. “I should really go straight home to a spot of tea and avoid even the hint of peril, as Mr. Timmons has requested of me. Not only will he be pleasantly surprised that I took heed of his wise counsel, but I shall doubly benefit by being safely tucked away during the downpour that’s sure to occur,” I informed Shelby who ignored my friendly attempts to engage in conversation.

      Staring after the light, I could almost taste the intrigue; it summoned me as a Siren does to the sailor. I sighed. “Or maybe not.”

      Perversely and contrary to common sense, I altered my direction, praying that Mr. Timmons would forgive me. Not even the prospect of a cup of tea could dissuade me from my course. I set out for the light that was bobbing ahead, hoping the rain would hold off long enough for me to investigate and return.

      “After all,” I reassured Shelby, “how much trouble could possibly be found only a stone’s throw from home?”

      As I approached the light, I could discern its source: a kerosene storm lantern hung from a low tree branch. Beneath its glow squatted Jonas, talking with great animation to the ground.

      How peculiar, I thought, curiosity overcoming my irritation at his absence when I needed assistance in the barn. Grass swished against me as I approached him, but his back was to me, and the rattling of leaves in the branches overhead masked the noise of my passage. I was almost by his side when he must have sensed a presence. He swung around and stood up, blocking my view.

      “Miss Knight, you shouldn’t be out and about,” he said with a scowl that did little to disguise his concern.

      “And you should be wearing the clothes I gave you,” I reprimanded him. “Why did we bother procuring you proper attire when you insist on wearing those threadbare rags? Goodness, you’ll catch your death in this chill, running about with not even a jacket.”

      “Yes, I’ll do that,” he said, not meeting my gaze. “My jacket. I’ll wear it next time.”

      The quickness of his response caused my eyes to narrow at him. “What are you doing out here?”

      “Nothing.” Perhaps if his eyes hadn’t shifted to the side and down, I might not have noticed his strange companion.

      “What is that, Jonas?” I demanded and stepped around him.

      I kneeled down and ignored the moisture that immediately began soaking through my skirt. All my attention was fixed on the little humanoid standing atop a flat rock. Its height was no greater than the length of my pinkie finger. I had only spotted it because I was searching for Jonas’ conversational partner and because the stone on which it stood was nearly white. An ant from a species that was considerably larger than normal stood to one side, seeming the size of a pony in comparison to the humanoid.

      “What is it?” I breathed out.

      Jonas squatted beside me, his knees remaining clean and dry, and I decided then and there that I would have to practice squatting more. My knees and lower legs were now benumbed while my skirt was certain to be filthy in addition to being damp. Still, it was a minor inconvenience given the discovery before me.

      Jonas scratched at the stubbly little curls on his head. “This is Zawadi, chief of the Abatwa who live in this area.”

      I leaned closer until my face was a few inches away from Zawadi. Squinting my eyes, I studied its energy. “A fairy of some sort,” I noted. “And a female. That’s uncommon, isn’t it? A woman chief?”

      Jonas shrugged. “They’re dwarf fairies. They do as they please.”

      “Where are they from?”

      “Central Africa.” When he saw me open my mouth to question him further, he added in a monotone, “And they ride the large ants, like this one. The Abatwa are usually gentle and friendly, unless you step on them, in which case they will send you to an early grave.”

      I sensed he was attempting to answer any and all questions I might ask in order to hasten my departure. “I shall consider myself forewarned,” I said, chuckling while marveling how anything that tiny could possibly be a menace.

      Jonas grunted and glanced around. “They may be small but they have powerful curses. Don’t underestimate them. It’s about to rain, Miss Knight. Maybe you should go inside?”

      I shook my head and continued to study Zawadi as intently as she studied me, her gaze unwavering. Her dark, lithe form would’ve easily been lost in the shadows of night had she not been standing atop the pale stone. She reminded me of sketches I’d seen of the Pygmies, a tribe of people living in the forests of equatorial Africa; her features were strikingly similar, but in miniature. She was dressed in the skin of a mouse, the rodent’s tail still attached and swinging behind her. She was not in the least intimidated by a being that was immensely bigger than her. I was utterly charmed and hoped I hadn’t inadvertently stepped on any of her tribe members.

      “She’s delightful,” I said and leaned back.

      “Humph,” was Jonas’ only response.

      “And what are you conversing about?” I inquired, unable to remove myself from the fascinating sight. I regretted not having my sketchpad with me and attempted to memorize every aspect of the Abatwa chief.

      Shifting slightly, Jonas scratched his head. “Me, I’m just talking.”

      Without studying his energy, I could feel his evasion. “Yes, I know you were just talking. What about?”

      Sighing and shaking his head, Jonas picked up a small twig nearby and began rubbing his teeth with it. I let him ponder his answer for I was in no hurry to depart. “Wanjiru,” he finally replied. “The Abatwa, they can find people and things.”

      “And have they found your daughter?” I asked, although it was a redundant question. If they had found her, Jonas surely wouldn’t be squatting here, cleaning his teeth.

      Jonas didn’t bother to provide a response at first but stood up and snapped the twig. “She is not to be found on the land.”

      I rose with a little less grace, my knees cold and stiff. “So then?”

      He turned to face me, his features grave. “Wanjiru is either hiding in a house of stone where the Abatwa can’t enter or she’s under the earth.”

      Unsure how to respond tactfully to that, I abandoned the effort and said, “If she’s under the earth, would that mean she’s deceased?”

      Jonas frowned. “No, that would be too easy.”

      I had to admire a man who held such sentiments regarding death. Before I could press him, he continued, “The dead go to the place in the sky where they are welcomed around a fire and served food. If Wanjiru is under the earth, it would mean that she is still alive but has been taken by Le-Eyo.”

      Zawadi hissed and leaped atop her ant while Jonas smacked his lips as if he’d eaten something sour.

      “And Le-Eyo is…?” I prompted, although I suspected I knew.

      Jonas squared his shoulders and frowned. “He is the God of Death.”

      I sighed. “Of course.”
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      “What sort of character is this Le-Eyo?” I asked as Jonas escorted me to the cottage, Zawadi and her ant having left us at the first mention of the god.

      “Deadly,” Jonas replied and spat to one side.

      “Given that he’s the God of Death, I should hope so,” I muttered as I swished my walking stick through a clump of tall grass that had somehow survived the combined assault of elephants, zebras and Nelly. “But is he a vindictive creature? Or is he amenable to negotiation?”

      Jonas snorted, yet I sensed an unease in the set of his shoulders and the tightening around his eyes. “Have you ever tried to negotiate with Death?”

      “Numerously,” I said. “The proof is that I’m still breathing.”

      With a shake of his head, Jonas said, “Miss Knight, maybe the English version of Death is a skeleton holding a farming implement, but our Death has muscles on his bones and walks among us with such familiarity that we know the color of his eyes.”

      “What color?”

      “Golden.” Jonas glanced at me. “Almost like yours. But brighter.”

      That gave me cause to pause. Did the Africans flinch away from gazing in my eyes because I was a colonialist or because my eyes reminded them of Death? Or was that one and the same? We reached the back door to the cottage, and I could see a kettle set on the stove. Despite that tempting vision, I didn’t enter straight away.

      “Tell me a story about him,” I asked.

      That startled Jonas and he stared at me as if trying to gauge how serious I was. When I didn’t make any movement to proceed inside, he relented. “The Maasai, they say that Le-Eyo was not always the God of Death. He was told by the Supreme God Ngai that he must say a prayer when a child dies. If he did so, the child would return to the land of the living.”

      Gazing up at the slightly obscured moon, Jonas rubbed the top of his head. “Yet Le-Eyo was selfish and in love with the moon. One night, when a child died that was not his own, Le-Eyo said a prayer for the moon to return instead, for he missed its light.” He shrugged. “This is the reason that when men die, they do not return, but when the moon dies, it comes back to life.”

      I was unimpressed. “He seems a disaster of a god if he can’t manage to follow one simple order. Because of his celestial mismanagement, the moon wanes and waxes, while we just wane.”

      Jonas grinned at that before sobering enough to warn me. “He may be incompetent at times but he can still be dangerous. He is not to be trifled with.”

      “That is understandable, given that he is the God of Death,” I said and then returned to the original point of the conversation. “So how do we discover if she is with Le-Eyo?”

      Jonas’ very being seemed to deflate as his head and shoulders drooped. “Oh, Miss Knight, it is not possible.”

      “Why ever not?” I demanded for the very concept of impossibility was, ironically, impossible for my nature to tolerate.

      “The entrance to the Underworld, it’s not so easy to find,” he admitted, his eyes downcast. “I have searched. The Abatwa have searched. Kam has—”

      “Yes, I believe I detect a pattern here: everyone has searched,” I interrupted his weary admission. “Perhaps I can ask Anansi when next I meet him.”

      Jonas peered up at me, both astounded and horrified. “You are meeting the Spider?”

      “Supposedly,” I said, hoping my face didn’t give away the true extent of my apprehension. I wasn’t particularly fond of spiders, and an elephant-sized arachnid was decidedly of greater concern. “He wants to meet me or so I’ve been told, but I’ve not seen hide nor hair of Kam, so I don’t know when, where or why.”

      On that dreary note, we parted ways, although it would be some time before I could settle my thoughts sufficiently to sleep. When I did, I beheld in my dreams house-sized ants and a laughing skeleton.
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      My spirits rose as the sun did, and I woke with greater confidence in the prospects of the day. Mr. Timmons grumbled about the early hour so I left him to his slumber, breakfasted with Shelby and wandered outside with the monkey in her basket. As I passed by the Hardinge household, the gardener reassured me that everyone seemed sufficiently awake to allow me to visit Lilly.

      I found her in the library, sitting by the fire, a book lying neglected in her lap as she stared out the window. From the doorway I observed her. Her midsection was beginning to protrude noticeably due to her condition, yet the radiant pregnancy-induced glow I expected to see was rather lacking. Instead, there was a weariness to her as if she could barely keep her head upright, and I wondered if perhaps she was suffering from the maladies of morning sickness which I’d been told plague some women.

      As I made my way into the room, Lilly glanced around at me and smiled, a wilted little movement of her lips. Hurrying to her side, lest she try to stand, I took the seat next to hers and grasped her hands. They were cold, far colder than the morning chill and dampness could explain.

      “Are you well?” I asked, almost breathless with concern. While we hadn’t been particularly affectionate with each other when we were children, I found myself greatly attached to my cousin since our arrival in Nairobi and I couldn’t bear for any ill to take hold of her.

      “Of course, I’m very much all right,” she insisted, although her gaze shifted away from mine.

      I squinted at her, wondering why she was lying. If it was merely the common issues of pregnancy, surely she would inform me? Her energy field seemed noticeably brighter and stronger; yet if that was so, how could she be so deflated herself? I studied the field further, sensing some oddity yet I was unable to pinpoint what it could be.

      “Stop squinting at me, Bee,” Lilly said with some irritation. “I’m fine.”

      “Why not call upon Dr. Ribeiro to attend to you?” I suggested.

      Lilly turned away slightly to stare out the window. Light gray clouds had drawn across the sky, casting everything in a silvery haze. “Does he have any experience in such matters?” she asked although without any real interest.

      “I’m not sure that we have much choice, given that he is the only doctor we have available to us,” I pointed out. “But I’m sure he’ll manage with his usual competence.”

      At that, she smiled with greater warmth and faced me. “That’s all true enough, but don’t remind my mother of it for she has once again taken up her complaints about our home and position here.”

      “Of course she has,” I said. “She needs some occupation with which to employ herself, and if it’s not a wedding, then it’s a complaint.”

      “What’s to complain about?” Father asked as he entered the room. He kept to the side farthest from the window, and I hastened to draw the curtains so he could join us by the fire. After grasping me to him with great tenderness and inquiring after everyone’s health, he sat with us.

      At that moment, Shelby popped out of her nest and scrambled to my side. Chattering, she clambered swiftly up my side and clung to my neck, shrieking at Father.

      “Animals tend not to enjoy my company,” he admitted.

      Chagrined at my ward’s behavior, I stated, “Well, I do enjoy it.” I scolded Shelby who settled against my neck and contented herself with the occasional soft hiss.

      Our conversation drifted to more pleasant matters. Father was in the midst of an entertaining story regarding a mermaid and a sailor when a loud and hostile voice interrupted him. We all gazed about, alarmed that such angry tones could be found in this house of all places.

      “I don’t much care for the attitude, girl,” Nurse Manton said, her raised voice clearer as she entered the corridor from another room. Her heavy steps approached our location. “I’ve asked you numerously to get to the chores, as the stableboy’s taken off to attend yet another funeral. How many grandmothers can that boy possibly need to bury? At any rate, with him gone, I need you to get out there and collect the eggs from the henhouse. And no excuses about it.”

      The solidly built woman marched past the doorway, her hair even more frizzled with the increased humidity the rains had brought. She didn’t notice us, so determined was she in escorting someone to the backdoor. That someone appeared immediately after, walking a few steps behind. I recognized the girl. It was Esther, the new maid who seemed incapable of speech beyond ‘Yes, ma’am’.

      After the two women had passed, I questioned Lilly on what had transpired.

      “The new girl’s afraid to go outside, and Nurse Manton believes she’s shirking her duties with some excuse,” she said with a disinterest that reminded me of the old Lilly.

      I turned to Father. “If she’s genuinely frightened, perhaps other arrangements should be made.”

      His smile soft and his gaze loving, Father patted my hand. “I shall inquire into the matter and see what can be done,” he promised. “If necessary, I’ll collect the eggs every night, so that Esther can be comfortable.”

      If I’d been the sentimental sort, I’m sure tears would have flowed from my eyes at witnessing his concern and consideration for another person with whom he had no connection, and a maid at that. Even still, I couldn’t prevent the happy sigh at having such a man as my father. In that state, I quite forgot the strangely bright energy surrounding Lilly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “I detest parties,” I complained.

      “Come now, it’s your birthday. Surely, a party will provide some amusement,” Mr. Timmons coaxed me as he escorted me through the garden and toward the Hardinge house. “After all, your aunt will be there and she should provide enough entertainment singlehandedly.”

      I glowered at him but begrudgingly acknowledged that it may indeed be as he described.

      “Especially if you let Shelby loose,” Gideon smirked as he appeared by my other side.

      “It’s bad enough for you to haunt her when you were alive,” Mr. Timmons remarked in a tone too mild for the circumstance. “But to do so after you died and she has remarried is the height of indecency.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” Gideon seemed to be in a suspiciously agreeable mood.

      “Am I to understand that you have nothing better to do than haunt us?” Mr. Timmons said with a hint of exasperation. I suspected he was far too engrossed in visions of monkeys bouncing from one guest’s head to the other to be incensed.

      “Of course I don’t,” Gideon said, all cheerfulness. “Death can be terribly boring, you know, and you people certainly aren’t.”

      “Dead or boring?” I queried.

      “Neither of the above,” he replied, grinning.

      “At any rate, I’m only making an appearance because my father arranged the party,” I clarified.

      After I’d implored him to use moderation, Father had relented his ambitions to throw a grand ball for me and instead had agreed to be satisfied with a dinner party. Given that I knew all the guests well enough, I felt that to be a tolerable compromise.

      Gideon chuckled. “That’s the spirit, love!” Before Mr. Timmons could scowl, the ghost faded away just as we entered the house.

      “We should be grateful he hasn’t yet developed poltergeist powers,” I said as I patted my husband’s arm. “I suspect he’s too mischievous not to use them.”

      Mr. Timmons shuddered with mock horror. “God save us all.”

      As we approached the entrance to the dining hall, I could hear Mrs. Steward’s strident voice.

      “It’s all well and good that she’s married,” my aunt declared. “Thank the heavens for that mercy, for else this wouldn’t be a party but a commiseration. To be a woman at her age and without a household of her own would have been catastrophic, really. In fact, it would be tantamount to perpetual spinsterhood. The likelihood of finding a man to marry a woman who is rapidly approaching the end of her third decade of life would be rather implausible.”

      “Mother,” I heard Lilly hiss as Mr. Timmons and I paused at the threshold to the room.

      “Well, it’s true, my dear Lilly,” Mrs. Steward continued, waving a glass of wine above her head as if it were a flag summoning the troops. “Not everyone can be blessed with your youth and beauty. And to find such an eligible match, particularly in such a backwater as this place! You should count your blessings, Lilly. As for your cousin…”

      Ignoring Mr. Steward’s attempt to interrupt her, she said, “She had little to recommend her. It’s nothing short of miraculous that Mr. Timmons conceded to the union. God bless that man.”

      Mr. Timmons snorted, his expression a peculiar blend of amusement and irritation. “That’s a first, her blessing me instead of insulting me,” he murmured as he tightened his grip on my human hand, stroking a thumb across my knuckles.

      “Mrs. Steward,” my uncle said with growing agitation, for he had observed us.

      “Despite all that, it’s still astonishing what she has resorted to,” Mrs. Steward stated, oblivious to our presence even as Lady Hardinge made a subtle gesture to her to cease, one that was blithely ignored. “It’s truly pathetic and indicates an unfulfilled longing for a child of her own. But alas, she may be too old or barren now, so she has instead adopted a monkey. A monkey! Mr. Steward, what have you to say about that, sir?”

      Mr. Steward, his eyes wide with dismay at his wife’s diatribe and with discomfort at our overhearing it, could only pretend to choke heartily on his drink while Tiberius attempted to comfort him with a few blows against his back.

      “I know what I’d say to that,” Gideon whispered in my ear. “I’d tell her to sod off.”

      “Gideon,” I admonished him under my breath just as Mr. Timmons cleared his throat loud enough to catch the attention of everyone already present.

      “I believe I have a thing or two to say about that,” he said, allowing a sharp edge into his tone. I was gratified that Mrs. Steward had enough sense and sensibility to blush as she turned toward us. “Unfortunately, none of the sentiments I wish to express are suitable for mixed company.” Bestowing a chilling smile upon Mrs. Steward, he added, “However, I might be tempted to make an exception.”

      “Here, here,” Gideon said, although only Mr. Timmons and I could hear his cheer.

      Meanwhile I wanted nothing more than to be anywhere else, even if that required me to melt into the floor and join Wanjiru with the God of Death. Mrs. Steward peered into her wine glass and Lilly smirked.

      “Oh, Miss Knight,” Dr. Ribeiro hailed me by wagging his head, his soft brown eyes lit with a joy that reassured me the party wouldn’t be a complete disaster. “I am so very interested in your adopted monkey. Is it being with your fine person?”

      “I should hope not!” Mrs. Steward huffed even as Gideon growled, “I should hope so. You haven’t forgotten her again, have you?”

      “Goodness,” I muttered and hastened into the room, determined not to admit how my aunt’s words had disturbed me. After giving my greetings to Lord and Lady Hardinge and noting with relief that Bobby had absconded to another quarter of the house where the Hardinge children were dining, I forced a smile and held up a basket.

      “My surrogate child is here, doctor,” I announced and experienced a rather savage cheerfulness, both disturbing and delicious, at witnessing my aunt blanch.

      “That is being very good,” Dr. Ribeiro gushed as he removed his felt hat, leaned over the basket and prodded the sleeping monkey with a slender finger. The only reaction was a twitch of Shelby’s long tail. “I am not having so much good fortune in my attempts to train apes.” He frowned before smiling. “It seems zebras and primates are being very different. I would be so very, very gratified if I may observe your efforts.”

      “Of course,” I answered.

      “But he might experiment on our precious Shelby,” Gideon howled in my ear.

      “Although I must admit I’m struggling to visualize what you would do with trained apes,” I said, ignoring Gideon’s fierce protestations. “Surely you wouldn’t use their services in your surgery?”

      “I could well imagine him attempting to do just that,” Gideon grumbled as Dr. Ribeiro reassured me that such a notion would be inappropriate.

      “But maybe they could be helping me in the recovery rooms,” the doctor added.

      “Mr. Elkhart Senior is delayed and has requested that we commence without him,” Lady Hardinge interrupted the conversation with a raised voice. She invited us to the table before Mrs. Steward could protest at the presence of a monkey or Mr. Timmons could exasperate the situation with a suitably inappropriate jest or Dr. Ribeiro could suggest we summon his zebra in order to compare the two animals.

      “Let’s,” Lilly hastily agreed, and we all sat as directed by our hostess who was very careful to separate Mrs. Steward from any source of aggravation. The result of such an arrangement ensured that my aunt was seated at the other end of the table from myself and my husband, and a full bottle of wine was placed at her disposal. This was mutually beneficial for all concerned, but I still took care to tuck Shelby’s basket under the table by my feet.

      Despite the awkward start to the dinner party, the conversation proceeded well enough, focused as it was on the weather which was usually a topic safe from conflict and contention. Comments were also provided regarding the delightful flavors of the meal. While Lilly seemed a bit wearied and noticeably bigger than the last time we’d met, her energy field was bright, unusually so. As I hadn’t had previous experience with studying the energy of pregnant women, I had to accept her reassurances that all was well.

      Given that it was my birthday party, I decided to allow myself the luxury of not holding onto any concern at all. Still, I couldn’t help wondering if Drew would make an appearance, for I hadn’t seen him since our disastrous conversation several days prior. He’d departed from the cottage shortly after. Had he returned to the Kerit pack? Or was he lurking near the house, building his resolve to enter and join us? With that expectation, I almost called out his name when I heard a door open midway through the first course. It was with some effort that I hid my disappointment when Father entered and was introduced.

      “You will be joining us then?” Mrs. Steward gushed at the man with whom she was now related through marriage, her face flushed. I glanced at the bottle near her glass and observed that the level of wine within was much diminished.

      Taking the seat beside me, he smiled with all the graciousness one would expect from a gentleman who possessed the persuasive powers of a vampire. “Alas, I have already partaken from an earlier engagement. I shall instead enjoy the discourse of such marvelous company.”

      Flattered, Mrs. Steward giggled while Mr. Timmons struggled not to choke on his food or whatever discourse he would’ve offered my aunt. Gideon meanwhile floated up from under the table. “Do you know, I believe that Shelby can not only see me but also hear me,” he announced to me with paternal pride.

      Before I could decide how to respond, the breaking of glass and the screaming of a woman interrupted all our pleasant and meaningless conversations. We were all astonishment, my aunt and uncle particularly as they were unaccustomed to such going-ons that might involve screams of terror and other such inconveniences.

      Lord Hardinge and the Elkhart men all rose but before they could endeavor to investigate, the new maid ran into the room, her duties forgotten as she blabbered incoherently.

      “What is it, Esther?” Lady Hardinge demanded while attempting to console the distraught young woman.

      Between hysteria and hyperventilating, Esther managed to blubber, “Giant talking monkey in the kitchen.”

      Mrs. Steward let out a huff. “What is it with monkeys and this estate?” she demanded as she flung down her serviette and took hold of her wine glass.

      “It talks?” Mr. Steward asked, an incredulous expression on his round face. There was also a spark of curiosity which I didn’t appreciate one bit. While curiosity and imagination were essential tools for a paranormal investigator such as myself, they only caused grief and confusion among the uninitiated.

      “She’s hysterical,” I said as I pushed myself away from the table. “She’s clearly imagining things now.”

      Before anyone could protest, I hurried out of the room, doing my best to ignore my husband’s exaggerated sigh of resignation as he joined Father and Lord Hardinge in following me.

      “There’s only one talking monkey with which I’m acquainted,” I muttered to them as we followed the corridor to the kitchen.

      “I’m astounded you know of any, madam,” Mr. Timmons said.

      “I’m gratified that I’ve been able to amaze you, sir,” I replied, my smirk quickly fading as I recalled the circumstances in which I had met this particular simian. “And it’s not actually a monkey but a chimpanzee.”

      “And where and when did this encounter occur?” Mr. Timmons demanded.

      I paused at the end of the corridor and faced him. “In West Africa, a few years ago. It was during that same trip when I first encountered Koki.” I gulped at even having to utter the name of my arch nemesis who unfortunately was a giant praying mantis with a penchant for decapitating her victims and holding a grudge for far longer than was polite.

      “Oh, yes, you might have mentioned that story,” Mr. Timmons said. “Wasn’t that when you cut off one of her legs?”

      “And people say vampires are bloodthirsty,” Father reflected, a touch of disapproval in his tone. “Humans do a far better job in that regard.”

      Lord Hardinge refrained from questioning or commenting, and I didn’t bother to reply as we entered a large, stonewalled kitchen. Its rounded ceiling reminded me of a church dome. A cooking fire in one corner provided heat and most of the light. Shiny pots and pans were hanging in an organized fashion from hooks above a stone counter. A broken glass dish was scattered across the center of the stone paved floor, and a man-sized chimp bounced in a corner.

      “Hello, Ngofariman,” I said, a certain degree of weariness evident in my tone; in fact, I bordered on despair. It was a sentiment that occurred whenever I was reminded of my inaugural venture into Africa and my first encounter with the she-demon Koki.

      Ngofariman grinned which amounted to his flabby lips pulling back to reveal mottled brown-and-cream gums and sharp canines.  His teeth clattered together, and he bounced around in a circle, hooting at a joke only he could comprehend. Upon sighting my companions, he stood upright. He was as tall as a man but much bulkier, his every limb corded with muscles that the dark fur couldn’t fully hide.

      “I’ve never met a talking monkey,” Father said, studying the animal with great interest.

      “Chimp,” I corrected as Ngofariman thumped a fist against a pot left on the counter. The metal caved in with a metallic clang.

      “Greetings, Miss Knight,” the chimp cackled.

      “How did you learn to talk?” Lord Hardinge asked, equally amazed.

      “Blessed by the gods,” I said, repeating the phrase that the chimp had uttered to me when we’d first met in Lagos.

      The chimp’s mischievous eyes glinted with shrewdness and cunning, which served to remind me that this was a creature not to be trusted. “Miss Knight remembers well,” he chattered. “Now remember your oath to Anansi.”

      If Koki terrified me with her bloodthirstiness, her husband the Spider intimidated me with his sheer size. I preferred insects small enough to fit under my boot where I could squash them into oblivion. “Technically, I never gave him an oath.”

      Ngofariman snarled at me. “He said you did, so you did. This is a summons. In three days, Kamalu will come for you. Do not fail to attend.”

      The chimp quirked his head, studying me to ensure I understood the solemnity of the occasion and the severity of the response should I fail to obey. Whatever he observed must have satisfied him, for with a cackle and a leap, he bounded through the outer door and disappeared into the night.
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      Ngofariman’s dramatic entrance and exit had thoroughly rattled any sense of comfort I’d achieved from the superficial dinner conversation. There wasn’t an opportunity to discuss the summons, for Mrs. Steward’s temperament wouldn’t allow us sufficient privacy. Having consumed some courage from her wine glass, my aunt flounced into the kitchen and demanded an interview with the offending monkey. While Lady Hardinge coaxed Esther to return to her duties, Mr. Timmons escorted Mrs. Steward to the table and fabricated a marvelous story about a monkey stealing a banana. While hardly astonishing, it provided amusement to those minds that could be so easily entertained and distracted.

      “Surely you won’t attend this meeting,” Father whispered to me as we returned to the dining room. “Isn’t Anansi a spider?”

      “Yes and yes,” I replied. “Given the height and girth of this particular spider, not to mention his position in the African paranormal society, it would be unwise to decline his request.”

      Before he could attempt to persuade me otherwise, we rejoined the party and nothing more of consequence could be discussed apart from the delightful bouquet of the wine (courtesy of Mrs. Steward, who had imbibed sufficient quantities to become an expert of sorts) and possible baby names (which interested me not at all). Both Father and Lord Hardinge attempted to communicate to me by non-verbal means their perturbation regarding the chimp’s message while Mr. Timmons maintained a suspiciously neutral expression throughout.

      Only when we had extracted ourselves from the party and were on our way home did my husband venture a remark. “I take it you intend to go then?”

      Pulling my shawl around my shoulders and lifting my chin, I replied without looking at him, “I don’t see how I have a choice in the matter.”

      Gideon appeared as he tended to do: at an inconvenient moment and without an invitation. “Of course you do,” he said, his energy buoyed by the disturbance caused by the chimp. “I was thinking we could sail away to Indochina. I’m sure there are no giant insects there. What say you?”

      Mr. Timmons said nothing at all, nor did he so much as glance toward the ghost who pirouetted around us before fading away. His silence disturbed me more than I dared admit. I’d expected him to protest, to insist he attend with me or some such argument. Yet the only sounds were the soft squashing of earth and leaves beneath our shoes, the shivering of branches above us, the distant calls of animals and the gurgling of a nearby stream. As we entered our cottage, he finally set aside his wordless disapproval along with his cape.

      Turning to me, Mr. Timmons grabbed my hands. “I know Kam most likely won’t permit me to join you on this escapade,” he said, his thumb trailing over my flesh-and-blood hand in a way that was pleasantly distracting.

      “No and it’s best you don’t,” I murmured. I refrained from adding how earnestly I wished circumstances were different, for such useless sentiments could provide no benefit and would only distress him further.

      He closed his eyes, inhaled deeply, held his breath a moment and said on the exhale, “Take Gideon.”

      “I heard my name,” Gideon said as he popped into view.

      Mr. Timmons continued, “I want him to accompany you.”

      “What am I, her pet poodle?” Gideon complained.

      Astonished, I stepped back to study Mr. Timmons, searching his expression. “You’re serious,” I gasped.

      “And why shouldn’t he be?” Gideon demanded in disingenuous outrage. “After all, I clearly am the logical choice for this mission.”

      “As I won’t be welcome, at least let this mischief maker prove himself useful for once,” Mr. Timmons explained, pulling me closer. “He can let me know if anything untoward occurs.”

      “Hm,” Gideon huffed. “I believe I’ve proved myself useful on numerous occasions. I can’t think of which ones at this moment, but I’m certain there’s a few.”

      “Are you sure, Simon?” I asked, leaning toward Mr. Timmons.

      “Of course he is,” Gideon said as he peered over the basket in which Shelby slept.

      Mr. Timmons chuckled without mirth. “Perhaps it’s best not to ask too many questions in this regard. I’d rather you’re with someone I can tolerably trust than alone with Kam whom I trust not at all.”

      Smiling so widely as to be practically beaming light, Gideon exclaimed, “Aw, you trust me. How rapturous! We’re practically family now.”

      Glancing at the ghost, Mr. Timmons scowled. “Let’s just say you are a mere step up the ladder from a storm spirit and a giant bug. That doesn’t mean I won’t drain you of every bit of energy if you allow anything to happen to my wife.”

      Still smiling, Gideon turned to me and whispered, “He trusts me. Isn’t that sweet?” With a laugh and a whistle, he faded away.
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      Three days pass with delirious rapidity when one is preparing oneself for possible ingestion by a giant arachnid. I couldn’t for the life of me imagine what Anansi could possibly want with me, and that created an alarming sensation in the pit of my stomach that could only be described as anxiety. Gideon’s apprehension lay in the conundrum of assigning an acceptable caregiver for Shelby.

      “Mr. Timmons is less than useless with babies,” Gideon grumbled to me after having harassed the gentleman for an entire morning over the finer details of caring for an infant simian. “I shudder to think what will become of any offspring the two of you might produce.”

      “As do I,” I retorted, although my reasons were quite different from his. I shuddered just visualizing myself in the awkward state that was the dream of so many women. How would I ride a flying horse or battle river snakes if I was thus encumbered?

      Then again, nature seemed of a similar mind for despite two marriages, I’d yet to succumb to the family condition. Given my predilection for perilous situations, perhaps that was all for the best. Or so I reassured myself. Having Shelby only highlighted how unsuitable I truly was for such an occupation.

      Fortunately, Kam had the good sense to arrive after breakfast, so I was in a tolerably optimistic mindset when thunder boomed and he appeared before us on the veranda, his impressive physique filling the doorway, his dark skin glowing in the watery light.

      Not one to waste breath on social niceties, Kam acknowledged Mr. Timmons with a glance before turning to me and saying, “Are you ready, Miss Knight?”

      I slurped the remaining dregs of tea from my cup and stood, my trepidation only evident in the white knuckled grip of my hand on my walking stick. Without a word to Kam and an all too brief embrace with Mr. Timmons, I led the way to the barn where Nelly waited. If Kam was aware of Gideon floating behind us, he said nothing at all.

      “Where to this time?” I asked as I settled myself in the saddle, wondering if we would find ourselves back in the bamboo forests around Mt. Kenya.

      Smiling enigmatically, Kam whispered into Nelly’s ear. Snorting loudly and flickering her ears, the horse reared upward and flung herself into the sky, nearly unseating me in the process.

      “Bloody beast,” I muttered, which were the same words I uttered on nearly every flight. Lightning snapped around me, and ozone stung my nostrils. I’d only just readjusted myself when we began a steep descent, landing on a pile of volcanic rock.

      “What a desolate place,” I said, glancing about. We were on a mountain of rocky rubble. Nelly pawed at the stones, her hooves sliding until they hit against a boulder under the scree. Further up the slope there were a few tufts of scrubby greenery which only accentuated the bleakness of the place.

      “Mt. Suswa,” Kam enlightened me as he appeared by my side. Of Gideon there was no indication.

      “We aren’t so far from Nairobi, are we?” I asked as I turned to take in the view.

      “No,” Kam replied with disinterest.

      “So why couldn’t Anansi meet us there?” I asked even as I smirked at the reaction of the townspeople upon viewing an elephant-sized spider.

      Kam peered down at me, one eyebrow raised at the audacity of the question. “Anansi is the summoner, not the summoned one.” He turned and strode up the hill. “He does not come to others. Others must come to him.”

      “Bloody lazy, if you ask me,” Gideon whispered by my side.

      Unsure if Kam could hear Gideon, I didn’t reply and focused on hiking up the slippery slope, grateful for my boots. Nelly followed as far as the scruffy greenbelt before shoving her nose into a shrub, grunting in satisfaction at locating something edible. The ground leveled off, the loose stones being replaced by a thin layer of soil. Ahead of us, the greenery thickened until up from the ground sprouted a clump of trees, the roots of which coiled around boulders in a bid to anchor their trunks against the steady wind.

      Without a pause, Kam pushed past branches and entered a path that wound steeply downward. “Take care, Miss Knight,” he warned. “The ground is rough.”

      Bemused by his concern for my wellbeing, I took care to hold onto branches as we navigated large rocks and thick bushes. Perceiving an opportunity for dialog, I commented, “I don’t comprehend your motivations. When first we met, you arranged for your lion nieces to attack me. Now you’re worried I might slip.”

      Kam raised his eyes and fixed them on my face with a calm unconcern. “They weren’t intending on eating you, just scaring you away.” He turned away as a smile lightened his features. “And besides, they don’t like white meat. It’s not very tasty.”

      His statement aroused my astonishment. Unsure if I should be offended, I demanded, “And you would know this from personal experience?”

      Ignoring the question, he said, “Even if it was edible, my nieces would never eat you, Miss Knight. Not all Europeans are as clever and brave. We rather like you, even if you are meddlesome.”

      After that unexpected and controversial praise, Kam’s taciturn nature reasserted itself for he said nothing more on the matter. The path ended shortly thereafter in a small, flat opening that was hemmed in on one side by the forested slope through which we had just descended, and on the other by a rock wall that matched the opposing slope in height. A cave opening consumed much of the wall. Boulders of various sizes littered the place and blocked my view of either end of the space in which we stood.  The patch of sky far above us seemed an inadequate source of light, and cool shadows dominated despite the lateness of the morning. There was an air about the place that bespoke of ancient secrets.

      “What is this place?” I inquired.

      “The Baboon Court,” Kam replied. “Every evening, the Baboon King leads his people down here and into the cave where they spend the night, as they have done for many generations. See how smooth and shiny the top of the boulders are?”

      Eyeing the evidence, I marveled at how polished the tops of the boulders were. “With no offense intended, I do hope we’ll be done here before they return,” I said, not at all enamored with baboons which were fearsome creatures with no manners at all.

      I peered into the cavernous maw before me and I doubted that even the brightest lantern could penetrate the endless darkness. “Are we to engage in spelunking? I haven’t any equipment that would be suitable for exploring caves, I’ll have you know.”

      Kam didn’t respond nor did he need to do so. My nose detected what my eyes could not: the tainted air of a musty attic that was cluttered with dust, cobwebs and dried-up insect husks. Even as I turned to fully face the cave’s entrance, I could hear something large dragging itself across rock.

      “Kam, were you sincere when you said you didn’t really want me eaten?” I asked as I stepped away from the cave entrance.

      Shrugging, he said, “More or less. Sometimes less.”

      Just as I contemplated what weapons tucked into my walking stick could be of use, a part of the darkness broke away from the cave’s interior. With a rumble of boulders, it shifted toward the light, revealing a spider as large as an elephant.
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      Despite having encountered the Trickster God on two other occasions, I was still awed by the sight of an arachnid that couldn’t fit under my boot. Covered in long, golden-tipped hairs, Anansi’s legs were at least twice my height when straightened; even now, crouched as he was, he loomed over me. Two black, glassy eyes, each as large as my head, stared out of a vaguely humanoid face. Below these two was a row of four, much smaller eyes. None of the six eyes staring at me so much as blinked. On the top of the head were two narrow eyes as if the creature was perpetually squinting up at whatever was on the ceiling.

      My lips twitched in a nervous smile until I remembered that smiles were a sign of aggression in the arachnid world. Then again, I had no cause for smiling at that point and wouldn’t until I was safely ensconced in my kitchen and preparing a pot of tea.

      Kam eased into a bow, and I followed his example. “Bwana Anansi,” he said to the accompaniment of thunder and a flash of lightning overhead.

      Anansi’s fangs twitched and clicked while a high-pitched, scratchy voice chirped, “Welcome, Kalu Akanu. Welcome, Miss Knight.”

      Restraining my socially engrained urge to smile, I nodded and remained silent. My walking stick seemed wholly inadequate before the eight-legged behemoth.

      Anansi settled his weight among the rocks, unfazed by the rough ground. Boulders were like pebbles to him. “Society dangerous,” he squeaked.

      While I had no doubt that all societies harbored dangerous elements, I found it rather extreme to generalize so broadly. When I remained silent, the Spider added, “Runal Society. Your Society.”

      “Ah,” I said as I focused on maintaining my mouth in a straight line. “I severed my association with the Society for Paranormals before my wedding. So you see, sir, I am no longer employed by the Society.”

      The eight-eyed head shuddered, an arachnid’s approximation of a head shake. “Prove.” Fangs clicked.

      Acutely aware of the proximity of those fangs to my mortal frame, I repressed the urge to sigh or protest. Instead, I glanced at Kam for support which was not forthcoming. The Lightning God was studying the shiny, smooth seat of the Baboon King. “How shall I do so, sir?” I asked.

      “Go to Lilly’s world.”

      His answer so befuddled me that I assumed I’d misheard him. “Which world?”

      “Lilly. World of Shadows.”

      “What world? Why Lilly?” But the words had only just stumbled out of my mouth when I realized he was referring to the world of Mrs. Cricket. “But she’s not there,” I spluttered even as I wondered if that was true. Had Lilly been traveling to that shadowy realm without informing anyone? Could that explain the exhaustion that I had assumed was due to her condition?

      “Need baby,” Anansi continued.

      Aghast, I could only wonder how I found myself in these sticky situations. “Well, get your own baby then,” I snapped, my temper diminishing my prudence and natural preference for survival.

      Kam flinched on my behalf but the Spider merely chortled. “Why problem?”

      “Because it’s her baby,” I huffed. “And I very much doubt my cousin will merrily hand over her child to you because you say you need it, even if that baby is half bat and develops the habit of sprouting wings at inconvenient moments.”

      Before Anansi could respond or bite me in two, a seductive and painfully familiar voice replied, “That baby is more powerful untrained than you’ll ever be.” Thus saying, Koki sauntered out from the darkness of the cave and stood by her husband’s side, her blue-black skin glowing in the pale light.

      “Oh, this just gets better,” Gideon whispered into my tattered right ear. “I’ll distract her while you run.”

      While I doubted the Mantis and the Spider would be distracted or dissuaded by a ghost, assuming they could even see him, I was touched by the earnestness of his offer. But even if he could assist me, I wouldn’t make it half way up the slope before Koki transformed into her insect form and decapitated me or chopped off a limb. I was consumed by a contrariety of emotions: alongside the habitual terror she invoked in me was a desire, unseemly in its bloodthirstiness, to exact revenge for my lost hand.

      Koki smirked, having seen my poorly disguised agitation induced by her presence. The West African she-demon presented me with a mocking bow before straightening. She was as tall as Kam and just as stunning. Unlike Yawa, Koki preferred to wear richly textured fabric that covered her from shoulders to ankles and yet emphasized her womanly graces to great effect. Her shortly cropped hair didn’t detract one jot or tittle from her charm although her beauty was of the fatally seductive variety; she could effortlessly lure unwary men into death’s embrace. Even women were not spared for she wove an alluring tale of power and emancipation that could win over any heart weary of the socially enforced limitations assigned to the female form.

      As I reminded myself to breathe, her scent tickled my olfactory senses: a mixture of freshly cut grass and a rich, flowery perfume. Absent was the off-putting element of slightly rancid meat.

      Perhaps she hasn’t murdered anyone recently, I mused as I felt the captivating pull of her eyes. Only Gideon’s incessant chatter, urging me to depart with haste, broke the trance before it could take hold. The meaning of her words sank through my inner turbulence and I fully awoke to the dire situation in which Lilly’s unborn child resided.

      “How do you know anything about Lilly?” I asked, shaking my head to clear the confusion of thoughts and emotions.

      “We’ve seen the babe,” Koki purred as she leaned against one of Anansi’s legs and stroked the long hairs. “A girl child who has inherited all the powers that both parents carry, and more.”

      “But Lilly isn’t a paranormal…” I protested before I broke off as I realized to what she was referring. “Ah, yes. When Mrs. Cricket possessed Lilly, there was a transfer of some sort. Oh! The extra energy in Lilly’s field. It’s the baby’s. Of course.”

      Koki gestured with one hand for me to hasten as if she wearied of my prolonged mental meandering to the truth. Anansi hissed, “Yes. Power. Need.”

      “Well, you can’t have her,” I said, startling Kam and Gideon who both wore matching expressions of incredulity at my audacity. “The promise that I actually never made was between you and me. So you’ll have to be satisfied with whatever I’m capable of doing, for I shan’t involve Lilly or her baby.”

      The Spider lurched forward while Koki flung her head back, her laugh echoing around us. “You?” she said with a disdainful sneer. “Oh, Miss Knight, you think far too highly of yourself to believe that you are of any use to us.”

      “I’ve been in the World of Shadows, so why can’t I take her place?” I demanded, too distraught over the risk to Lilly and my unborn niece to take offense at the slight made against my abilities. “What can an unborn baby do that I can’t?”

      “While Lilly is pregnant, she can access the baby’s powers,” Koki said.

      “And what would you have her do?” I pressed her.

      Koki sighed and shook her head as if the answer would be far too complicated for the likes of me to comprehend. Instead, Anansi said, “Summon Liongo.”

      Kam’s sharp inhalation alerted me to a possible issue with that statement. I glanced at him but his gaze was fixed on the Spider. “Is that possible?” he asked, his shoulders tense, his eyes narrowed.

      Scoffing, Koki replied, “If it were not, we wouldn’t be conversing on the matter. Perhaps you should trot back up the hill and toss some raindrops around while we conclude our business.”

      His features resuming their characteristic neutrality, Kam replied with forced calm, “Take care, Mantis, for my raindrops have a charge to them that is electrifying.” His gravelly voice reminded me of thunder.

      “Enough,” Anansi clicked and squeaked as his pincers clacked against each other. “No division allowed. Weakens us. Can’t afford. Traitors side with Society.”

      “Traitors? You mean African paranormals are working for the Society?” I asked. If that were true, I could appreciate Anansi’s concern over any discord which would enfeeble whatever measures he was planning to launch in defense of his continent. Perhaps Prof Runal’s activities during his recent visit to East Africa had included securing the loyalties of collaborators.

      “Yes, yes,” Koki said in a soothing tone as she stroked the bristles above Anansi’s pincers. “There are traitors but they shall all receive a fitting recompense for their treachery. Heads will roll.” She smirked, her eyes glittering with the prospect.

      “Yes,” her husband hissed. “Death to traitors.”

      “I can now appreciate why these two are married,” Gideon whispered beside me. “Quite a couple.”

      “Yes, delightful,” I murmured. “So, who is Liongo?”

      The question distracted the jubilant couple from their contemplation of all the decapitations and dismemberments they would perform, but it was Kam who answered. “He was a famous poet—”

      “A poet?” I interrupted him, unable to disguise my incredulity or my condescension. “This seems like an awful lot of bother just to retrieve a mere poet.”

      Someone hissed — possibly Anansi, although Koki didn’t seem impressed by my response either — and Kam peered down at me, his eyes flashing a dark warning. “His words had supernatural sway over the minds and hearts of all who heard him.”

      “Ah,” I replied. “Highly charismatic individuals are able to influence the energy fields of those around them.”

      “Indeed, as you well know,” Kam said. I frowned at the reference to my husbands, both of whom could manipulate the energy or emotions of others in some manner. “In addition to his verbal power, he was a strong and formidable warrior, gifted with a bow. He was a critical ally of Anansi and an upholder of our Law who maintained watch over the eastern shores.”

      I’d heard of the Law previously. From what I could fathom, it was analogous to the Society’s Mandates that protected its secrecy and provided a certain degree of order. “Was?”

      “He was killed several centuries ago,” Kam continued.

      “If Lilly can bring back the dead, maybe she can bring me back as well,” Gideon said, his eyes wide in anticipation.

      “I hope not,” I said.

      Frowning at my denial, Kam said, “No, he really was killed. I witnessed it.”

      “Of course,” I hastened to reassure the puzzled storm spirit. “And now you want to summon him back. Whatever happened to rest in peace?”

      “He’s not in pieces,” Koki retorted. “We took excellent care of his corpse.”

      “Ask them if anyone can come back,” Gideon insisted as he floated before me and waved his hands to distract me.

      “What about other dead people?” I asked. “Can they be brought back?”

      Now it was Koki’s turn to frown. “This isn’t a charity, Miss Knight. We’re certainly not going to go around resurrecting everyone and their mother.”

      “I don’t want my mother resurrected,” Gideon said.

      “But is it possible?” I insisted as Gideon flapped about in anticipation.

      “No,” Koki said as she eyed me. “Liongo’s body was carefully preserved. In the eventuality that we found a willing sorcerer with sufficient power to perform the operation, we would have available his mortal vessel.”

      “I see.” Pausing, I glanced at Kam who seemed preoccupied. Nearby, Gideon was sulking at the unfavorable response. “In any case, I don’t believe Lilly is in a condition to assist you, nor will her family allow it.”

      Anansi screeched while Koki chuckled and said, “They may not have a choice in the matter.”

      Briefly closing my eyes, I steeled myself for what I was about to propose. While I wanted nothing to do with their politics, I couldn’t sanction these oversized insects to use my cousin for this or any purpose. Resolved, I fixed a firm stare on two of the Spider’s eight eyes. “You shall have to be satisfied with me.”

      Koki stepped forward, her tall, lithe form casting a shadow over me. “Let us be clear on the matter,” she purred. “Liongo will be summoned, one way or another. If you are unable, then we shall encourage Lilly to assist us.”

      I was under no delusion what form the encouragement would take. “I’ll manage somehow.”

      “Indeed you shall,” Koki said, leering at me.

      “Koki, train her,” Anansi said, his high-pitched voice scratching against my nerves. “Train Miss Knight.”

      “Won’t that be delicious,” she replied as she licked her lips.

      “He can’t be serious?” Gideon demanded.

      “Yes,” Anansi hissed. “Serious.”

      “I think he can see me,” Gideon said as he skulked behind me.

      “If fail, I come to Nairobi,” Anansi added. “I come for Lilly.”

      That promise informed me of the truth more than the entire conversation had. If Anansi was willing to travel to Nairobi to see Lilly, then the situation was dire and her role in it was critical. Koki’s gloating expression, Anansi’s unblinking gaze and Kam’s determined nonchalance couldn’t disguise the sense of expectation they were all experiencing.

      Despite my reservations, I stared up at Anansi. “I won’t fail.”
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      Saving Lilly from the ordeal of interacting with Koki and of entering Mrs. Cricket’s world — the World of Shadows — had unfortunate, albeit intriguing, consequences for me, I mused. It would embroil me in the tussle between the Society and the Law for geopolitical dominance. By assisting Anansi to raise up an unknown paranormal from the dead, I would be pitted against my former employer. Worse yet, I’d have to train with Koki. The mere idea of voluntarily spending time in her presence disturbed me to my core. That we would be collaborating was deeply repugnant.

      These considerations consumed me as I followed Kam up the forested hillside and down the rocky slope of the mountain to where Nelly dozed. He didn’t pause once, and I suffered from the speed at which he moved over the treacherous terrain.

      “What is the nature of Liongo?” I asked, hoping he might slow his pace in order to answer. “Is he a good sort?”

      Kam widened his strides.

      I attempted another approach. “What was the cause of his demise?”

      His only response was a twitch of his shoulders. All he provided me was the view of his tense back and his restless hands clenching and unclenching with every step. His evident perturbation only added to my own disquiet. What about Liongo bothered Kam, apart from the minor detail of being dead? Despite my best efforts, I received no answer, and we parted ways without a word.

      Thus I arrived at the cottage, flustered, unsure what I should do and sensing that in fact I had no choice. Mr. Timmons being absent, I resolved to visit Lilly, if for no other reason than to assure myself that she wasn’t venturing into Mrs. Cricket’s world. Yet how had Anansi detected her baby’s powers, if not through that dark and ephemeral place?

      I found Lilly lounging on a couch on the veranda outside her room. It was a pleasant situation, shaded from the elements and yet open to the cool, sweet-scented breeze, the songs of birds and insects, the rustle of leaves and the swish of grass. Despite the delightful view of the savannah afforded by the veranda, Lilly seemed disinterested and devoid of her characteristic vibrancy. She didn’t so much as stir when I approached her chair, and I assumed she was asleep. Only as I turned to go, my purpose frustrated, did she call out to me.

      “Stay.”

      Relieved to find a companion with whom to share my uneasiness, I sank into a canvas camping chair and eyed her feet that were propped upon a cushion. I was struck by their paleness and squinted. Her energy field was robust, far more vibrant than I’d ever seen it, and I could only marvel at it. Then a quaint notion struck me: was the baby producing the increased energy?

      “Are they swollen?” Lilly asked, peering at me through slitted eyes. “I can’t abide such grotesqueness.”

      “No, they seem perfectly petite,” I reassured her and refrained from mentioning the enhanced vigor of her energy. “I visited Anansi today.”

      “That overgrown bug?” she asked in a disinterested tone.

      “Yes, and Koki was there.”

      This spurred her into a semi-upright slouch. “Well, I am relieved she didn’t devour another hand.”

      “Indeed,” I said. “It would pose a grave inconvenience, for my metal hand isn’t particularly adept at holding my teacup. I have quite a collection of cracked and chipped cups.”

      “Oh, the horror,” Lilly drawled. “What did they want?”

      Studying her profile, I replied, “Your baby.”

      In one motion, Lilly sat fully upright and swung her legs off the couch to face me. “They what?” Her eyes sparkled with outrage.

      “Well, I’m pleased to see I have your attention,” I said and explained what I’d learned during the morning’s meeting.

      “Why should we be involved?” Lilly asked, pouting. “We’ve nothing to do with any of this.”

      “They disagree,” I said. “As far as they are concerned and unless we prove otherwise, we are the Society, even if we’re not part of its machinations. I fear if we don’t assist Anansi in his crusade to destroy the Society, we could be next. Regardless of our sentiments on the matter, it seems we are to be embroiled in this conflict.”

      “When does this training commence?”

      The wolf energy in my hand brightened. I mentally scolded it and ordered it to remain where it was. “She’ll be here in a day or two.”

      We sat in silence, each mulling over what it could all mean and how to respond.  A small red bird landed on the nearby side table, searching the tea platter for any crumbs that may have remained from a recently devoured scone. Its tiny beak pinged against the metal.

      Clearing my throat, I said with some delicacy, “I would very much like to know if you’ve been dilly dallying in Mrs. Cricket’s world.”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with you,” Lilly said with an offended sniff.

      “Oh, Lilly,” I groaned. “You have, haven’t you?”

      “I see her there,” Lilly whispered, leaning toward me, one hand on her belly. “Bee, she’s marvelous.”

      “Who?” I demanded, for she couldn’t be describing Mrs. Cricket as marvelous. Macabre, yes. Then again, Mrs. Cricket’s energy had been drained by Mr. Timmons, so it was unlikely that Lilly had encountered the evil woman.

      “My daughter,” Lilly replied, her smile suffused with awe. “That’s how I first discovered I was with child.”

      Remembering the entity I’d encountered there a few days ago and how familiar its features had seemed, I asked, “She wouldn’t happen to look like you?”

      “And what’s wrong with the way I look?”

      “Nothing, of course,” I hastily said.

      “I should hope not,” she huffed.

      “But whatever induced you to enter there in the first place?” I asked, appalled at her disregard for the inherent dangers of the World of Shadows.

      “Why should you have all the fun, Bee?” she asked, her pout returning. The expression reminded me of Lilly when she was younger and had thought only of the present moment and what jolly diversions it might provide her.

      “That place isn’t fun, Lilly,” I said, wanting to shake some sense into her. “We really don’t know anything about it.”

      “Speak for yourself,” she retorted. “Grace is teaching me—”

      “Grace?”

      “My daughter,” she said, her smile beatific as her hands stroked her midsection. “She’s already learned everything Mrs. Cricket ever knew. My clever girl.”

      “Really,” I said, my stomach convulsing around whatever I’d had for breakfast.

      “Yes,” she replied with maternal pride, “and even though I asked her not to, she’s gone off to explore even further.”

      “Your child’s manners are atrocious,” Gideon whispered as he appeared before us.

      “She’s not even born,” I protested.

      Gideon clucked in mock disapproval. “That’s a terrible excuse.”

      “And how would you know?” Lilly asked as she narrowed her eyes at him.

      “You can see him?” I asked and frowned at the rhetorical nature of the question. “Of course you can, but since when?”

      “Since Grace appeared,” Gideon replied for her.

      “You always were a troublemaker,” Lilly grumbled.

      “Well, I’m not the one getting absorbed by that place,” he replied, grinning. “If you don’t take care, you’ll turn out just like Mrs. Cricket except without an impressive automaton to possess.”

      “Do you have anything useful to say?” Lilly asked, clearly not expecting a response for she angled her back to Gideon.

      Still grinning, he ensured he had the last word. Before vanishing, he declared, “Only that Koki has found a passage into the World of Shadows. As we speak, she’s attempting to enter in order to search for Grace.”

      With a salute and a chortle, he sank into the ground.
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      As alarming as Gideon’s pronouncement was, more perturbing was Lilly’s reaction. I’d anticipated a certain maternal concern and a flurry of nerves with perhaps an outpouring of tears. Instead, Lilly lay back and closed her eyes.

      “Lilly, I realize you must be terribly distraught,” I ventured.

      “Not now, Beatrice,” she said, her eyes flickering under her lids.

      “Surely,” I began.

      A cry issued from her cherub lips. She sat up and scowled. “Beatrice, I’m trying to sleep.”

      “Your ability to sleep under any circumstance is highly commendable,” I said, my eyes widening, “but surely you would want to share this news with Tiberius. Perhaps we can track down that godly miscreant Kam and discover a way to hide Grace.”

      Her lips pursed, and an eyebrow arched primly, Lilly stared at me. “I intend to enter the World of Shadows and track down Koki myself, assuming she’s there.”

      Unnerved by both her intentions and her steely gaze, I said, “And then what?”

      Her response was to settle back into a pillow and place her hands over her midsection.

      “Lilly, and then what?” I insisted.

      With a satisfied smile that was far too angelic for her next statement, she closed her eyes and replied, “Grace and I shall remove her from our lives.”

      Impressed by her bloodthirsty sentiments and skeptical about her ability to carry out her murderous ambition, I said, “While I applaud your motivation to protect your offspring and to rid us all of that foul demon, there is the small matter of her husband who might not appreciate the premature demise of his wife.”

      Then again, when I’d admitted to Anansi that I had cut off one of the Mantis’ legs, his reaction was to laugh. The experience had confirmed my already abysmal opinion of talking insects. However, loss of limb was slightly more tolerable than loss of life, and the Spider might respond differently should we manage to squash his wife. Could we really afford to offend one of the most powerful beings on the continent?

      “Lilly, did you hear me?” I insisted.

      No further comment was forthcoming from her, and she ignored my protests and words of great wisdom. After a few minutes, I abandoned my efforts and searched for Tiberius, but he was with Mr. Timmons and Lord Hardinge at a meeting with Crown officials to discuss the railway project. Father was in such deep slumber that my gentle and not-so-gentle nudges did little more than to cause him to frown in his sleep. I could only hope that Koki had failed to enter the World of Shadows.

      Restless, I left the mansion and set off for the barn where I found Jonas conversing with Nelly. The little brown nag was doing a fine job maintaining a semblance of interest in whatever he had to say. I suspected her attentiveness would wane considerably once she’d consumed the contents of the bag hanging around her muzzle.

      “What could possibly interest that horse apart from food?” I asked as I entered the barn.

      I was gratified by the startled expression on Jonas’ wrinkled face as he spun about. More often than not, it was he who managed to sneak up behind me. As he spluttered a response, I spotted Zawadi sitting between Nelly’s ears. “Ah, that makes more sense. I thought the Abatwa didn’t enter buildings?”

      Disgruntled, Jonas slouched and kicked his bare foot onto the dirt floor. “They only avoid those with stone floors,” he grouched, his tone accusing me of all the evil caused by building homes with stone underfoot. “You be wanting Nelly, Miss Knight?”

      Without waiting for my response, he set about saddling my horse. For her part, Nelly eyed me, her stare reproachful, and the speed of her chewing increased. Zawadi waved at me.

      “Indeed,” I replied as I waved in return. “I think I shall visit Dr. Ribeiro’s new clinic.”

      Jonas peered over Nelly’s back, his eyes narrowed at me.

      “Did you hear that he received sixteen acres for services rendered to the Crown and colony?” I continued, seeking to provoke Jonas into conversation. I was not disappointed.

      Frowning, he demanded, “And did the British make the land themselves? Where is this gift coming from?” Before I could respond, he muttered, “Your queen, she is not so generous for she gives what isn’t hers to give.”

      Smirking, I acknowledged his point. “Be that as it may, Dr. Ribeiro has a parcel of land and is building a new clinic.”

      It was Jonas’ turn to gloat. “Do you know who is helping him?”

      When I admitted my ignorance, Jonas refrained from enlightening me. The twinkle in his eyes and the smugness of his smile only added to my suspicion that I might not be overly thrilled with the answer.

      A few minutes later, Nelly carried two passengers, for Zawadi remained on her perch, a few hairs of the horse’s mane wrapped around her waist. Nelly settled into a pleasant canter in the general direction of town, the gentle rays of the sun showering the land in a golden glow. The rains had multiplied the bounty of the greening earth, and all manner of birds and insects filled the grass-scented air with their tweets and songs.

      Zebra herds had swollen with new life as well, and the babies tottered around their mothers with such sweetness that I could only hope the lions weren’t nearby. On horseback, I was not perceived as a threat, so the grazing zebras merely flicked their ears and tails at my passage. A few giraffes strolled past, their heads lifted in a snobbish manner, too proud to gaze down upon a little horse. Even the knobby-kneed baby giraffe didn’t pay us any regard. A family of elephants were taking turns rubbing themselves against a tree, watching me as openly as I studied them.

      The muddy ground had lost some of its moisture, so we arrived in town in a state that closely approximated clean and dry. After asking for directions, we trotted past the outskirts of the destroyed Bazaar and entered a construction site.

      “Miss Knight, it is so very delightful to be seeing you here on this auspicious occasion,” Dr. Ribeiro called out to me as he teetered on a ladder, a hammer held overhead.

      Taking in the frame of the future clinic, I was gratified to note that the structure seemed considerably more stable than the doctor’s previous edifice. The first clinic was burned down along with the rest of the Bazaar. This, in my opinion, was no great loss as it had been no more than a ramshackle collection of boards and metal sheeting held together with a few nails and a lot of luck.

      “I didn’t know your talents extended to construction, doctor,” I replied, remaining in the saddle.

      Waggling his head and grinning through his goatee, he replied, “Oh, Miss Knight,  they are not extending in that way, not very much at all.”

      My optimism over the soundness of the structure diminished accordingly. “I see. I’ve been informed you have some assistance. Surely they have some experience then?”

      “One is hoping so, Miss Knight,” he replied, full of cheer as he gestured with his hammer toward a man I hadn’t previously noticed. The implement flew from his grip and sped toward the other man’s head. Before I could cry out a warning, the man swiveled around and stepped out of the way in one smooth movement. The hammer clattered against a stack of bricks.

      “Oh, bother,” I muttered as Yao grinned at me.

      “Miss Knight,” the firefly vampire greeted me in his silky voice, his bare chest gleaming as if recently oiled. “Yao is happy to assist the good doctor. Adze are always willing to help.”

      “Yes, happy to rid ourselves of pesky sick people,” a sultry voice added as a firefly buzzed by Nelly and transformed into a woman as beautiful as Yao was handsome.

      “No, Yawa,” her brother admonished her while bestowing on us a radiant smile. “We help dying people die more efficiently.”

      “As usual, it’s a pleasure to see you both,” I said and turned my attention to the doctor. “As a matter of curiosity, do you have much experience delivering babies?”

      Dr. Ribeiro sat upon the top rung of the wooden ladder and waggled his head. “Oh, yes, of course,” he enthused. “I am having so much experience delivering babies. So many, in fact. Mostly in India, but same, same process.”

      “I am most relieved and heartened to hear that,” I gushed at this favorable intelligence.

      “Yes, yes,” he said. “And even one here in Nairobi.”

      I pondered that bit of news, for I hadn’t been aware of any woman giving birth to a baby in Nairobi while I’d been there. Lilly was the first pregnancy among the colonialists. The Africans tended to go back to their villages for such momentous occasions. “When was this, doctor?”

      “It was being most recently.” His enthusiasm undimmed by my doubt, he added, “And very successful. Almost ninety percent success.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was referring to the one delivery in Nairobi being ninety percent successful or if he was providing his overall rate of success. Either way, my perturbation increased until I thought to ask, “What species were these babies?”

      “Cows!” Dr. Ribeiro exclaimed, his face beaming with his achievement. “So many baby cows. And a zebra.” He leaned his elbows on his knees and confided in me. “My dad, he was training me to be a farmer, and we had many cows in our village. Then I had to leave to pursue my medical dreams. It was a very great disappointment to my father. But now I am being here and owning my own land and my clinic. And maybe, I’ll be owning a few cows as well.”

      “Oh, my,” I whispered, my voice fading as I contemplated how I would inform Lilly that her doctor had more experience in veterinary deliveries than human ones. Admitting this deficiency to Mrs. Steward was entirely out of the question.

      As if divining my thoughts, Dr. Ribeiro continued, “Delivery of baby cows, baby humans. Same, same.”

      “I’m happy to assist,” Yawa purred as she slunk beside her brother. “I have much experience with human babies.”

      Remembering Jonas’ description of the Adze’s preference for the blood and organs of children, I glared at the siblings and said, “We need the baby delivered alive, not devoured.”

      “Yao is very offended,” Yao said, his pout almost enticing me to throw myself off the saddle and hurtle to his side to beg forgiveness for the offense. “We won’t eat Lilly’s baby. Will we, Yawa?”

      Yawa merely smiled, her leer reminiscent of Koki’s. And that reminded me of the World of Shadows, Mrs. Cricket’s world. This naturally led me to thoughts of my former suitor, Dr. Cricket, for who better than the husband to provide insights into the creator and previous owner of that strange space?

      “I’d best be off,” I said as I turned Nelly around, “before I run a blade through a certain child-devouring vampire.”

      Yao turned to his sister with a confused and somewhat wounded expression. “Is she referring to us as vampires?”

      Before I could hear Yawa’s response, Nelly galloped away.
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      While I held out little hope that I would discover anything new or useful from the inventor, my restlessness had not been dissipated and I had nothing better to do. Dr. Cricket lived farther up the hill from the Steward family and deeper into the woods where bits of swamp lingered. The heavy rains had merely exacerbated the dampness, and the number of mosquitos that clung to me increased with each tree I passed.

      As Nelly entered a small clearing and approached the mud-brick house, I noted that the windows weren’t sealed shut. In my previous visits, I’d always been impressed by the inventor’s preference for protecting his experiments from dust and flies at the expense of fresh air. After all, a man who would limit the level of oxygen in his own home for the sake of science was if nothing else committed to his work. Yet now, the windows were open to the elements and the insects. This was a startling indication of the state of the man’s mind, as was the condition of the lab coat when Dr. Cricket eventually answered my insistent knocking.

      Normally, the lab coat was blindingly white, spotless and well pressed. I was dismayed to note the distinct lack of white. Instead, the coat had a grimy gray tinge to it, with splotches of mysterious substances. It appeared he’d slept in the garment and hadn’t bothered to comb his pale strawberry hair upon waking. His tall, bony frame slouched against the doorframe. His skin was pale from the lack of sunlight.

      “Yes?” he asked, his eyes blinking rapidly at some point on the ground between us.

      So amazed by the transformation was I that I could only stare for a moment. “Are you quite all right, Dr. Cricket?”

      With a sigh that communicated a tragic history, he peered at me. “Miss Knight, or rather Mrs. Knight, or Mrs. Timmons, is there something with which I can assist you? Is your hand functioning properly?”

      My metal hand twitched. “It’s perfectly fine, thanks to your expert design and construction.”

      The compliment produced its intended result, for the man straightened up and smiled. “I am most gratified to hear it.”

      I glanced into the room behind him and shuddered for Liam stood there, silent and empty of energy. The Life Imitating Automaton Machine or Liam had been the vessel in which the demented spirit of Mrs. Cricket had dwelled while she attempted to secure a young woman to possess. Both Lilly and I had suffered from her efforts.

      “Disgusting, isn’t it?” Gideon hissed in my ear.

      Both my hands involuntarily clenched while Dr. Cricket’s shoulders sagged under the weight of some misery. “Yes, you see it too, don’t you?”

      Unsure to what he was referring, I did what any clever lady investigator would do and pretended ignorance bordering on stupidity. “Not at all.”

      Dr. Cricket waved a thin, limp hand over his shoulder. “That. Liam. A constant reminder of my failure. I can’t reanimate him.”

      I refrained from informing the depressed man that he would require a spirit with poltergeist power to fix Liam. For my part, I was more than delighted to leave the automaton as nothing more than a pile of expensive metal bits covered in pigskin.

      “Then again, it’s yet one in a long line of failures,” the man continued his lament. “I couldn’t cure my wife either. And then I didn’t even provide her a decent burial.” Again, he waved a hand to indicate some vague location to the side of the house.

      Following his gesture, I observed a small vegetable garden between the house and the forest. The most conspicuous plants were the numerous tomato vines that were secured by a small army of bamboo poles; the fruits were overripe and some had popped, their red juice dripping onto lower leaves. What looked like weeds had overtaken much of the smaller plants. Then again, I had never closely observed the garden on previous visits as I have little interest and even less talent in matters of horticulture. For all I knew, those weedy bits were in fact edible and part of the design. Gideon floated among the untidy arrangement of tomato plants, spinach, squash and bean runners, his features unusually reflective.

      “There’s a wooden cross in here,” he announced as he reached the most overgrown bit.

      Turning to the inventor, I asked, “She’s buried in your vegetable patch?”

      He blinked rapidly at me, his pale eyes blurring under the movement. “Yes. Well, no. She was… That is, I decided…” Thus he continued, stuttering out parts of sentences that provided little more than an insight into the chaotic structure of his scattered thoughts.

      “Dr. Cricket,” I interrupted him. “Is she buried there among the tomatoes or not?”

      Wringing his thin hands, he moaned and nodded. “I thought it the most practical and efficient arrangement,” he admitted. “If I’d buried her in the colonial cemetery, I’d have to admit to negligence and I couldn’t bear the resulting gossip. So I told anyone who asked after her that she’d returned to her parents’ home in England and had died there.” He paused and added, “Not that too many bothered to inquire.”

      Grateful that I’d never consumed salad at the inventor’s home, I asked, “Why did you come to Nairobi? It hardly strikes me as a suitable location for an inventor.”

      “Oh, Miss Knight, or rather Mrs. Timmons,” he fumbled with his words. “I’d rather not say. Or rather, I’m sure this isn’t the conversation for the delicate constitution of a lady.”

      Suppressing a snort, I said, “You need not concern yourself over my constitution which is anything but delicate. Given that we’ve just discussed the burial of your wife among the vegetables, I’m sure I can tolerate anything else you wish to add.”

      His hesitation wilted before my determination. Glancing about as if to reassure himself that there was nothing more than birds spying on us, he leaned toward me and replied in a conspiratorial whisper, his expression pained, “My wife was on intimate terms with a certain Mr. Knight.”

      “She most certainly was not,” Gideon snorted, floating back to us.

      “Are you very sure?” I asked.

      “Of course! It was purely business,” Gideon replied, the epitome of offended, while Dr. Cricket hastened to add, “Oh, but I didn’t mean to imply any indiscretion on the part of Mr. Knight with regard to yourself. This was before you were married and, truth be told, my marriage was disintegrating. I mean no insult to your departed first husband.”

      “Insult is certainly accepted,” Gideon grumbled, his eyebrows lowered and scrunched together. “That woman was a fiend, even before she died.”

      “Indeed,” I replied, bestowing as charming a smile as I could muster given the difficulty of tracking who was saying what. I wondered how the inventor would respond if he knew that the very same Mr. Knight was glowering at him from a few feet away.

      “I thought it best to create some distance, so I arranged for our relocation,” Dr. Cricket said. “As it turned out, our marriage was doomed either way.”

      “You are referring to her untimely passing,” I said, attempting to inject a touch of compassion into my words while pondering if I’d ever be able to consume a tomato again.

      “That? No. I mean, yes,” Dr. Cricket said, his face pale and drawn with indecision and confusion.

      While I could appreciate how the dramatic death of a spouse could unhinge one slightly, I knew better in this case. Sometime ago, during the case of the rampaging automaton Liam, I’d unlawfully entered this very house while its owner was absent. His journal entries following the date of his wife’s demise made no mention of her death at all. In fact, he was more concerned about the falling flowers of the Bombax tree outside his home than the passing of his wife.

      I thought it prudent to remain silent on the matter. In interrogation, sometimes saying nothing provides its own form of questioning. As the seconds ticked by in time to the buzzing of insects among the vegetables surrounding the hidden grave, Dr. Cricket’s eyelids blinked faster. When he could tolerate it no more, he burst out, “Do you believe in ghosts, madam?”

      This was an unexpected question from the highly logical inventor whose imagination was limited to what he could see before him. “Well, I believe in a fair number of things, doctor,” I answered without committing myself. “And even more so after a cup of tea.”

      Not taking the hint, he said, “I once thought as you. I believed ghosts were the stuff of fairytales or stories designed to fool the unwary.”

      That wasn’t what I’d said at all but I refrained from interrupting the man.

      “Ever since the demise of Liam,” he whispered as he glanced toward the empty automaton, “I’ve been seeing her in my nightmares, the ghost of my wife. But they’re so real, these dreams. It’s as if she’s really still here. Am I crazy?”

      “Most likely,” I responded promptly. After all, Mr. Timmons had himself drained me of her energy. Surely she couldn’t have survived. The grief induced from Liam’s loss of movement and the guilt at his inability to cure his wife’s illness must have caused the vivid night visions.

      Startled by the certainty of my tone, Dr. Cricket stared at me, all forlorn, his eyes and shoulders drooping. “It is as I thought, then,” he said, his gaze shifting to the ground. “My imagination has run away with my mind. I am fit for the mad house.”

      In an attempt to soften the blow, I said, “There’s no need for such a drastic course of action, sir. I can safely inform you that there’s a good many mad people running amok in the town. A visit to the government offices will confirm the truth of this statement. One more madman won’t at all disturb the general population. In fact, they wouldn’t notice you at all.”

      Patting his arm, I added, “Besides, I have every confidence that the matter will resolve itself over time, and you’ll return to your normal self without these flights of fancy to disturb your unimaginative equilibrium.”

      With a shy smile, Dr. Cricket raised his gaze to meet mine. “That’s terribly kind of you to say, Mrs. Timmons. I am most relieved if this could pass sooner than later for she disturbs my sleep excessively. She says such terrible things.”

      “I’m sure she does,” I said, glancing about as I sought a way to swiftly finish the conversation and depart the scene.

      “About a baby and…”

      “What?” I demanded, fixing my stare on the befuddled man. “What baby?”

      Dr. Cricket retreated from me a step, his eyes widening. “What does it matter? It’s all just a figment of my failing mind, as you say. Surely it means nothing.”

      Forcing a smile, I conceded his point. “I’m sure not. But as a way of passing the time and amusing ourselves, what does your figment of imagination tell you?”

      “That there’s a baby born of a bat,” he said, eyeing me with trepidation, perhaps concerned I might react poorly to this obvious display of excessive imagination.

      “And?” I pressed, tapping my walking stick against my riding boot.

      Somewhat reassured by my calm demeanor, Dr. Cricket inhaled deeply and blurted out, “And she intends to possess it.”
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      After reassuring Dr. Cricket that the vision of his dead wife’s ghost was no more than a case of unseemly imagination caused by the combination of cold rains, damp air and an overworked mind, I set out for home with no regard for any spectators that might witness the blur of our passing. Nelly, bless her fat bottom, was as eager to return as I was, although her motivation had more to do with eating hay than saving an unborn baby.

      I flung myself through the outer kitchen door, desperate for advice and tea, and not necessarily in that order. It was all I could do not to cheer at the sight of Jonas setting the blackened kettle on the stovetop. I nodded at the man approvingly. His response was an unimpressed grunt.

      Detecting Mr. Timmons’ presence from the whiff of his musky cologne, I called out, “We have a problem, my dear.”

      “Indeed, we do,” he replied as he entered the kitchen, bringing with him a scent that was not his.

      Occupied as I was with preparing my teapot, I didn’t at first pay any mind. “Well, apart from Anansi and his psychotic wife.”

      “My dear,” Mr. Timmons said in a soft voice.

      “How charming,” another purred. “She thinks I’m psychotic. I didn’t expect her to notice.”

      Spinning about, I stared at Mr. Timmons’ strained smile but my attention was snatched by another figure. Behind him, leaning against the doorway as if she owned the place, Koki graced me with a gloating smile. “And she’s preparing us tea. Such hospitality. I’d never have mistaken Miss Knight for the domestic sort. Live and learn.”

      “I’d prefer you not,” I muttered, my metal hand scraping against the oxide green metal of my walking stick.

      “Bravo,” Koki said as she sauntered toward the kitchen table and clapped her hands a couple of times in slow motion. “I’m delighted your husband hasn’t completely trained the wildness out of you. Men have that tendency, you know.”

      Mr. Timmons’ lips were pursed so tightly I marveled they didn’t disappear altogether. Meanwhile, Jonas snorted and muttered, “We could only hope.”

      Glaring at my gardener / cook / driver, I inputted as much disapproval as I could into my voice and said, “Surely you have some other work to attend to, Jonas.”

      Shrugging his thin shoulders, Jonas slouched through the outer door. Just before he slipped from sight, he glanced at me, raised his thin eyebrows and crouched to retrieve the machete that had been leaning against the wall outside. The machete was impressively sharp for a gardening instrument, and Jonas communicated with his arching eyebrows and a few eyeball rolls that he would be nearby, fully prepared to rush to our rescue.

      My ire dissipated at this demonstration of fidelity. I nodded once and faced the Mantis.

      “And to what do we owe this pleasure?” I asked, determined not to forfeit manners for the sake of expediency.

      “How quickly you mortals forget,” Koki murmured. “I’m here to begin your training, of course. Anansi has waited long enough, and Liongo even longer.”

      As curiosity is one of the vital tools of my trade, I inquired, “Why does Anansi want him returned from the dead?”

      Before Koki could respond, Mr. Timmons uttered his own question in a deceptively soft voice: “What training?”

      “Oh, my,” Koki murmured, smirking at Mr. Timmons’ ominously stormy expression and my contrite one.

      “About that,” I said, coughing to clear a constriction in my throat. “Would you excuse us for a moment?”

      Without waiting for Koki’s response (her snicker was more than enough), I grabbed Mr. Timmons’ unyielding hand and pulled him out the kitchen, down the hallway and into our bedroom. After closing the door behind us, I turned to face a thoroughly disgruntled husband.

      “I was intending to discuss this with you when I returned from my trip with Kam but you weren’t around,” I began.

      Mr. Timmons held up a hand and closed his eyes briefly, his jaw tense. “Please tell me you’re not really being trained by a murderous, vengeful, hand-devouring, shape-shifting she-demon.”

      “Well, when you put it like that—”

      “Beatrice!” He flung up both hands, turned his back to me and stomped to the other side of the bedroom. It wasn’t nearly far enough away for his energy roiled off him and around me in heated waves. I’d have preferred tea with Koki to whatever was about to burst forth from the man before me.

      Leaning his fists against the windowsill and his forehead against the glass, he gritted out, “Why?”

      “To save Lilly and Grace,” I blurted out and didn’t stop babbling until I’d described the entire situation: the visit with Anansi, his threat to take Lilly, the power of the baby. “So you see, there’s no other option but for me to train. I’ve been there, so…”

      My words dribbled away as frail as waves lapping against a stone cliff. Only silence remained, a cold and brittle version that, if broken, would shatter into lethal shards.

      “I wanted to tell you,” I whispered. “But you weren’t here.”

      Mr. Timmons pushed away from the window and turned around, his hands behind his back. He raised his gaze to me. “And you didn’t think to discuss the situation with me first, before agreeing to this insanity?” he asked, his voice cool, his eyes hard. “Did you not believe that there could be another way, if only you’d consult with others?”

      After a few attempts at speech, I said, “What other way is there? They’re going to take Grace.” As before, my voice faded away. Why hadn’t I waited before promising assistance to a couple of overgrown insects? Could there be another option that I hadn’t considered?

      “I’m sorry,” I sniffed and wiped away a tear, too distressed to be mortified by the leakage.

      “Why are you so reckless?” he demanded in a restrained yell, his energy sizzling with great force.

      At the accusation, my eyes dried up. “How is it reckless to be protecting my family?”

      The grinding of his teeth was audible across the room. “It’s reckless to do so on your own.” He spun away to face the window. The only sound was the dripping of water onto something metal and his heavy exhale. “Is there anything else you care to tell me?”

      Glaring at his back, I said, “Now that you mention it, there is.”

      “Of course there is.” He turned around and crossed his arms.

      “Somehow, Mrs. Cricket survived.” I peered up and observed consternation in his eyes so I added, “She’s not as strong as before. I suspect whatever you did to prevent her from possessing me drained her of much of her power. But she’s appeared in Dr. Cricket’s dreams and she’s trying to find Grace.”

      “That child’s not even born yet and already our niece is up to her eyeballs in trouble,” Mr. Timmons said after a thoughtful moment, his features calmer.

      With a touch of pride, I said, “Perhaps she’s taking after her aunt, then?”

      “It would seem so,” he said. “Although I pity us all if we have another family member with your capacity to attract trouble so effortlessly.” Scratching at his sideburn, he added, “It’s been quite an eventful day, I see. I’d say a typical one for you, so I wouldn’t be surprised if a zeppelin-flying dwarf were to appear above the cottage.”

      Despite the absurdity of his statement, or perhaps because of its truthfulness, I giggled at the thought, relieved that his mood had passed. “Mr. Timmons, as if that could happen. The zeppelin was destroyed when Lilly and I escaped from it. If Nameless appears above our cottage, it will have to be in a balloon.”

      “Ah, yes. How silly of me,” he murmured as he walked toward me and placed his lips on my forehead.

      Thus we could have remained for the afternoon, save for the inconvenience posed by a she-demon waiting in our kitchen.

      “After all,” I reminded Mr. Timmons as we left the room, “what would Mrs. Beeton say if we were to abandon our guest without so much as offering a cup of tea?”

      “Perish the thought,” he replied and then grinned. “Or, preferably, the guest.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s either you or her,” Koki reminded me as she swatted at a fly buzzing about us.

      While I needed no reminder that my cousin and niece were next on the list if I didn’t succeed, I still couldn’t restrain my weary groan as I sunk onto a pallet of hay and clutched a cup to my chest. “We should still be allowed a break.”

      “Such flimsy bodies you humans have,” she commented.

      I didn’t bother to respond. There was truth in her statement but entering the shadowy space of Mrs. Cricket’s world suppressed and drained energy in a manner that physical exertion didn’t. My brain felt overheated with the efforts of the day. So exhausted was I that I couldn’t do anything but rest my elbows on my knees and sip my tea. Snickering, Koki snatched the fly out of the air, squished it and flicked its little corpse off her palm. The squashed bug landed in my tea.

      “Ugh,” I muttered as I sought to retrieve it with a spoon.

      “That’s perfectly good flavoring,” Yao protested from his perch in the barn’s loft. As Drew had abandoned us after my conversation with him, the loft was free for the Adze to enjoy. Yao had sauntered into the barn shortly after Koki had commenced my training and had decided this was far more entertaining than building a clinic.

      Determined to ignore the notion implied by his statement, I scooped out the fly and wasted a precious spoonful of tea in the process of dumping the insect onto the ground.

      “So wasteful, these Europeans,” Koki murmured as she stirred in three heaping spoons of sugar into her tea.

      “Be my guest,” I said and indicated the sodden fly.

      “It’s dirty now,” Yao said. “We’re not savages, you know.”

      “Do tell,” I muttered as I stared into the tea Jonas had thoughtfully brought a few minutes previously. I wondered where the fly had been before Koki caught him in mid-flight. The barn had been cleaned out that morning but a pile of manure was around the back of the structure.

      “We can tell how long a person has been here by the way she reacts to a fly in her food,” Koki said, smirking. “The new arrivals would toss the tea out with the fly.”

      Yao clucked disapprovingly at the blatant waste created by such an action.

      “Those who’ve been around a bit will toss the fly but drink the tea,” she continued. “But the true masters of the land…”

      “Yes?” Yao asked, leaning precariously over the railing to peer down at Koki.

      Chuckling, she said, “Why, they will add the fly before they drink.”

      Yao laughed, his body rocking back and forth with his mirth. “Oh, yes, and even better is to add—”

      “That is quite enough,” I interrupted him, for as delightful as he was, I had no interest in adding another repulsive image to my overloaded brain. “I’d rather not know what you add, Yao. Flies are filthy enough.”

      With a humph, he stretched himself onto one side and propped his head up with one hand. I reminded myself not to stare at his elegant form, his muscular arms, his bare chest…

      “Goodness gracious,” I said as I forced myself to stare down at the dead fly.

      “Appealing creatures, aren’t they?” Koki mused, her eyes glittering at my discomfort.

      “Hardly,” I said, hoping Koki couldn’t read lies as easily as I could. Talking over her chortle, I continued, “And I have no intention of allowing Lilly or Grace to take on this task. But I do need a break.”

      “Anansi will be pleased to hear it,” she murmured, her words laced with the threat of what would happen if I failed.

      I rubbed my forehead with one hand as I sipped at my fly-free tea. I wasn’t certain how much time had passed since we’d entered the barn. It felt as if I’d been wandering within the World of Shadows with Koki for days instead of mere hours.

      “If you can enter there, why don’t you fetch Liongo?” I demanded and marveled that I hadn’t thought of the option previously. Perhaps my conversations that morning had rattled me more than I cared to admit: Lilly had revealed not only her regular visitations to Mrs. Cricket’s dark space but also a maternally inspired bloodthirstiness; Dr. Ribeiro admitted that his experience delivering babies was limited to the bovine species; and Dr. Cricket’s murderous, body-possessing, psychopathic wife was still out and about, even if only in his dreams.

      To top it all off, Koki had arrived with not so much as an invitation and proceeded to monopolize the remainder of the day. Surely such vexatious behavior went against every social protocol and etiquette.

      The she-demon’s countenance shifted, her gaze peering into her excessively sweetened, overly milky tea. Incredulous, I continued, “You can enter without me, can’t you?”

      She peered down her nose at me, her glittering eyes communicating a warning to drop the subject. Prudence prohibited me from voicing my amazement that I had an ability the she-demon didn’t. Nonetheless, the realization must have communicated itself in my gloating expression. Hissing, Koki lunged at me, her teacup falling from her hands.

      Before my wearied mind could grasp that her clawed fingers were hurtling toward my frail neck, I was swept out of Koki’s path, tea splattering my skirt. I was halfway across the barn when the shattering of porcelain caused me to flinch against the arms that held me. I gazed up at my savior who clasped me to his chest as tightly as I clutched my empty cup to mine.

      Awoken by the commotion, Nelly poked her nose out of her stall, sniffed at Yao and, finding no evidence of anything edible, promptly resumed her afternoon nap.

      “Koki, Miss Knight is not food,” Yao reprimanded the seething she-demon while stroking my head with one hand. “Not even a snack.”

      Snarling, Koki spun to face us. “You insolent human,” she growled.

      “Yao hopes you aren’t referring to himself,” Yao said with a wounded sniff.

      Extracting myself from Yao’s embrace and attempting not to blush at my inappropriate reluctance, my anger overcame my fear. I snapped, “You are a vulgar guest. That was my nicest tea set. I shan’t be serving you tea again.”

      “You won’t be doing anything again if you dare to insult me,” Koki said, sneering down at me.

      “Miss Knight has a valid point,” Yao said with no concern for personal safety.

      Howling, Koki grabbed the sugar bowl and hurled it at his head.

      “Not the sugar bowl!” I wailed just as Yao caught it with all the grace of a ballerina. He grinned at me while holding the delicate bowl aloft as if it was a trophy.

      Koki straightened, her fists clenched, her energy snapping about her. In a tight voice, she admitted, “As I’ve never been possessed by that world’s creator, I am unable to navigate through her realm.”

      “So I’ve been expending energy not only for my own entry into Mrs. Cricket’s world, but also for yours,” I said, gazing up at the rafters. “It’s little wonder that I’m tuckered out then.”

      “I suppose,” she said and an arrogant expression smoothed over her previous ire. “Apart from that, my energy is far too sizable, while a human is small enough to wiggle through like a little mouse scurrying under a door.”

      Miffed by the suggestion that I would scurry or wiggle anywhere, I crossed my arms over my chest and scowled pointedly at the shards of porcelain. “You owe me a cup.”

      “And you owe me a leg,” she retorted.

      Before I could remind her of my missing hand, Jonas stepped into the fray. I marveled that he was so attentive that he allowed himself to be summoned by the sound of breakage. With a tsk and an exaggerated rolling of the eyes, he disabused me of that notion. “Mr. Elkhart Senior, he’s wanting to see you, Miss Knight.” Observing the proximity of Yao and myself, he raised his eyebrows.

      I wasn’t rested sufficiently to blush at my unfortunate circumstances but instead demanded in a weary manner, “What about?”

      Shrugging, he said, “Something about that maid, Esther.”

      Leaning against Nelly’s stall, I eyed the teapot longingly. It wasn’t my mother’s metal one, as Jonas had decided to use the set the Stewards had given me as a wedding present. I was happy to note that it was in one piece. Sighing at the emptiness of my cup, I asked, “What about her, Jonas? We’re in the middle of something here.”

      Clucking his tongue, he gestured to the broken cup. “Me, I can see that. But the bwana, he said it was important. Or urgent. Or both.” He scratched at his little black-and-white curls. “You English have too many words that mean the same.”

      If I’d had more energy or more tea, I’d have promptly launched into a lesson on the difference between ‘important’ and ‘urgent’. Needless to say, I hadn’t the enthusiasm for anything apart from a nap and envied Nelly her freedom.

      “We’re busy, little man,” Koki said.

      Ignoring her, Jonas added, “I think he might have said something about Esther disappearing.”

      Koki smiled. “How entertaining.”

      Yao clapped in agreement.

      Jonas frowned. “Yes, I remember now.” He straightened his shoulders as best he could and stood at his full, albeit somewhat unimpressive, height. “Mm. Mr. Elkhart, he said she was sucked underground by Le-Eyo.” As if that needed clarification, he added, “That maid Esther, she was taken by the God of Death.”
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      “Marvelous,” Koki cheered at the news while I decided to risk dismemberment by returning to my straw seat across from hers and pouring myself another cup of tea.

      “Le-Eyo isn’t marvelous,” Yao said as he nibbled on his bottom lip.

      Apart from being very distracting, his apprehension was also out of character for the Adze was one of the more nauseatingly optimistic and ebullient individuals I knew. Fortunately, I didn’t know too many. But of those few, Yao topped the list. The worse the situation became, the more buoyant his enthusiasm. A zombie invasion had been the highlight of the season for him. If he was concerned about the God of Death, then I had cause to be as well.

      “Silly boy,” Koki clucked in a seductive tone that did little to impress Yao. “It’s a splendid opportunity for our magnificent Miss Knight to practice her newly honed skills.”

      I nearly choked on my tea and barely managed not to splutter it all over my already damp skirt. At this rate, Jonas would have prepared an entire teapot to no avail. “I hardly think I’m prepared for this.”

      “Nonsense,” she cooed. “This will be easier than extracting Liongo as the girl isn’t dead yet. I have absolute faith in your abilities or at least your concern for the baby. Surely that is motivation enough?”

      “I can now appreciate how one might be inspired to toss ceramic ware at another person’s head,” I said through gritted teeth as the burden of the threat against Grace hovered over my conscience.

      Fortunately for Mrs. Steward’s gift, my need for tea outweighed my need for a violent response and thus my hand was restrained. My glare was not.

      “I despise insects,” I muttered and imbibed the remainder of the tea in a loud gulp.

      “Can Yao come too?” the Adze asked while bouncing on his feet, his hands clasped as if in supplication, his eyes glowing with the thought of a dark and probably dangerous new world to explore.

      “By all means, be my guest,” I sniped.

      Sarcasm being one of the colonial novelties the natives had yet to adopt, Yao beamed a radiant smile at my insincere invitation. With unconstrained glee, he darted after Jonas and engaged him in a lively conversation that involved a tribal language and numerous hand gestures. Koki inclined her head to indicate I should follow.

      My earlier bravado abandoned me, and the hairs along the back of my neck prickled as she strolled behind me. Even though she was in her human form, my shoulders tensed in anticipation of a large mantis limb descending upon the flesh that connected my head to the rest of my body. Miraculously, we arrived at the Hardinge house without incident or bloodshed which, given the company I maintained, was quite an astonishing accomplishment.

      We trailed through the house and entered my father’s darkened room. A few candles glowed over the fireplace. Yao sniffed deeply and whispered, “It’s that European bloodsucker, isn’t it?”

      Jonas and I both glanced at the Adze with incredulous expressions, eyebrows raised and jaws slack. He shrugged and said, “It’s true. He is.”

      “And he’s my father,” I said, my voice low, “so you’ll mind your manners.”

      Yao pulled back as if I’d slapped him. “Is it rude to call someone a European then?”

      A chuckle from the darkest corner of the room interrupted my response. “Beatrice, dear, let Yao be. We have more pressing concerns at the moment.” A form separated from the shadows and Father glided toward us, joviality sliding into solemnity. He tilted his head toward Koki. When I declined to introduce them, he glanced at me with some bewilderment at my lack of manners.

      “Koki, this is my father, Mr. Elkhart. Father, Koki,” I said with a disinterested rapidity that bordered on insolence.

      Once Koki and Father had exchanged niceties, he invited us to sit and turned to me. “I spoke with the young lady, Esther, as I told you I would. She was terrified of going outside, convinced that Death would find her and take her to his land below.” Sighing, he rested his chin on his steepled hands. “I must admit I didn’t think much of her story and reassured her that I would assist her in avoiding any abduction attempts. I requested Nurse Manton to allow Esther to remain indoors but somehow, the girl was induced to venture into the outside washing area.”

      “Le-Eyo is a tricky fellow,” Yao whispered.

      Jonas snorted. “He’s a blundering and incomplete fool.”

      “Incomplete?” I asked, wondering which part of a god could be incomplete.

      “He means incompetent,” Koki said as she leaned toward me.

      “Yes,” Jonas said and nodded. “That too.”

      “Well, whatever he might be,” Father said, “I fear he’s succeeded in capturing Esther, and it’s my fault.”

      “Absolutely,” Yao said.

      “Of course it isn’t,” I hurried to reassure Father while slapping Yao’s shin with my walking stick. “How could you possibly have anticipated this scenario?”

      “Ouch,” Yao pouted. “That hurt.”

      Father shook his head and clucked with sympathy. “She trusted me. Poor girl. She barely escaped the first time when her family gave her and a herd of goats to the god in exchange for an end to the drought. This time, I’m sure Le-Eyo will be more vigilant.”

      “What family?” Jonas demanded as he fixed his gaze upon Father and transformed into the essence of attentiveness.

      “She didn’t mention from where she came,” Father mused. “I did inquire as to her real name, but even that she was reluctant to provide.”

      “But did she?” Jonas persisted.

      Hesitating, Father nodded. “Yes, only after extracting my promise that I wouldn’t reveal it. She was concerned the name would be heard by Le-Eyo if others spoke of it outside the house.”

      “Clearly, it’s irrelevant now,” I said as Jonas tensed beside me, his gaze still fixed upon Father.

      “True,” Father admitted. “Well, I’m not sure how it will be of help. Likewise, there can be no harm in it.” Lowering his clasped hands between his knees, he said, “Her name is Wanjiru.”
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      At the mention of his daughter’s name, Jonas thumped his hands on top of his head as he collapsed to the ground with a wail that was terrible and tragic. While I was the only observer who understood the reaction, Father was the first to respond.

      “My dear man, whatever is the matter?” he cried as he knelt beside my writhing gardener. “Are you in pain?”

      “Maybe he’s dying,” Yao said, his eyes twinkling with the prospect of an easy meal. “Yao can end his pain for him.”

      Jonas ceased his groaning and flung his arms around his bended legs, rested his chin on his knees and clutched his hands together. Rocking back and forth, he refused to respond but instead stared into space as if witnessing a tragedy.

      “Wanjiru is his daughter,” I whispered. “He’s been searching for her for ages.”

      Koki snorted derisively, her eyebrows rising. Her tone rich with disdain, she said, “And why the abrupt change of heart, little man? After all, you exchanged her for rain, treating her with the same regard you would have provided to the goats.”

      Howling, Jonas bounced up, his fists before him. Father took hold of his shoulders before he could launch himself at the she-demon. “We did no such thing!” Jonas yelled. “The village elders, they did this and would not allow us to interfere. I swore an oath I would find her and bring her home. And I shall!”

      Shivering from the emotions racking his slim frame, he collapsed into Father’s arms, his eyes rolling like a wild creature.

      Koki sniffed. “You see, Miss Knight, what we must endure,” she murmured as she gestured to Jonas, her narrowed eyes fixed on me. “They trade girls as they trade livestock. There is no place for a woman unless she takes it for herself.”

      I could feel myself being lulled by her words for there was truth in them. Would Cilla have returned to London if social norms allowed a woman to be independent and her family had taught her how to remain so? Even I, employed in a modest if slightly secretive profession, had to reside within the household of relatives or husband while living in English society.

      “Beatrice,” Father said in a low, warning voice just as Yao reached over and placed a hand on my shoulder.

      Shaking my head, I focused on Jonas. “We’ll find her, Jonas. I’ll assist you however I may.”

      “How?” he asked, sniffing back his tears. “Le-Eyo has her and he is not one to let go of what he possesses. Even entering his domain is impossible for the living without his approval.”

      With a glance at Koki, I cleared my throat and said, “I may be able to find passage to his realm.” So saying, I provided an update on my training. As I explained about the World of Shadows, Mrs. Cricket’s world, Jonas’ countenance grew progressively, if not cautiously, hopeful.

      Father bestowed upon me a frown. “I’m not at all comfortable about this suggestion, Beatrice,” he said. “Nor about the company you maintain.” He cast a meaningful glance at Koki. “The notion of entering the afterlife to steal back souls is absurd. One should not meddle with the forces of life and death.”

      “So says the vampire,” Koki said, the sneer of her mouth matching the disdain in her voice.

      “That was beyond my control,” he replied with unflappable calm, his gaze still fixed on me. “This on the other hand is very much in your control, Beatrice, and I’m reluctant to let you pursue this course of action. What would Mr. Timmons say?”

      Indeed, how would he react if I informed him prior to embarking on this new and spontaneous adventure? And what lecture could I anticipate if I failed to consult with him beforehand? Either way, I’d be sure to receive an earful, particularly after our recent conversation on the matter. Deliberating over the options, I marveled how difficult decisions were now that I was married.

      “I really should consult him,” I suggested tentatively, testing how those words sounded.

      “Bah,” Koki scoffed. “Do you need a man’s permission now?”

      Bristling at her words, I said, “I most certainly do not.”

      Father coughed delicately. “Of course you don’t, but why not discuss the matter with him?”

      “There’s no time,” Jonas said, his voice quivering.

      His plaintive tone and Koki’s derision decided me. “Perhaps it’s best we proceed then, for Wanjiru’s sake.”

      Koki’s expression was both surprised and delighted, and she laughed while clapping her hands. “Bravo, Miss Knight.”

      Father appeared scandalized while Jonas exhaled with relief. Before I could alter my decision, Jonas scuttled forward and said, “Very wise, Miss Knight. He’d only delay us with his arguments. How do we begin?”

      “There is no ‘us’ or ’we’, little man,” Koki said. “You shall not be joining us.”

      At that pronouncement, the room erupted with protestations from the three men, all of whom swore that nothing could prevent them from accompanying me. Father added, “I cannot allow my daughter to sally forth without a suitable companion.”

      Koki snorted a laugh. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were implying a slur against my character. Wouldn’t that be ironic coming from a vampire?”

      For my part, I preferred to have someone I trusted with me, for who knew how Koki would behave? Rather than say so, I asked, “Would it require me to expend more energy and effort to usher them in?”

      “No,” she replied curtly.

      That decided me. “Jonas and Yao, you will join us. Father, I need someone to watch over our bodies, for we’ll be unable to respond or react should we need to. And there may be sunlight where we’re going.”

      Not entirely satisfied, he agreed to the arrangement with some reluctance. Yao jumped up and down like a child on Christmas morning while Jonas nodded at me. Preparations for the journey were quite simple: Jonas, Yao, Koki and I lay down on the carpet, side by side, and did our best to sink into a restful state. Before the training, I’d only ever entered Mrs. Cricket’s world while sleeping or possessed, and never deliberately. Now, I bent my attention to my energy field and pushed it outward so that it mingled with Yao’s, Jonas’ and Koki’s. I then pulled them with me through a tunnel that I could only detect when I focused on it.

      “Are we there yet?” Jonas asked as he opened his eyes into darkness.

      Koki didn’t deign to respond so I replied in the affirmative. The only source of light was the glow emitted by my wolf energy that stood by my side. There was a sense of nothingness all around. Even the ground beneath our feet seemed an insubstantial blur. I could detect no sound apart from our breathing and, more disturbing for me, no smell.

      Yao shuddered. “It’s cold.”

      “Where do we go to now?” I asked. My words came out muffled as if the air smothered all attempts to interrupt the stillness.

      “Nowhere and anywhere,” Koki replied.

      I snorted. “Now that’s specific.”

      Yao scratched his chin. “No, it’s not,” he said, his head tilted to the side as if trying to make sense of the directions. “It’s not specific or helpful or—”

      “Sarcasm, Yao,” I interrupted. “Sarcasm.”

      “Huh?” he said as Jonas chuckled.

      “Focus on finding the bridge to the Underworld,” Koki told me as she peered disdainfully at Yao. “This world will bend itself in conformity with your desire.”

      “Yao desires to go home,” the Adze muttered.

      “And I too desire you to go home,” Jonas said. “So I guess none of us is—”

      “Her desire,” Koki said as she nodded at me, her eyes narrowed and her nostrils flaring. “This place doesn’t respond to the likes of you two.”

      Before either man could reply, my wolf pricked up its ears and loped away, taking with it our globe of light. With no other option before me, I followed it, and the others trailed behind me, Yao muttering his disgruntlement at the manner in which he was being treated.

      The dark world had a way of distorting time, and I didn’t know if a few minutes had passed or an hour before a darkly colored river was revealed in the wolf’s light. A narrow footbridge provided the only passage across, although I couldn’t see the other side of the river.

      “That bridge,” I said, wagging a finger at the wooden structure. “That bridge looks very familiar.”

      “Oh, no!” Yao wailed. “That’s the one that almost killed us!”
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      I studied the bridge and came to a similar conclusion. “Yes, it looks remarkably like our bridge.”

      Yao shivered, “Yao will wait here.”

      “I had no idea that the Adze were so easily frightened,” Koki mocked him.

      “Yao isn’t frightened,” he protested. “Yao just doesn’t like bridges. Or water. Or crossing rivers. Or getting wet.”

      Jonas uttered a dismissive noise from the back of his throat and marched with great resolution onto the bridge. Koki strolled after him as casually as if meandering through an English garden after tea.

      “Come on,” I said, linking my energy form to Yao’s. “We can’t very well drown as our bodies are back at the house. And I jolly well am not leaving you here. Who knows what mischief you’d create.”

      Whimpering, he followed me across the bridge. As we passed the midpoint, the rest of the bridge appeared. Koki and Jonas were ahead of us, stepping onto the other shore.

      “And don’t look down at the water, whatever you do,” Koki called out and waved, her smile bold against her dark skin.

      Taken unaware, I of course glanced to one side as did Yao. “Oh, the horror,” he wailed. Even though we were without bodies, I could somehow feel his fingers sinking into my shoulders.

      “What’s the issue now?” I demanded with little sympathy. All I saw was a river of dark water flowing lethargically beneath us. There were hints of red on the ripples that gathered around what I assumed were rocks jutting out from the surface.

      “Those blobs,” he cried as he leaned his forehead against my neck and pointed at the objects I had mistaken for rocks. “They’re chunks of black ice. Ice! Cold, cold, unnaturally cold.” His shudder communicated itself through my shoulders.

      “So now you’re afraid of the cold?” I asked, wondering how an African could know about ice. “Goodness, I’ve never heard a European vampire complain as you do.”

      “They don’t like the sun,” he sniffed as he pushed me to move faster. “I love the sun and heat and fire and…”

      I never did discover what else Yao might have loved. At that moment we both stumbled off the bridge into a small meadow. Gravity took hold of us while an overly bright sun burned my eyes.

      “We’ve returned to our bodies,” I gasped as I touched one arm and felt flesh beneath my fingers. “What is this? My left hand is back!” I flexed the fingers of my left hand that was now made of flesh, not metal. A form materialized by my side and I assumed it was my wolf energy. When I glanced down, I barely restrained a yelp of astonishment.

      “Drew?” I said, my voice cracking slightly. I hadn’t seen my brother since our conversation regarding Cilla’s departure. By now, he must have run off with the pack of Kerit or some other wild things, or so I’d assumed.

      Jonas peered at me with a bewildered expression. I sniffed back a sigh, for it wasn’t Drew after all. Gazing up at me was my wolf energy in the form of a silver wolf that was almost as tall as I was. It wagged its tail, licked my hand and trotted ahead of me to sniff around the meadow that lay between the river and a jungle.

      “The Underworld has physical dimensions,” Koki explained in a tone that suggested she was already bored with our ignorance. “Anything that was buried inside a body’s grave accompanies her: clothes, jewelry, any special items.” She gestured to the swirls of colorful material adorning her tall, graceful frame. “Once a soul passes across the river, she is provided with a suitable body to continue her journey. Normally, the afterlife body mirrors the original one she inhabited before death, but without the scars and other wrinkles of life.”

      At the mention of special items, I wished I’d thought to lie down with my walking stick in hand. Before I could dwell on my lack of foresight, a shriek caused us to turn. Behind us, the entrance to the bridge was visible, as was the river, but a dark barrier cut through both, blocking our view of the shadowy land through which we had traversed. That however wasn’t what caught our attention.

      “Yao?” I asked, incredulous at the transformation.

      Laughing, Koki said, “Well, he was never normal to begin with.”

      Whereas Yao was a tall, muscular and exceptionally well-proportioned man, the person before us was about my height and scrawny, his muscles non-existent, his chest caved in slightly, his shoulders narrow and his face pinched as if from hunger. While Koki continued laughing and a wrinkle-free Jonas grinned, I struggled to maintain my composure.

      “It’s not permanent,” I reassured him before glancing at Koki. She didn’t offer any indication of the veracity of my statement. Repressing the urge to gulp, I added, “I’m certain you’ll be back in your usual body the moment we return.”

      “Yao hates this place,” he gibbered in a squeaky voice.

      Unsure how to console him, I patted his flabby arm and turned to face the dense jungle before us. As far as I could see, there were ancient trees towering far above us, in between which were giant ferns and large, leafy shrubs.

      “So Wanjiru is somewhere in there?” Jonas asked, his tone resolute.

      “Yes, somewhere,” Koki answered, her voice subdued and lacking her previous mirth.

      “Why not search for the poet while we’re here?” I asked. “It would save us a trip.”

      “While I admire your efficiency, we won’t find Liongo where Wanjiru is,” Koki said, her gaze fixed on the trees before us. “He’s been deceased for too long and has descended to one of the subterranean levels. Those will be harder to access.”

      “Delightful,” I muttered as I followed her and my now-physical wolf into the jungle with Jonas and Yao jostling to walk by my side. “Jonas, didn’t you once tell me that the soul ascends to a place in the sky where they are greeted with beverages around a fireplace?”

      Jonas didn’t reply but frowned up at the sky as if puzzled by this confrontation with a reality that differed from his beliefs. As we passed through the tree-line, the world shifted again. The blinding sunlight faded into a green haze while the humidity increased. Rather than provide cool shade, the trees and undergrowth prevented the muggy heat from evaporating. Within a few steps, my shirt clung to my chest and back while my skirt hung limply against my legs.

      The ground was mushy with leaves and damp soil. Smells of decomposition and blooming flowers competed for attention, while all manner of insects and birds squeaked, squawked, hooted and buzzed on the branches. To my dismay, a mosquito did its best to latch onto me, and I smacked it flat while wondering how many more were hovering nearby. Despite the oppressive heat, I shivered and rubbed the back of my moist neck as hairs began to prickle there.

      Something was watching us.

      “Koki,” I said, forcing a calm casualness as I noticed in dismay that my new body hadn’t been provided with anything remotely resembling a weapon. “What resides in this place?”

      Pushing back overgrown vegetation, she paused and cocked her head to the side. “The spirits of the dead and the not-so-dead,” she replied as cautiously as I had asked.

      “Not-so-dead?” Jonas asked. “Either it’s dead or it’s not.”

      She snorted, the sneer returning to her countenance. “Human minds are so linear.” With that, she transformed into an elephant-sized praying mantis.

      “Oh, bother,” I said with the hint of a whimper just as Yao cowered behind me and Jonas stepped in front.

      Koki either didn’t notice our reactions or wasn’t perturbed by them, for she pushed forward through the ferns, vines and leaves that blocked the path. Her five long, green limbs blended into the scenery. Her body cleared a passage for us to follow.

      Exhaling heavily, I allowed my shoulders to slump momentarily with relief. Peering around, I couldn’t see much beyond the path, for the foliage absorbed whatever light might pass through the tree canopy. Only shadows and sounds could be discerned. My yellow werewolf eyes could normally pierce all but the densest of darkness, yet I was relatively blind here. Or were the eyes in my new body the human version? I shuddered at the limitations my body imposed on me and marveled how normal humans could possibly manage.

      “How much farther?” Yao whined, giving voice to my own question.

      Koki didn’t condescend to provide us an answer or perhaps she hadn’t heard us through the thick, muffling greenery. In either case, she was no longer in sight.

      “Koki?” I called out, daring to raise my voice despite the persistent premonition that danger was lurking nearby.

      The wolf growled and darted ahead, easily navigating the thick roots underfoot and the branches, leaves and vines that blocked our passage. Jonas and I began to run as best we could while Yao stumbled behind us, his graceful strength utterly absent.

      We rounded a bend, and the path cleared ahead of us. Koki was nowhere to be seen.
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      Jonas muttered something in Swahili that couldn’t possibly be appropriate for mixed company; I forgave him as I couldn’t understand the language he used and because I sympathized with his sentiments. The wolf sat on its haunches in the middle of the narrow, root-infested path and panted, its tongue hanging out of the side of its toothy maw.

      Huffing, Yao tripped against me. “Where is she?” he wheezed.

      “We’ve lost her,” Jonas said. “Or she’s lost us.”

      “I’d have thought it rather difficult to lose a giant Mantis,” I commented, “and yet, here we are.” I craned my neck to study the jungle around us with no more luck than before.

      “Now what?” Jonas demanded as he too studied our surroundings.

      “We go home,” Yao said with a sniff that bordered on a sob. “Yao doesn’t like this one bit. We should return to our normal bodies.” He lifted his hands before him and glared at the unimpressive arms he’d been provided.

      Snickering, Jonas said, “Better not die or you’ll be stuck with that body for a long time.”

      “Silence,” I ordered as I cupped a hand around my right ear which, like my left hand, had been restored to its former glory. Gone were the bite marks of the werewolf that had attacked me during my childhood.

      “What do you hear?” Yao whispered in my other ear, his breath tickling me.

      “An imbecile who has no concept of personal space,” I remarked as I sidled away from him.

      “But Jonas isn’t in your personal space,” Yao replied as he wrung his hands together. “Oh, why can’t we go home?”

      “Just go then,” Jonas snapped and flapped his hands at Yao as if shooing chickens out of the house. “No one’s stopping you.”

      Yao straightened his stooped shoulders. “Yao will never abandon Miss Knight.”

      “How unfortunate,” I muttered. “Let’s proceed but do try to keep quiet, both of you.”

      The silver wolf led the procession, and we did our best to follow without falling on each other or over the roots. After a few minutes, Jonas pointed at the ground and watched me with an expectancy I couldn’t comprehend.

      “Yes?” I inquired.

      Shaking his head at my stupidity, he gestured around us. “See the Mantis’ tracks? They stop abruptly right in front of us, as if something just swooped out of the air, snatched her up and carried her off without a fuss.”

      “That demon is very fussy,” Yao said, his thin lips pursed in disapproval. “She wouldn’t allow herself to be carried off so peacefully.”

      “The more pertinent point,” I said, “is that there exists in this world something  big enough to carry her away.”

      “Oh,” Yao whispered as Jonas nodded, satisfied that I’d comprehended the situation.

      “What could be big enough to do such a thing?” I wondered aloud.

      Yao whispered, “What would even want to do that?” His eyes darted back and forth as if expecting at any moment the culprit to return for him.

      “That’s a lot of insect,” Jonas said, scratching the small curls atop his head. “Insects are food.”

      Refraining from expressing my revulsion at the notion, I gazed about for any sign of what happened to our guide. As there was none, I continued down the path, hoping to discover some indication of Koki’s location. The wolf loped ahead and issued a bark that could only be described as jovial before darting off the path and into the undergrowth.

      “Blast it,” I cursed while I hurried after the wolf.

      “Maybe it’s found Koki,” Jonas suggested with little enthusiasm.

      “Or the thing that took her,” Yao said, his voice trembling. “Yao doesn’t want to meet that thing.”

      The undergrowth thinned out, and we entered a clearing among the trees. Before us was a cliff face in which was carved the entrance to a cave. To one side was a large, metal cage with a single occupant.

      I was all astonishment upon seeing Koki in her human form locked up in the cage. Although clearly intended to hold an animal the size of an elephant (or a giant mantis), the thick bars were close enough together to prevent her from squeezing through, as she was attempting to do.

      “You’re still alive,” Koki said, as if the very notion was ludicrous.

      “As are you,” I retorted.

      “Jonas thought something ate you,” Yao said, some of his normal cheer bubbling up through his comment.

      “At least, I’d hoped so,” Jonas muttered.

      “I should be so lucky,” Koki replied as she ceased her efforts to push through the bars. “It’s decided that I would make a suitable mate with which to breed.”

      While her voice was haughty and detached, there was a glimmer in her eyes that I couldn’t quite identify.

      “Must be crazy,” Jonas said as he swiveled around to study the clearing. The ground was an extension of the rocky floor of the cave and didn’t provide any indication of what sort of creature would throw its future mate into a cage.

      “The key, Miss Knight,” Koki hissed, gesturing upward to the padlock that secured the door of the cage. “Quickly, before that abomination returns.”

      “Where is it?” I whispered in return. “The key, that is.”

      “Who cares?” Jonas said with a snort. “Let’s leave her and be done with it. She can be someone else’s problem.”

      “She did try to devour you,” Yao added, referring to her attempted attack in the barn, and patted his bony chest. “Yao saved you.”

      I paused and allowed myself to ruminate over that tempting idea. To be free of my arch nemesis’ machinations and threats would be a relief after all these years. Besides, what debt did I owe her? What ultimatum could she possibly produce to induce me to assist her? How easy could it be to inform her husband that she’d been killed by whatever beast held her captive?

      Koki studied me as I pondered the option to abandon her. There was no emotion on her features, neither outrage nor resignation, merely comprehension. Nor did she plead with me or attempt to produce persuasions. Likewise, Yao and Jonas remained silent, their features unflinching at the proposal of leaving her to whatever fate dictated. Even the wolf waited on my judgment, lying at my feet and gazing up at me.

      “Oh, sweet temptations,” I murmured.

      And tempted I was until a part of my brain produced an answer to a question I hadn’t asked: the glimmer I’d seen in Koki’s eyes was despair. Proud and fiercely independent, she was now caged and at the mercy of a being that wanted her for nothing more than breeding purposes. My lip curled in disgust at the thought. Only then did I realize I’d arrived at a verdict.

      Sighing and hoping I wouldn’t have cause to regret my decision, yet somehow knowing I would, I asked her, “Where’s the key?”

      “What?” Jonas blurted out while Yao stared at me slack jawed and Koki’s eyes widened ever so slightly.

      “If her fate was mere death,” I explained as I forced my expression to reflect my resolve, “I might yield to the temptation to abandon her here. After all, she has been the cause of many unconscionable deaths. But no woman deserves what her captor has in store for her.”

      Jonas clucked in disgust while Yao patted my shoulder. “Well said, Miss Knight, well said.”

      Koki noticeably swallowed and nodded once at me, her eyes unfathomable. That, I was certain, would be the only indication of gratitude I would ever receive from her. “I believe the key’s in the cave,” she said.

      “Of course it is,” I huffed, turning to the gaping entrance of the cavern from which there was not a flicker of light. “What manner of creature managed to capture you with such apparent ease?”

      Koki gripped two bars with her hands and pressed her forehead against them. “A rare one indeed,” she replied. “A Sasabonsam.”

      Yao shrieked, at which Jonas scoffed, “It’s one of your kind.” But even my intrepid gardener seemed ill at ease.

      “It most certainly is not,” Yao protested.

      “It’s a bloodsucker,” Jonas said as he raised his eyes to the heavens, as if praying for patience or deliverance.

      “With huge bat wings and a mouthful of daggers,” Yao whined. “It’s as tall as a tree. No, taller!”

      At that, I rolled my eyes heavenward as well. “I highly doubt anything as strange as a tree-tall vampire roams anywhere, even here,” I stated. “How could such a beast remain so secretive?”

      Jonas shared my opinion for with nary a hesitation he marched to the entrance, the wolf trailing behind him. “Come on, Mr. Well Said,” he said, his snicker mocking the Adze.

      As I had no intention of allowing Jonas to wander off into the dwelling of an unknown assailant, I hurried after him but paused to glance at Koki. “Is the Sasabonsam truly as tall as a tree?”

      I had never considered a shrug to be an elegant gesture yet she was one of two people I knew — the other being my brother Tiberius — who could transform the mundane into the sublime. “Maybe a small tree,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Delightful,” I said. “A vampire the size of a tree.”

      On that reassuring note, we entered the cavern. Instinctively I willed my left hand to glow before remembering that I was now in the unenviable position of being ‘normal’: no metallic hand, wolf energy or werewolf night vision. It astounded me yet again how humans had managed to survive so long with such limitations.

      As if sensing my disquiet, the eyes of my silver wolf lit up quite literally, reminding me of Nelly. With every twitch and step, a set of two beams swiveled and bobbed about, casting a strange contortion of light and shadow against the glittering walls.

      “It’s rather a drab dwelling for a vampire,” I noted. “There’s not even a shred of comfort to be had in here.”

      Yao and Jonas said nothing as they too gazed about. Everywhere was rock, glistening with moisture and some element that was embedded in the stone.

      “Quartz?” I wondered as I scratched at the wall nearest me.

      My voice echoed around us, somehow exaggerating the impenetrability of the dark and silence that lay ahead. Something fluttered far above our heads. I could only hope it was as benign as a bat (preferably a fruit bat) or, if we were very lucky, a confused pigeon.

      “Is there any sign of the key?” I asked as I rubbed my arms, deploring my lack of weapons. The only item that might be of any use, apart from my mind, was a sachet of powdered cinnamon in my skirt pocket. It seemed that the dead could indeed take items with them into the afterlife as long as it wasn’t a prosthetic.

      “No,” Yao yelped. “Maybe it’s not here. Maybe Koki is mistaken. Maybe that giant vampire has it and is coming back to—”

      “It’s right here,” Jonas interrupted and muttered a few words in Swahili. I could discern in his voice a scowl and an eye roll.

      Repressing a chuckle at my gardener’s disgruntlement at our Adze acquaintance, I peered toward Jonas. He indicated with a jerk of his head the general direction of our prize. Kneeling down beside my wolf, I put my arms around its neck and, with my hands gripping its thick fur, I directed its eyes upward. The key dangled on a hook that was beyond any of our reach.

      “Brilliant,” I huffed.

      “No, not brilliant,” Yao complained, reminding me yet again that the art of sarcasm was lost on most Africans. “This is the very opposite of brilliant. It’s more than opposite. It’s… It’s…” He struggled to find a word that could adequately describe how deeply our situation lacked brilliance.

      “Deplorable?” I suggested.

      “Impossible,” Jonas added.

      “Dee-licious.”

      “All of those,” Yao agreed. “Except delicious. How is this delicious? Is there something edible?” He glanced around, licking his lips in anticipation.

      “Jonas,” I whispered, wondering who had spoken.

      “Wasn’t me,” he said.

      “What wasn’t?” Yao demanded.

      The wolf growled, the light from its eyes flittering from side to side as it sniffed the air, its hackles raised.

      “Yao, Jonas, can one of you climb up that wall?” I asked just as a flapping sound issued from above us and toward the back of the cavern. A foul breeze stroked my skin and assailed my nose. Despite my new body, my nose had retained its sensitivity. I grimaced at the smell: decaying meat.

      Something landed with a heavy thump. A shadow began to stalk toward us, its every footstep causing a trembling in the ground that echoed through my limbs. The wolf snarled and crouched as if preparing to launch itself at the creature. I loosened my grip on its neck just as the Sasabonsam entered the rays of light emanating from the wolf’s eyes.

      While not as tall as the tallest tree, the vampire was huge. He was at least the height of a giraffe. His legs were as thick as an elephant’s and his arms hardly less so. All his limbs were corded with muscles; he appeared strong enough to snatch up an elephant or a giant mantis. The bat-like wings that flapped behind him filled the width of the cave. His face would have been described as appealing save for the mouthful of daggers that passed for teeth. He gnashed them together as he squinted in the light. His black skin blended with the cave’s interior, and he wore nothing save for a loincloth made of lion pelt.

      “And I suppose sunlight has little effect on him?” I asked, hoping that I might receive a contrary answer.

      “Not at all,” Yao whimpered.

      “So what’s the plan?” Jonas asked.

      “Eat,” the Sasabonsam thundered.

      “Charming idea,” I said. “And we would love to join you but we really must be off now. Run!”

      That said, I spun about and followed my own instructions. There was, after all, nothing ignominious in a dignified retreat, for it provided us with the opportunity to survive to fight another day. Unfortunately, our retreat could not be described as anything resembling dignified. Yao shrieked and somehow managed to trip over himself. With one hand holding my skirt up high enough so as to facilitate sprinting, I reached down with the other and dragged the Adze to his feet. I lost sight of the wolf as it had decided to run in the opposite direction, toward the giant vampire.

      As we stumbled into the clearing, our eyes temporarily blinded, Koki shouted, “Where’s the key?”

      “The Sasabonsam, it’s in the cave!” Yao howled as he continued his dash, arms flailing about him.

      I spun about, conscious of how my knees and calves were exposed for all to see but not daring to lower my skirt in case I would be required to follow Yao’s example. Fortunately, we were hardly in a public venue, so I remained thus while searching the ground for a possible weapon. All I found was a long bone — presumably the leg of an animal — and that did little to comfort me. Still, it was all I had on hand.

      “Miss Knight, get over here,” Yao whispered from the foliage. “What will Yao tell Mr. Timmons if you are eaten?”

      “That I was eaten,” I replied as I stared into the cave. It was terribly quiet. Surely, my wolf would be howling and snarling as it attacked? Or Jonas would make some sort of commotion if he was being devoured? “Jonas, are you still alive?”

      A flutter of movement alerted me and I prepared to either run or drop my skirt while swinging the bone. I was saved from the decision as Jonas exited the cave, holding onto a key that was as long as his chest.

      “Clever man!” I said in wonderment. “How did you manage—”

      “Never mind that,” Koki interrupted. “Give me the key quickly, boy. Or else your efforts will be wasted.”

      When he glanced at me for confirmation, I nodded once. Frowning, he dragged the key to the door and slid it through the bars. Koki partially transformed, her lower half taking on her mantis self while her upper body remained human. Only then was she able to reach the lock into which she inserted the key. Once free, she stalked out of the cage in human form, her eyes narrowed and her mouth a snarl.

      “Let’s go,” Yao shouted from his hiding place.

      “Not without my wolf,” I said, much to the consternation of Yao and Jonas, and the amusement of Koki.

      “It’s just a dog,” Yao said.

      But it wasn’t. When the dwarf known as Nameless had captured my wolf energy, I’d been incapacitated to the extent I couldn’t manage to stand on my own. What would happen if I returned to our world without the wolf? Would I retain my energy? Without it, my metal hand would be of little use, and who knew what other powers I might find lacking. The wolf was such an integral part of my life now that I couldn’t abandon it.

      Ignoring their protests, I tiptoed into the entrance of the cave, the leg bone gripped in one hand and the hem of my skirt in the other. Whereas I anticipated the noise of a battle, or at least of a struggle, what I heard was cooing. As my eyes adjusted to the dark, I detected my wolf’s glowing eyes. It was lying on the lap of the Sasabonsam, tongue out, tail wagging, as the giant vampire stroked its silver fur.

      “Traitor,” I muttered with some astonishment at the contented scene.

      The Sasabonsam looked up and tilted his head to the side. I could make out very little of his features but as he remained seated, I assumed I was safe for the moment. Indeed, even as I watched, the vampire’s head lolled forward, and the cooing transformed into the heavy breathing of deep sleep. Focusing my thoughts, I commanded the wolf to run after us. It barked once in what I hoped was both acknowledgement and agreement with the order.

      “Let’s go,” I told the others as I backed out of the cave, only to find that they had already departed.

      “Over here, Miss Knight,” Jonas called out from the path.

      I hurried after them. A few moments later, the silver wolf darted past us. We all glanced behind but there was no indication that a giant vampire had woken from his slumber to find both his new pet and his caged mate gone.
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      “Are we there yet?” Yao asked for the umpteenth time.

      While I sympathized with the sentiment, I couldn’t very well give vent to my own fatigue, for then I’d surely be tempted to collapse until someone fetched me a pot of tea. Given the dearth of civilization in the Underworld, I doubted I’d ever encounter a pot of anything and thus I would remain prone on the ground, incapable of further movement. The very thought of it was deplorable, and I marveled how Africans had survived so long without the resuscitating powers of tea. That, I was convinced, was possibly the one and only uplifting contribution that Europeans had provided to the natives.

      My mental ramblings only confirmed the depth of my exhaustion. “Do the dead need to eat?” I asked although I felt no hunger.

      Koki’s smile was both appealing and disconcerting. “Of course. But I don’t think you would appreciate the diet.”

      Before I could summon wit to respond, the wolf perked up its ears and sniffed the air. This inspired an increased attentiveness on my part which allowed me to discern a soft crying.

      “Do you hear that?” Yao asked, even though it was blatantly obvious that indeed, we were all listening, our strides having slowed accordingly.

      “Maybe it’s Wanjiru,” Jonas said, the hope in his voice a painful reminder of our current mission. “Wanjiru!” he shouted and ran ahead.

      “Wait, Jonas. Come back at once,” I ordered but, not surprisingly, my employee paid me little heed; he seldom did. Reluctant as I was to run into an unknown situation, I increased my pace and caught up with him just as the path ended at the shores of a lake.

      Spread before us was a stretch of beach covered with blindingly white, silky soft sand. Beyond the sand was an expanse of water that seemed to have no end, or else the opposite shore was lost in the mist that blurred the horizon.

      “The Lake of Tears,” Koki announced.

      Yao grimaced and shivered. “Ew. Water.”

      I was on the verge of inquiring about the name when I glimpsed a feminine form kneeling at the water’s edge, shoulders shaking. Garbed in a simple, dark blue dress I recognized from Lady Hardinge’s house, the woman sobbed, her tears splashing into the lake in a steady stream.

      “Wanjiru,” Jonas cried and darted forward, his bare feet flipping up sand in his wake.

      “It could be a trap,” I warned to no avail. Hoping I was wrong, I hurried across the beach, my boots not as agile on the loose sand as Jonas’ feet. I was further hindered by my skirt and the wolf which leaped about me, barking playfully.

      “Get down, you rascal,” I scolded it which, in some absurd way, resulted in me scolding a part of myself.

      “Baba?” the crying woman asked. “Baba!”

      As I approached them, the maid I knew as Esther jumped up and into Jonas’ embrace. I altered my path to give them privacy. After all, Jonas was seeing his daughter for the first time in a while.

      I joined the others and peered over to observe the tender reunion. Jonas stepped back to gaze upon his daughter, his countenance radiant. Esther — Wanjiru — began to chat with great animation, her hands fluttering around like butterflies freed from their cocoons. Their happy words tumbled over each other as they attempted to recover the time they’d lost. While I couldn’t understand their language, somehow I could understand the conversation, for hadn’t I had a similar experience recently upon learning that Mr. Elkhart Senior was in fact my biological father?

      Resolving to allow them a few more moments before interrupting them, I studied the lake before us, the color of which perfectly mirrored the bright blue of the sky. Realizing Yao was not with us, I glanced around until I spotted him by the jungle’s edge. His horror and suspicion of water seemed momentarily forgotten as he gazed at Wanjiru, his eyes wide, his mouth slightly agape.

      Shaking my head at his star-struck appearance, I remarked to the others, “That was fairly straightforward.”

      Koki’s laugh was rich and deep. “We aren’t home yet, girl.”

      “Miss Knight,” Jonas called to me as he guided his daughter toward us. “We have found my daughter. Wanjiru, this is Miss Knight, a great lady despite being one of the People of the Fog.”

      “Why, thank you, Jonas,” I said, my eyes narrowing slightly, certain he’d insulted me while praising me.

      At the mention of the term used by some of the tribes to describe white Europeans, Wanjiru became silent. When I stepped toward her, she bowed her head, her hands hanging by her side and clenching the dress, her previous liveliness stilled. “Good day, madam,” she murmured.

      Before I could reassure her that such formality was entirely unnecessary and uncomfortable, the still surface of the lake shivered as a ripple flowed out from a point about a stone’s throw from us.

      Koki settled one hand on her hip and gestured with the other. “It seems our presence has been noted.”

      From the jungle, Yao called to us, “Something’s in the water. Nothing good comes from water. We should really go home now.”

      None of us disagreed but before we could turn, more ripples joined the first. Small waves of tears lapped at our feet. The Africans stepped away with varying expressions of disgust. The wolf growled.

      “Indeed, I find that to be a remarkably sound suggestion, Yao,” I said and marched toward the jungle as rapidly as I could manage on the soft sand. The others, all barefoot, overtook me but none of us reached the trees before something surged out of the waters behind us. Waves splashed high up on the beach, wetting my boots, and I could only hope that tear salt wouldn’t stain the leather.

      “Wanjiru!”

      The force of the bellow reverberated through my chest. I couldn’t help but glance over my shoulder. A tall African floated above the waves, his brown skin and eyes glowing with a golden sheen. His hair hung past his shoulders in countless braids stained with a red clay dye. Wrapped around his waist was a black-and-red checkered blanket; flung over his shoulders was the pelt of a lion, the head of which covered the man’s. While he wasn’t as finely proportioned as Yao or as muscled as Kam, he was nonetheless an impressive enough specimen of masculinity to be worthy of some attention. Yet the sulk of his lips reminded me of a spoiled child, and the sharpness of his tall spear reminded me that I had no weapon.

      “Come back, Wanjiru,” he commanded, his gaze fixed on the young woman who was standing beside Jonas, shivering with what emotions I could only imagine.

      “Greetings, Le-Eyo,” Koki said as if welcoming a guest to a party, unconcerned by the golden tip of the spear or the hostility emanating from the man’s eyes.

      The God of Death sniffed and his full lips twitched. “Insects. I despise insects.”

      “I think he means you,” Yao said to Koki. “Can we go now?”

      “No!” thundered Le-Eyo. “Wanjiru is mine.”

      “Her father begs to differ,” I said, stepping forward and in front of Wanjiru while gesturing behind my back for her to enter the path. A small scuffle ensued, and I gathered from the urgent whispers that Yao was attempting to escort Wanjiru away from the beach.

      “Dowry was provided. An agreement was made,” Le-Eyo argued. “The law is the law.”

      “The rains never came,” Koki countered as she tilted her hips to one side and studied the nails of one hand.

      It was a credit to the god that he wasn’t the least distracted or impressed by Koki’s appearance. “They came to the village for one night. The agreement did not stipulate how much rain there should be.”

      “A stickler for legal details,” I murmured and raised my voice. “Well, sir—”

      “Who is this female?” Le-Eyo interrupted, waving at me while addressing Koki.

      “How rude of me,” Koki purred, her narrowed eyes anything but contrite. “This is Miss Knight.”

      “Mrs. Knight,” Jonas added.

      “Actually, it’s Mrs. Timmons,” I corrected them, for I wasn’t at all happy with the manner in which Le-Eyo was gazing at me as he strolled across the lake.

      “Which is it?” he demanded and licked his lips.

      “Mrs. Timmons,” I stated firmly for the record. “I’m married. Very much and happily so.”

      By this time, Le-Eyo had reached the sand and he hefted his spear as if contemplating who to skewer first.

      “I assume you’ve made an arrangement with Wanjiru’s employers?” I asked, more to distract him than anything else.

      His eyes widened and he paused. “What employer?”

      “Well, you surely are aware that she is contracted to Lord and Lady Hardinge,” I said, silently begging forgiveness for the fib I was about to create, “and according to our laws, she can’t break the employment contract if she doesn’t have permission from the Hardinge family to do so.” I paused and added, “Which of course she does not have.”

      This revelation threw him into an agony of ill-humor, for he flung down his spear, tip first, into the sand where it hummed with the force of the throw. His lower lip jutted out as he paced before us.

      Bemused that a god would care about such trifling details as labor laws, I continued, “I realize this is a grave vexation. Surely, a man—”

      “God,” he said as he flung an arm upward while continuing to pace.

      “Forgive me,” I said. “Surely, a god as notable as yourself has an abundance of ladies desiring his attention.”

      At this comment, he seemed gratified, for he halted his pacing and bestowed on me a smile of condescension. Thus encouraged, I continued, “As such, you needn’t resort to abduction in order to procure a wife.”

      He glared at me. “I do not abduct people. I negotiated with the village elders. Accordingly, she is mine.” Swiveling his head this way and that, he demanded, “Where is she?”

      “Well, what do you know?” I said, glancing at the sky. “It’s well past tea time and we really must be going.”

      Koki smirked, Jonas groaned and Le-Eyo snatched up his spear and aimed it at my head. “Where is she?” he roared.

      My wolf, having restrained itself throughout the altercation, growled and flung itself at the god. The speed with which it attacked allowed it to latch onto Le-Eyo’s neck before he could react; both wolf and god fell to the sand, struggling for dominance.

      “And now, I believe we can leave,” Koki said with a mildness which was not in the least altered by the scuffle before us.

      I began to protest — for it was my energy we were abandoning — but Koki grabbed my hand in hers and hauled me forcibly off the beach with Jonas immediately behind us. The wolf’s howl pierced me to my core. I wrenched my hand free to face the beach. Le-Eyo was kneeling, one hand gripped around the wolf’s throat, pushing it against the sand, while the other hand raised a knife. Refusing to surrender, the wolf continued its howling and thrashing.

      Before I could commit myself to a course of action that was probably both foolhardy and fatal, a shadow fell across the scene, accompanied by the beating of large wings. Churned up by the breeze thus created, bits of sand twirled around us as the Sasabonsam landed on the beach.
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      The giant vampire’s bat wings continued to flutter agitatedly as the Sasabonsam wrestled the knife away. Astonishment caused Le-Eyo to release the wolf which trotted toward me at my beckoning. Meanwhile, the vampire, equally satisfied as to the safety of his pet and the removal of the knife, turned his vengeful attention onto the God of Death. While I’d previously assumed that a god, particularly the God of Death, would have no need to fear mortality, the expression on Le-Eyo’s face disabused me of that quaint notion.

      “Now shall we depart, Miss Knight?” Koki murmured in my ear, unflustered by the upheaval before us.

      Having reassured myself that my wolf would survive to fight again, I agreed with this appealing course of action. We hastened to follow Yao and Wanjiru, both of whom had succeeded in putting a reasonable distance between themselves and the beach.

      “Won’t Le-Eyo chase us?” I asked as Jonas inserted himself between Yao and his daughter.

      “I believe he’ll be sufficiently occupied for the time being, as will my unwanted suitor,” Koki said. Smirking, she added, “The Sasabonsam seems to have acquired a liking for your wolf, Miss Knight.”

      “The Sasabonsam, they aren’t very bright, are they?” Jonas asked, scowling at Yao’s attempts to attract Wanjiru’s attention.

      “Not particularly,” Koki conceded. “Like most vampires.”

      “Hey!” Yao protested.

      Koki continued without pause. “The Sasabonsam are particularly noteworthy in their limited intellect. That, combined with their visibility, is possibly why they aren’t very numerous.”

      “Yao is not like most vampires,” Yao grumbled, pouting at Jonas who bestowed a triumphant grin in response.

      The combination of humid heat, the emotions stirred from the adventures of the day and the implacable pace that Koki insisted we maintain soon drained us of any humor remaining. Only the wolf seemed unfazed and trotted ahead of us, free of the fatigue that clung to my limbs.

      No further abductions occurred for which I was immensely grateful; rescuing people was tiresome, to say the least. In weary silence, we entered the clearing and stared across at the footbridge hovering over the dark river and connecting the Underworld to the World of Shadows. The only sound was our feet slapping against the ground and Yao’s muted mutterings about the evils of water.

      As we approached the bridge, Jonas commented, in response to Yao’s hydrophobia, “Cross that bridge, Adze, and you’ll have your old body back.”

      “Oh, joy! A real body,” Yao sighed. “Nasty water.”

      Jonas’ snide remark inspired in me another concern, and I turned to Koki. “All of our bodies are sleeping in the Hardinge’s mansion except for Wanjiru’s. She’s in her original body. How will she bring it into the World of Shadows?”

      Not in the least perturbed by the implication, Koki replied, “She won’t. You will have to focus on carrying all her energy with you.”

      “Will that work?” Jonas asked, his doubt echoing my own.

      Shrugging, Koki said, “Possibly. And if not, Wanjiru will remain here for all of eternity or die in the attempt.”

      At our cries of protest, she waved a hand in dismissal of our concerns. “This is the only way out from here. Of course, Miss Knight could utilize her substantial charms and persuade Le-Eyo to carry Wanjiru home for us.”

      Both Jonas and Yao issued disparaging noises at the notion and then pretended not to notice my offended expression.

      “Precisely,” Koki said. “However, while her powers of feminine wiles are lacking, I have some confidence in Miss Knight’s other abilities. And if she fails, then we know she’s not yet ready to assist us with Liongo.”

      “We should have left you in that cage,” Jonas grumbled.

      Her eyes narrowed, Koki lifted a hand to either slap or decapitate him. Before she could do either, a crashing sound behind us caused us to shift our attention to the jungle.

      “Wanjiru!” Le-Eyo’s shout echoed from within the trees.

      “A persistent suitor,” Koki remarked. “Are you certain you won’t consent?”

      In response, Jonas grabbed Wanjiru’s hand and urged her onto the bridge, the wooden planks creaking beneath them. With considerably less alacrity, Yao followed them, his eyes squeezed nearly shut and his mouth set in a pained grimace.

      “Shall we?” Koki asked. “They will need your assistance to cross the barrier. The land of the dead isn’t an easy place to leave.”

      “Normally I’d say that’s a jolly good thing,” I said.

      Fatigued beyond endurance, I stumbled onto the bridge, the wolf and the she-demon immediately behind me. Several strides brought me within reach of the others who were prevented from proceeding by an opaque and impenetrable film that cut across the bridge at the half-way mark.

      “Haraka, Miss Knight,” Jonas said as he positioned himself between his daughter and the jungle.

      “Yes, hurry,” Yao said. “Yao wants his body back, not this horrible, scratchy thing.”

      “You mean scrawny,” I corrected him as I pushed past Jonas. “Not scratchy.”

      “Scrawny, yes. And scratchy also,” he said with great earnestness. “It’s scratchy all over, but especially…”

      “That’s quite enough,” I interrupted him, holding my hands up and closing my eyes.

      “Let her focus, little Adze,” Koki added as she joined us. “Nobody wants to hear about your hygiene issues.”

      I was unclear what I should focus on for I couldn’t recall having any difficulties on the way into the Underworld; certainly, I hadn’t put forth any specific effort. Yet now there seemed a blockage. Before I could do much apart from rub my temples and hope for inspiration, a loud snap like that of a tree breaking in half distracted me further.

      “Wanjiru, return!” Le-Eyo bellowed as he broke through the tree-line and entered the clearing. The cape’s lion head bobbed behind his own and his red-stained braids created a fearsome image. He raised his spear above his head as if preparing to toss it.

      “Be careful,” Koki called out, a manic grin revealing strong, white teeth. “You wouldn’t want to hit your beloved.” Thus saying, she grabbed Wanjiru and held the girl like a shield.

      Yao, Le-Eyo and Jonas howled in communal outrage, while the wolf just howled. I was still struggling to decide on what to place my attention. The noisiness of Death was exasperating, not to mention distracting.

      “Do you mind?” I snapped. “I can’t very well concentrate with all this racket.”

      “Leave me behind,” Wanjiru said, divining before I did the source of the blockage. “It will be easier to escape without me.”

      “How very noble,” Koki said as Le-Eyo marched toward the bridge, “but I take issue with forced marriages.”

      I glanced at Jonas; his features were pinched with the agony induced by the prospect of another separation from his child. Gritting my teeth, I breathed deeply, clearing my mind as best I could given the commotion around me.

      “Yao will never leave you,” the Adze professed his commitment with great fervor. “Even if he has to cross a thousand bridges over a thousand foul, watery rivers.”

      “A bridge,” I repeated. “I have to be a bridge.”

      So saying, I eased my way into the veil that separated the worlds. One arm and leg vanished from sight, followed by a shoulder and half my chest. Although I couldn’t see them, I could feel my fingers twitching in the dramatically cooler air in which that part of my body was immersed. The rest of me continued to sweat. Tugging at the wolf’s fur, I encouraged it to cross. The moment it did, my invisible arm and leg tingled.

      “He’s going to destroy the bridge,” Koki said, although her voice sounded muted, as if I were listening from underwater.

      “Not the bridge!” Yao wailed from a distance. “Not again! Yao hates broken bridges! Anything but a bath, please—” His protestation was cut short by the splintering of wood.

      Closing my eyes, I turned my attention to the steadiness of my breath and the cool silence waiting for us beyond the veil. Focusing on the wolf energy within me, I willed it to embrace the others in a ballon of silver. With another step, I shifted completely into the World of Shadows.
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      “Yao has his body back,” someone yelled by my ear. “See, Wanjiru? This is what Yao really looks like. Not that ugly, scratchy body.”

      Still struggling with the underwater sensation, I opened my eyes and waited for them to adjust. The only source of light was my metallic left hand in which the wolf energy had returned. Otherwise, deliciously cold shadows embraced us.

      “We made it,” Jonas said, his eyes wide with surprise.

      “Of course we did,” Koki said, sneering at the little man. “How poorly you think of your mistress.”

      While I sympathized with Jonas’ sentiment, I too leveled a firm stare at him, silently reprimanding him for doubting me. Indeed, we were all on the other side of the film in the relative safety of the World of Shadows, leaving Le-Eyo in possession of a broken bridge and an impotent rage.

      Yao was particularly pleased by the turn of events. He couldn’t cease patting his muscular arms, a wide smile across his handsome face, his eyes lit with relief and joy. “Wanjiru, look. This is the real Yao.”

      “Real idiot, you mean,” Jonas said as he maneuvered himself between his daughter and the Adze.

      “Come along, children,” Koki said as she glided ahead.

      “Asante,” Jonas said. It was a moment before I realized he was talking to me. “Thank you. Thank you.” He gulped, the strain around his eyes more pronounced in the dim light.

      “You’re welcome,” I whispered.

      “Beatrice!” My name echoed around us.

      “Lilly?” I called back.

      A glowing form hurtled toward us, followed by Lilly. “Oh, there you are!” she exclaimed, one hand holding onto the glowing form, the other hand on her hip. “We’ve all been in a tither over your disappearance.”

      The others gathered around us. I noted with some disquiet Koki’s interest in the glowing form that was, I assumed, baby Grace. “No wonder you seemed familiar,” I said under my breath before meeting Lilly’s uneasy gaze. “We haven’t been gone so long as to raise the alarm, surely?”

      “Ha!” Lilly huffed. “When you didn’t return after several hours, Mr. Elkhart — your father, not my Mr. Elkhart — summoned our husbands. They tried to rouse you. When that didn’t work, they set out. They’ve been searching for your spirit selves all night and half the morning.”

      “All night?” I gasped, horrified that my absence had been so obvious. “Have we missed breakfast?”

      She paused to consider the question although it hardly merited serious thought. “Yes, and lunch as well. If you hurry, you might just make it for supper… Oh, never mind that. Mr. Timmons is in a fury over the matter. Last night, he mobilized every able bodied man, and a few unable bodied ones, to search for you in case you somehow wandered out by another means, unlikely as that was. Meanwhile, he and Tiberius looked for another entrance to the Underworld. And Grace told me you’d passed through here and disappeared, so in I came.”

      “Oh dear,” I sighed, the exhaustion incurred from the activities of the previous day and night cascading over me. “I’ll explain later. I’m still recovering from pulling Wanjiru through from the other side.” I gestured to Jonas’ daughter so that Lilly would know of whom I spoke. “And we still have to get through this place. I can’t be distracted by wondering how furious my husband will be with me.”

      “Very furious,” Jonas instantly supplied me the answer.

      “Incoherent with indignation, I’d imagine,” Lilly added.

      Still admiring his muscular limbs, Yao said, “Not to mention disappointed, outraged and—”

      “Yes, thank you, all of you,” I interrupted as Koki flung her head back and laughed. The darkness muffled all our sounds and increased my sense of fatigue. “Now to the task at hand: to return to our bodies, after which I will hopefully outlive my husband’s lecture long enough to eat, bathe and sleep.”

      “Yao is happy with all of that, except the bathing part,” Yao informed us.

      Koki shook her head, while Jonas muttered, “You disgust me.” Behind his back, Wanjiru smiled.
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      Transitioning through the next veil was easier, perhaps because we were all eager to be fully in our physical bodies. Even pulling Wanjiru out of the shadows and into my father’s room in the Hardinge house required relatively little effort. Still, I was grateful that my body was lying down on the carpet for otherwise I’d surely have collapsed. While fainting is considered an art among some women, I rather abhor the activity.

      Thus saved from the humiliation of swooning, I focused my efforts on pushing aside the cotton that seemed to have enwrapped my senses. Before I could fully wake up, a scantily dressed African woman loomed into my view, her elongated canines showing.

      “Where did you take my brother, you nasty female?” Yawa howled at me.

      “It’s okay,” the brother in question replied. “Yao has his own body again!” He didn’t pause to elaborate on that statement to his bewildered sister but instead crooned, “Wanjiru, let me help you.”

      I sensed the energetic struggle between Jonas and Yao, but my attention was snagged by the grim countenance of Mr. Timmons who stood across the room, making no effort to approach. It was Father and Dr. Ribeiro, whom someone must have summoned, who assisted me to rise and guided me to a sofa. Father clucked in a reassuring manner, his consternation only evident in the shaking of his hands.

      Before I could assess how distressed my husband was or assuage my own guilt at Father’s evident unease, the door was flung open. The doorknob slammed heartily into the wall as Tiberius stormed in with a flurry of emotion and energy. Tiberius, my gentle brother who shared so much in common with our father including a calm disposition and enduring patience, glared at me with uncharacteristic indignation. His hands clenched at his side

      “Why didn’t you inform me that Lilly was entering Mrs. Cricket’s world?” he growled and sounded much like his Popobawa form. “And now Anansi wants to use her and the baby. How dare you!”

      I couldn’t fathom how he knew about Anansi and I didn’t appreciate the implication that I’d allow the Spider to do anything with my cousin or niece. Bewildered, I started to sit up from my prone position on the sofa. Dr. Ribeiro pushed me down, clucking disapprovingly.

      “Mr. Elkhart, sir,” he said, waggling his head, “I am not allowing my patient such distractions as giant spiders and other nuisances.” He shook a finger at my brother and then at me. “She is resting now, not being disturbed any more than she already is. Here, Miss Knight. Please be drinking this.” He inserted the edge of a cup into my mouth, forcing sweet liquid down my throat.

      Tiberius paid no heed to the doctor or to Father’s gently voiced supplications to take a seat and calm himself. “Do you have any idea how dangerous it could be for her?” he continued, his voice rising with every word. “Or for the baby?”

      “You never asked me to tell you anything,” I replied as I pushed the doctor’s hand away, more stunned than distressed. Ignoring Dr. Ribeiro, I sat up in order to better return Tiberius’ hostile stare. “And yes, I do have some idea regarding the risks and told her so myself. In fact, I emphatically forbade her from entering. But she wouldn’t listen.”

      “Yes, that trait seems to be common among you Steward woman,” he snapped.

      Shocked at his outburst, I retorted, “I’m also an Elkhart and it seems we might have a temper.”

      “Not all of us,” Father said in his soft voice, although I was the only one close enough to hear him.

      “They do indeed have tempers, as do the Steward women,” Lilly snapped as she strode into the room, her arms crossed over her chest, her jaw set in a manner very similar to Mrs. Steward. This didn’t bode well for Tiberius. “And you!” She jabbed a finger toward Koki. “Stay away from my baby.”

      Recalling Lilly’s sleepy promise to kill the Mantis and knowing she hadn’t a chance at success, I prepared myself to intervene if required. Fortunately, Lilly was far too preoccupied with scowling at Tiberius.

      “I can appreciate Mr. Elkhart’s discomposure,” Mr. Timmons finally spoke with a restraint that was alarming. He was staring at the bookshelf behind me as if it might elaborate on the matter. “It’s rather disconcerting when a wife dashes off into danger without so much as a note of explanation.”

      “So now we need our husbands’ permission to venture forth from the home?” Lilly demanded, fixing her heated gaze on Mr. Timmons.

      “No, Lilly,” I answered as I ignored Dr. Ribeiro’s urgent attempts to force more liquid into me. “They just want us to become docile little house women. They on the other hand don’t have to change one jot or tittle. After marriage, their lives continue much as they were before the wedding day. But we have to alter our lives entirely to fit their own.”

      A hand on my shoulder caused me to startle. I looked up to find Koki’s expression bordering on compassionate or at least sympathetic. Gesturing at the infuriated husbands, she said, “This is why I decapitate them.”

      “Delightful,” Tiberius said, exhibiting a level of sarcasm that was new for him. “Now we receive marital advice from a homicidal she-demon.”

      “At least she doesn’t expect us to sit around knitting baby clothes all day,” Lilly said, her fierce stare settling on Tiberius.

      “I didn’t say you had to do anything of the sort,” Tiberius retorted although there was an edge of pleading in his tone. “I thought you would appreciate the knitting needles and yarn, as it would give you something to do.”

      “I can think of something to do with those needles,” Koki interjected, a dark humor lacing her words. “Let me know if you wish any lessons on the matter, ladies.” With a smirk and a cavalier wave, she sauntered out of the room.

      “Yao would never give his wife needles,” the Adze announced. “Never, ever. Unless she wanted them. Do you like knitting, Wanjiru?”

      “Bah,” Jonas said in disgust as he escorted his daughter out of the room with Yao trailing behind them. Clearing his throat and reassuring us that he was available should any of us further require his services, Dr. Ribeiro likewise took his leave and closed the door on his exit.

      Father exhaled with exaggerated force. “While I know nothing of knitting or needles,” he said, the softness of his voice contrasting to the heated emotions of the room, “I’ve loved two women warriors in my time. Three if I include my daughter. You can neither tame nor change them, nor should you want to do so. That would destroy the very essence that you once loved.”

      He addressed that comment to the two men, both of whom shifted with discomfort under his tender gaze. “And one of the greatest fears a man can endure is being unable to protect the woman he loves.” This he directed to Lilly and me. “Perhaps you can alleviate their distress simply by informing them of your intentions or your whereabouts. I’m sure neither would prevent you from engaging in any course of action that your conscience dictates.”

      While I was tempted to issue a snort and a withering comment, the men’s strained expressions inhibited me as they did Lilly. She frowned and said to me, “Well, I suppose we can endeavor to lighten their mental load.” Then her face lit up with a mischievous grin. “And if all else fails, we can always request those needle lessons from Koki.”

      Father coughed to hide his smile. Tiberius chuckled, gesturing to Lilly to enter his embrace. She waddled over to him, and I allowed myself to be distracted by the increase in the size of her swollen belly. I was tempted to inquire if she had twins but thought better of it. What did I know of pregnancy, normal or otherwise? Still, it struck me how much bigger she appeared, and I made a mental note to request Dr. Ribeiro to investigate the matter.

      Meanwhile, Lilly hooked her hand over Tiberius’ arm and allowed him to escort her to their own quarters. Mr. Timmons shook his head and sighed, and thus our meeting was disbanded.
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      “Shall we?” Mr. Timmons asked as he invited me to proceed him out of the house into the coolness of dusk.

      Wordlessly, we traversed the damp, weed infested lawn and entered the cottage at which point I was desperately wishing he’d vent his emotions. This silent, stoic version of the man left me uneasy. Before I could insist he express his true feelings, Gideon popped into view, hovering over the kitchen table on which a basket sat, containing one baby monkey.

      “I’m teaching Shelby to follow my instructions,” he announced.

      “Felicitations,” I said with little attention.

      “And I’ll have you know that your husband is a horrible mother,” he continued, a frown marring his beautiful face. “He’s even worse than you, as difficult as that is to imagine. I had to beg and plead with him, not to mention harass him mercilessly, before he finally conceded to feed Shelby.”

      “Sorry, Shelby,” I said and rubbed the little gray head. Shelby mewed in response.

      “Plus she needs to be hugged,” Gideon said, his faint eyebrows scrunched together. “I can’t do that. And it’s critical for their development.” He peered down at me.

      “Fine,” I muttered and scooped Shelby into my arms as I followed Mr. Timmons into his study and closed the door behind me.

      “Say something,” I said, wondering how many times we would have to endure these discomforting disagreements.

      He leaned against his desk, his hands gripped along the edge, his expression vacant. It was only then that I noticed that his hair was in disarray, his chin unshaved, and his eyes surrounded by proof of a sleepless night. “What’s there to say?” he said, his voice low, his words breathed out on a sigh.

      “I believe I prefer you to stomp about like an enraged water buffalo,” I said as I rubbed a hand against Shelby’s back. “This silence is insupportable.”

      Tilting his head and peering at me, he allowed a slight smile to soften his features, yet his eyes retained a melancholiness that penetrated me to the core. “Do not fear. I’m not angry.”

      “I wish you were,” I murmured. “That, I can manage. This, however, leaves me at a loss.”

      “More’s the pity,” he said. “I’m trying to be a more agreeable person, to modify my volatile temperament, but perhaps such a calm disposition is not suitable for the likes of me.”

      “Perhaps,” I said, frowning at the odd turn in the conversation.

      Sighing yet again, he rubbed his forehead with one hand. “Beatrice, I need you alive. Alive! And if anything serious were to befall you, if you were…” He shook his head, his gaze still focused at his feet. “I can’t bear the thought.”

      Not daring to speak, I took a step toward him.

      Shifting his weight against the desk, he continued, “I found you lying on the floor as still and pale as a corpse. You looked for all the world as if you were dead. On one side of you was your demonic archenemy, on the other a zombie-devouring vampire, and I’m not entitled to be in the least upset?”

      “Of course you are,” I said, attempting for a soothing voice although my every limb quivered with exhaustion and emotion. Stroking Shelby, I lowered my face to her tiny one. Her nose wrinkled, and she licked my cheek. The softness of her fur and the warmth of her little body soothed my agitated heart.

      Breathing in her sweetness, I looked up at Mr. Timmons who was watching me intently, almost desperately. “I wanted to consult you, truly. In fact, I had all intentions to do so but time was of the essence.”

      As I recalled the moment when I’d altered my decision, I winced for I’d neglected to mention how Koki’s inflammatory remark had galled me: “Do you need a man’s permission now?”

      “It gratifies me to hear it,” Mr. Timmons said.

      I smoothed away the grimace that still clung to my features. “Having said that, please don’t expect me to be any different from the woman you followed that night we hunted for Kam’s niece. I can’t, Simon. I’ve tried. Well, I’ve tried to try, and I just can’t be this other woman, the sort that stays safely at home and plays the good housewife.”

      Shelby yawned, my speech far too taxing for her sleepy mind to grasp, and she curled up in my arms, promptly falling asleep. Mr. Timmons’ mouth twitched into a faded smile, and he reached out for me, guiding me into his arms. Kissing the top of my head, he said, “Now then, enough of that, my dear. After all, you wouldn’t be Miss Knight if you refused danger and opted for the safer path.”

      “But maybe I should try to be Mrs. Timmons,” I mumbled into his chest.

      He chuckled at that. “I suspect Mrs. Timmons might be even more reckless,” he admitted as he stroked the tension out of my back.

      “I should hope she isn’t,” I said as I settled into his embrace. “She’d be impossible to manage.”

      “That she is,” Mr. Timmons said. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way for she’s the bravest woman I know.”

      I peered up at him, my eyebrows raised. “Really? Forgive my skepticism but are you sure?”

      “Yes,” he stated. “Your father was correct. And truthfully, I wouldn’t want you to be that other woman. She sounds dreadfully boring. Although…” He paused with a chuckle as he tilted my chin up, “would you kindly consider at least informing me when you’re planning to hurtle blithely toward danger and possible disaster? And if time allows, perhaps you could even consult with me?”

      I gazed into his eyes as Shelby squirmed between us. “Yes, I could and I will,” I conceded. “But then don’t be terribly upset when I do.”

      Pushing a lock of hair behind my ear, he kissed my forehead. “That I can’t promise but I’ll try to restrain myself.”

      I smiled at his honest assessment. “Fair enough.” Desiring to take advantage of his more amenable disposition, I added, “Oh, and while we’re on the topic, sometime in the near future I may possibly need to return to the World of Shadows with Koki to rescue a dead poet.”

      Before the astonished man could produce a response, Gideon appeared, his upper body protruding through the wall and into the room. Smirking, he said, “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

      Mr. Timmons gritted his teeth. “Not at all.”

      “Your timing is rather awkward,” I reprimanded the ghost.

      Shrugging away our criticism, he became very serious. Dramatic clearing his throat, he placed a hand over his heart, lifted his face toward the ceiling and intoned, “It pleases me greatly that you’re learning to accept each other as you are.”

      “Brilliant,” Mr. Timmons grumbled. “Marital advice from my wife’s ex-husband.”

      Gideon frowned, lowering both his hand and his gaze, and corrected him. “I prefer the term deceased husband.”

      “That will be all, Gideon,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him in a manner that suggested his presence was not welcome.

      “Very well. I sense when I’m not wanted.” He began to withdraw into the corridor when he paused and pushed his head back into the room. “Oh, there’s one more thing you might want to know.”

      “Please, do tell,” Mr. Timmons said as he flung up his arms.

      “Why, thank you. I will,” Gideon said, grinning cheerfully. “There’s a giant spider on your lawn.”
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      “Mrs. Timmons,” my husband asked in a soft voice as his energy snapped around us. “What is a giant spider doing on our lawn?”

      “I hope it’s not eating our horses,” I replied as I turned to go. “That would pose a great inconvenience.”

      “And I’m sure the oversized arachnid is deeply concerned regarding the matter of our convenience,” Mr. Timmons said with a scoff. “What a pity Anansi doesn’t devour ghosts.”

      “Simon,” I chided him as we hastened through the cottage. “Gideon has his uses. After all, he’s training to be a fine babysitter.” On the way through the living room, I snatched up my walking stick with my metal hand while clutching Shelby to my chest with my human hand. The weight of my stick reassured me that at least this time, I wasn’t entering into danger unarmed and I relished the confidence it provided me.

      We entered the kitchen and approached the back door. Mr. Timmons paused with his hand over the doorknob. “So are we thinking we would want children?” His eyebrows rose with each word and his eyes were a light gray, his expression caught between thoughtful contemplation and outright panic.

      “I’m sure if we did, they wouldn’t be quite so hairy as Shelby,” I reassured him, maintaining a frivolous tone even as my stomach clenched.

      “Beatrice,” he murmured, placing his hands on my shoulders as he searched my expression for an answer.

      “Simon, this really isn’t the time,” I said with a huff. “While I’m certain Anansi will behave himself, the same cannot be said for Nelly, who might take it into her head to chomp—”

      “Beatrice,” he said again, lowering his head until our foreheads touched.

      Sighing, I said, “I don’t think I’m able.”

      “Of course you are,” he said, drawing back in surprise at my adamant tone. “You’ll develop those… What are they called? Oh, yes. Maternal instincts.”

      I shook my head while focusing on the softness of Shelby’s fluffy fur. “That’s not what I was implying.” I paused for emphasis. “I don’t think I’m able at all.”

      “Oh.” There was a pause before he added, “I see.”

      Mr. Timmons’ face was obscured by shadows as the light outside faded into night, so I was unable to determine the extent of his disappointment or relief. I didn’t dare assay his energy, for I wasn’t certain I wished to know either way. We stood by the door for several moments, a hand-width and a universe apart. I contemplated telling him that Gideon and I had tried for our entire, albeit brief, marriage, but decided against it. He understood the situation. There was no benefit in belaboring the point that it wasn’t only a hand I was missing.

      A piercing neigh penetrated the silence between us.

      “Surely, he wouldn’t,” Mr. Timmons muttered as he yanked the door open and strode outside.

      We hastened toward the barn in which there was something of a commotion. As we approached, we could hear the ox and Mr. Timmons’ horses kicking at their stalls, snorting and neighing with great agitation. From the sound of her snores, it seemed Nelly was doing her utmost to remain in slumber, unperturbed by the large shadow squatting near the barn’s entrance.

      “Anansi,” I called out, wondering into what trouble I was marching. At least this time, Mr. Timmons was with me, so he couldn’t very well complain that I’d run off on my own.

      “Miss Knight,” the giant arachnid wheezed in his high-pitched tone that reminded me of chirping crickets. The air was infused with the smell of dusty attics and cobwebs. While his eight eyes were invisible in the dark, there was enough light lingering from the sunset to observe the great bulk of insect that was before us.

      “Anansi is quite pleased about our progress,” Koki drawled as she sauntered into view.

      “And he traveled all the way here to tell me,” I remarked. “How thoughtful.”

      Narrowing her eyes at me, Koki wagged a finger at me and said, “You should be flattered, not sarcastic.”

      Mr. Timmons snorted at the suggestion.

      “Indeed,” I said. “If he’s so pleased, perhaps he could have a word with Le-Eyo regarding Wanjiru. Fretting about a possible abduction tends to spoil one’s appetite.”

      “Yours or hers?” Mr. Timmons asked as the Spider hissed.

      “Both, of course,” I replied.

      Koki laughed and said, “You are audacious, Miss Knight. It’s one of your more endearing qualities.”

      “So he will request Le-Eyo to leave Wanjiru alone?” I persisted even as Mr. Timmons nudged me.

      “Yes,” Anansi said.

      Releasing the tension in my shoulders in one breath, I said, “Thank you.”

      “Liongo get,” Anansi ordered and thumped a couple of his legs.

      Mr. Timmons stiffened by my side. I was certain that if he had even the slightest hope of success, he’d drain the both of them on the spot and not think twice about it. Then again, we would have an interesting time disposing of a giant spider corpse.

      As if divining his agitation, Koki chuckled. “Have some confidence in your wife, Mr. Timmons. She’s quite capable, for a human.”

      Shelby gurgled and stretched across my arm, drawing Koki’s attention. Glancing at the monkey, she gazed at me, her eyes inscrutable. Yet there wasn’t the scorn I had expected.

      “My wife needs to rest,” Mr. Timmons said, his growl barely restrained.

      At the mention of rest, it dawned on me that a hot bath and a bite to eat would not go amiss. Yet as I contemplated the activities of the previous twenty-four hours, I found I wasn’t nearly as fatigued or famished as I ought to have been. What was the beverage that Dr. Ribeiro had given me? I made a mental note to request the recipe or, better yet, a steady supply.

      “Of course,” Koki spoke on behalf of her husband who was chittering in his strange language. “We can be benevolent, given the strenuous events of the day.”

      As the she-demon wasn’t particularly known for magnanimity, I couldn’t help the edge to my words as I said, “How thoughtful of you.”

      Again, she glanced at me without derision. “You might be surprised, Miss Knight.” Then her haughtiness asserted itself and with a dismissive wave at us, she added, “You have one week to recover, and then we shall venture forth to retrieve Liongo. In the meantime, try not to wander off, Miss Knight. You do have that tendency.”

      With that, she and the spider departed into the shadows from which they came.
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      The next day, the air was submerged in a deluge of rain, making it a perfect day to eat, sleep and indulge in marital benefits. Apart from Shelby, no non-human entities or human ghosts ventured to disturb our privacy. However, Gideon’s influence upon our monkey orphan was clearly noticeable as the little beast began to exhibit signs of a mischievous nature.

      When we didn’t rise at the break of dawn to feed her, she swung from the pots and pans hanging in our kitchen, causing such a ruckus that I was unable to feign deafness and had to exit the bed. Displeased by the limited options provided to her for breakfast — a banana that I didn’t bother to cut up — Shelby carried the peel to our bedroom and deposited it on Mr. Timmons’ pillow. Only when he threatened to lock her out of the house did she allow us any peace.

      The following day, Mr. Timmons insisted we should take some fresh air despite the drizzle. “You’re too pale,” he admonished, but only saying so after ensuring I’d consumed a small pot of tea first. Such a clever man I married.

      With Shelby cozied up into a basket tied to the back of my saddle, we rode our horses into town and were much relieved not to hear any gossip that mentioned giant insects and the like. At the general store, a number of people had congregated to converse with the owner who seemed to be a fount of useless trivia.

      As we entered, Mr. Rossenrode was on another rant. “Bloody rains, pardon me language. That bridge o’er past the train station was washed away again yesterday. I’ve lost track of how many times. Must be more than half a dozen, mark my words.”

      I made sympathetic noises while marveling at the Inkanyamba’s determination to clear the rivers of all obstacles. Mr. Timmons commiserated with Mr. Rossenrode regarding the lackluster job of the colonial administration. “The least they could do was build a decent bridge, man!” the shopkeeper moaned into his bushy mustache. “And they still insist on taxin’ us. For what, man, for what? It’s goin’ to only go downhill from here, mark my words, now that they’ve just published the municipal regulations.”

      A few of the patrons muttered similar sentiments until someone waved an outdated newspaper which Mr. Rossenrode promptly snatched up. Glancing at the front page, he snorted. “Aye, it’s just a rumor. Some idiot protestin’ o’er the Boer war attempted to assassinate the Prince of Wales.” He slapped the newspaper onto the counter. “If it even happened.”

      Having satisfied ourselves that normal humans were suitably distracted by matters as innocuous as broken bridges, taxation and assassinations, we continued on our way, allowing the horses to plod along at a pace that allowed Nelly to doze off on occasion.

      Our meandering eventually brought us to the location of Dr. Ribeiro’s new clinic.

      “It hasn’t collapsed,” I marveled as I studied the simple but remarkably sturdy looking structure of  metal walls and roof held together with nails and wooden beams. “How very commendable.”

      Mr. Timmons stroked one of his sideburns as we approached the building. “It’s a common belief that medical clinics should be a place to recover from injury. A collapsing roof might not be amenable to that lofty goal.”

      “You know my feelings on the intelligence of common beliefs,” I reminded him.

      “Yes,” he conceded. “But you must admit that in this case, it’s not too off the mark.”

      Before I could respond, Dr. Ribeiro flung open the door with a metallic clang. “I was thinking I heard my dear, dear friends,” he gushed while waggling his head. “We are so very delighted to be welcoming you to the finest health clinic in all of East Africa.”

      Rather than suggest that this was the only clinic, I asked, “We?”

      The doctor, dressed as always in his three-piece suit and hat, smiled and said, “Oh yes, I am now having a very fine assistant, one who is not being deaf and blind.”

      “Speaking of deaf and blind,” I said, “how is George?” I pictured the elderly African squatting in Dr. Ribeiro’s previous clinic, his gnarled and heavily veined hands washing the body of a zombie patient.

      “George is still being very helpful,” Dr. Ribeiro said, the set of his features expressing his deep satisfaction.

      “But Yao is also,” Yao announced as he bounded out of the building to join us.

      “Oh, bollocks,” Mr. Timmons muttered.

      I didn’t castigate him for his offensive language but I did wonder at the doctor’s choices in assistants.

      Meanwhile, Yao puffed up his exposed chest and said, “Yao is a worker now. Women like that in a man.” He smacked his naked chest a few times with one hand. “And the doctor, he gave Yao clothes that he should wear in the clinic.” He tugged at the baggy, nondescript pants he was wearing; they were too short, hanging around his mid-calf. “Soon, we’ll have a grand opening and there will be lots of blood and dying people inside.”

      “Talking about grand, will you be wanting a grand tour now?” Dr. Ribeiro asked.

      “Perhaps George isn’t the only person who’s deaf,” Mr. Timmons whispered to me as we followed the doctor. “He seems oblivious in regards to the dubious qualifications of his assistants.”

      I coughed to cover my snicker for I’d been thinking the same. “You don’t by any chance have mind reading powers?” I inquired in a soft voice. “You routinely verbalize my thoughts.”

      He waggled his eyebrows and refrained from responding. Instead, he produced the appropriate words of praise and sounds of awe as we walked through the four rooms of the clinic.

      At the end of the brief tour, I admitted, “Well, I believe this structure might actually withstand a heavy rain. Possibly even a Kerit landing on the roof.”

      “Yes, yes, Miss Knight,” Dr. Ribeiro said, his smile lifting his goatee and brightening his eyes. “I am making sure that the very specifications of the building is to keep standing.”

      “Jolly good, sir,” I said. “Oh, before I forget. Would you mind visiting Lilly one of these days? I would be grateful for your opinion on how her pregnancy is progressing.”

      Mr. Timmons cocked his head toward me. “Is there something wrong?”

      “Of course not,” I hastily reassured him. “I’m sure it’s nothing. She just seems to be bigger than I would expect at this point.”

      “I am being so happy you asked me,” Dr. Ribeiro said. “I will be making a visit very promptly.”

      On that cheery note, we departed.

      Our final stop was the Hardinge household. I longed to inform Wanjiru of the good news that Anansi would ensure her freedom from the undesired arrangement with the God of Death. When he heard of our destination, Yao dropped a toolbox to the ground.

      “Yao too has an urgent matter,” he announced as he yanked off his work pants and tossed them onto a nail.

      Mr. Timmons smirked. “Nothing to do with a certain maid of the Hardinge household?”

      “Ah,” Yao began and licked his lips. “Shouldn’t we go?”

      So we did. The Adze ran alongside us, his youthful features set in an uncharacteristically concentrated expression.

      Upon arriving, we knocked on the front door. Nurse Manton let us in, her frizzy hair more pronounced in its untidiness. “Oh, Mrs. Timmons, madam, you won’t believe the to-do that’s ongoing,” she gushed before bestowing upon Yao a questioning and not very welcoming glance.

      “He’s with us,” I explained.

      “Hm,” she huffed, her lips pursed as she eyed his dusty, bare feet. Indeed, the only scrap of clothing on the Adze was a loincloth made of animal hide. “Well, that’s not the oddest I’ve seen today, by far. Is that a monkey, Mrs. Timmons?”

      I glanced down at the bundle in my arms as if only just realizing its presence. “So it is. How remarkably astute of you.”

      “Oh,” she said and then hastened to change the topic. “There’s a suitor of sorts, strolling about the house as if he might own it.”

      All three of us stared at the woman, marveling that there should be a suitor at all. “Congratulations,” Yao said, his toothy grin brightening the entranceway. He was utterly insensible that any attempt on his part to engage with her would only increase her irritation.

      “Not for me, you fool,” she said with asperity. “The man’s come for that strange and irresponsible girl who refuses to work outside. Only a few days ago, she picked up and left without so much as a word, abandoning her duties without a care. And then yesterday evening, she waltzed back in as if nothing happened.”

      Yao gasped and whispered, “Wanjiru.”

      “No,” Nurse Manton said, again glancing at Yao in a disapproving manner, clearly not impressed by his bold behavior. “Her name is Esther, and I’ve no clue why Lady Hardinge insists—”

      At that point, she lost her audience, for Yao dashed past her with no regard for her startled noise of protest. Blurting out a brief apology, Mr. Timmons and I hastened after him, leaving the astonished woman gaping after us.

      Sniffing the air as if he were a human bloodhound — which in a way is exactly what a vampire is — Yao led us through the house and into the kitchen. Wanjiru stood by the counter, conversing with a man I didn’t recognize. Her words and gestures were animated and determined, as if by the very force of her hands and vocal cords, she could change the world. Upon seeing us, she instantly stilled, her voice faded away, and she dropped her gaze to the floor.

      “Wanjiru!” Yao cried. “What is this news of a suitor?”

      The man before her, an older fellow, grunted while crossing his arms over his chest. “What’s it to you?” he grumbled.

      “Jonas?” I asked. My astonishment overcame the bounds of decorum, and I grabbed at his arm, marveling at the jacket. Rather than his customary tattered scraps of material, the man was dressed as near to a gentleman as Jonas could be. “You’re wearing the clothes I gave you. Finally! And how splendid you look in them.”

      He snorted and muttered, “Me, I did tell you I’d wear them when I had reason to.” He gestured to his daughter who still refused to meet my gaze.

      “Well, you cut a very fine figure in that attire, Jonas,” Mr. Timmons said with warmth.

      Now it was Jonas who became shy before us. He scuffed his shoes — he was wearing shoes! — against the stone slabs as he lowered his head, but not before he cast a pleased smile at me. Then he recalled himself to the situation and straightened his shoulders, tugging at the hem of his new jacket with self-importance. “Yao, you have no business here.”

      Yao hissed in reply, “Yao has every business here.” Frowning, he leaned to me. “Is that correct?”

      Unsure if I should correct his grammar or his belief that he had a right to be there, I turned to the silent girl. “Wanjiru,” I said with utmost gentleness, not wishing to startle her further than my presence had clearly succeeded in doing. “You need not be concerned regarding Le-Eyo’s claim on you. You will shortly be free of it.”

      She remained silent. Only when her father nudged her and said something that sounded like a reprimand did she whisper, “Yes, thank you. I have been told.”

      “By whom?” I asked. Although it was irrelevant, I was curious how this information, known only to myself, Mr. Timmons and the insects, could have already been communicated.

      “By him,” Jonas replied and lifted his chin to indicate the doorway behind us.

      We turned and gasped in unison. Yao might have squeaked a bit, and for that I couldn’t blame him. Standing just outside the kitchen doorway with spear in hand was the God of Death himself, Le-Eyo. And he did not look pleased.
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      Yao sidled up to me and whispered loudly so as to be clearly audible, “He’s smaller than Yao remembers. And you?”

      While I didn’t respond, Mr. Timmons smirked in the affirmative, thus indicating our agreement on the matter of the God of Death’s diminished stature. No longer did he tower above us as he did in the Underworld; now he was a head shorter than Mr. Timmons and Yao. This fact seemed to please the Adze to no end, for he puffed up his chest and lifted his chin. Le-Eyo snarled and shifted his spear to angle toward us.

      Perhaps to compensate for his less than impressive height, Le-Eyo’s golden-tinged eyes and skin glowed in the dimly lit corridor. At the ends of his numerous ochre-stained braids, gold shells clinked against each other. He had replaced the black-and-red checkered blanket with a gold sheet wrapped around his waist. The lion pelt overwhelmed his shoulders, and he had to push back the lion head repeatedly or else it would sink over his eyes. The spear’s sharp metal tip glittered but no lethal bolts hurtled toward us. It seemed Anansi had instructed the sulking god to behave himself.

      “Wanjiru,” he called to the girl while snapping his fingers and staring over our heads, his features set in an imperiousness sneer. “Have you arrived at your answer? When shall we marry?”

      Yao groaned as if mortally wounded, his entire demeanor deflating. He placed both hands on one of my shoulders as if expecting me to support his collapsing weight. His talons tug into my skin as he sagged against me, moaning pitifully. It was all I could do not to swat him with my walking stick. I was restrained by a fleeting concern for Shelby for I didn’t wish to face Gideon’s ire if I allowed the little beast to fall out of my arms in order to correct Yao’s impropriety.

      “I cannot marry you,” the girl said in a soft voice.

      “Ha!” Yao shouted, releasing me from his grip and leaping into the air, a fist raised above his head. “Ha, ha!”

      Le-Eyo’s glow subsided, his face darkening. “What is this? This irreverent child denies my proposal?”

      Jonas stepped between his daughter and the enraged god. “She has spoken.”

      “Yes, she has,” Yao declared, performing a jiggling dance on the spot.

      “But thank you for the magnanimity and honor you have bestowed upon her and her family,” I hastened to add, for I didn’t know the extent of the injunctions Anansi had placed upon the god. Driven by concern not for social niceties but by the possibility that Le-Eyo might feel compelled to strike us down with the spear quivering in his clenched fist, I bobbed a curtsy to him. “We are all most grateful.”

      Miffed at the suggestion he should feel anything but triumphant, Yao demanded, “We are?”

      “Absolutely,” Mr. Timmons said, and Jonas echoed the sentiment.

      Somewhat mollified, Le-Eyo sneered, an expression that seemed to frequently grace his face. “This human girl isn’t worth the bother.”

      Before any of us, specifically Yao, could protest, Le-Eyo spun about and, with a wave of his arm, created a swirling vortex of gold into which he entered and vanished.

      Upon his departure, the level of light diminished as there were only a few windows in the kitchen. Yet the energy lifted, and after a moment’s quiet contemplation, we all breathed out in relief even as Yao continued to gloat, “Yao knew she wouldn’t marry that dolt.”

      “And she’s not going to marry another one, either,” Jonas said, although he was too pleased with the outcome of the day to hold onto any displeasure for more than a moment.

      “Well,” Mr. Timmons said as Yao bypassed Jonas to inquire after Wanjiru’s health and to congratulate her on her unmarried status. “I believe we are done here. Mrs. Timmons, shall we?”

      “We shall,” I replied. Arm in arm, we withdrew from the happy scene. “And I know what our next step must be.”

      “Oh?” Mr. Timmons said as he opened the front door for me. “Do you wish to visit Lilly and lecture her regarding the possible dangers Mrs. Cricket might pose to her if she enters the World of Shadows again?”

      “No, that’s for tomorrow. I think we’ve all experienced enough drama for the day.”

      “Then shall we plot out how you will rescue a certain dead poet?” he continued, wiggling his eyebrows up and down.

      I smiled as I shook my head. “That too can wait but thank you for your offer of assistance.”

      Mr. Timmons stopped, spun me about and placed a hand to my forehead in mock concern. “Surely the indomitable Miss Knight must be succumbing to illness. How else can we explain this disinterest in the next intrigue, this willingness to postpone danger?”

      Giggling, I pushed aside his hand and squinted up at the silver hued sky. “Given that we successfully rescued Jonas’ daughter from Death and prevented a forced marriage, I feel justified in dismissing these concerns for another time.”

      “Well, Mrs. Timmons,” he said as we resumed our stroll through the damp grass, the air fresh and moist from a recent rain. “You have me stymied. Is there another mission about which you haven’t as yet informed me?”

      “Not at all,” I spoke with conviction and patted his arm. “The fact is that there’s only one course of action possible for the remainder of today. And it involves a large pot of tea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Perhaps opting to walk in the rain wasn’t the best of ideas. Then again, when had a little rain ever prevented me from venturing forth while I was living in London? The warm sun of East Africa had, I decided, spoiled me, and this was unacceptable. And after a full day and a bit more of enjoying a leisurely time in the cottage, I knew I would benefit from a change of scene.

      Having thus convinced myself, I sallied forth with a tattered umbrella in one hand and a monkey-filled basket in the other, with firm instructions to my living husband and my dead one to behave.

      I meandered beyond the Hardinge estate to the edge of the open grasslands. From that vantage point, I could see the remains of the footbridge that the river serpent, the Inkanyamba, had again destroyed. Farther afield, herds of zebra, antelope, water buffalo and giraffe grazed together. As I admired the view, the low hanging rainclouds drifted away, leaving the air drenched with the clean, crisp scents of flowers, rich soil, herbs and ozone. It was the ozone that alerted me, for there had been no lightning that morning.

      As if my thoughts had willed him into being, Kam appeared from behind a thorn tree and strode toward me, his large, muscular frame flowing with the grace of a giant cat through the waist-high grass. The energy markings on his dark skin, not readily visible to most people, shifted with an unusual agitation. That and his countenance, grim and determined, did not bode well for my newly acquired peace of mind.

      There was no avoiding him so I waited for him to reach me. Upon doing so, he glanced at the basket hanging from the crook of my arm, and his eyes widened. Such a reaction from him was akin to another person jumping and shouting.

      “It’s Gideon’s monkey,” I explained, unwilling to take credit or blame for Shelby’s presence in my life.

      Quirking an eyebrow, he stared into my eyes, ignoring the monkey. In his gravelly voice that was reminiscent of thunder, he said, “Do not search for Liongo.”

      “Why ever not?” I demanded without thought, even though I would prefer very much to assent to his suggestion. My reaction was more an objection to being entangled in the machinations of others yet again, a situation that I didn’t appreciate.

      Kam peered down at me, his full lips pressed firmly together. I allowed the silence to stretch and deepen around us for I knew that the taciturn Lightning God would not be pressured into speaking. Only the chirps of insects and birds interjected themselves into our wordless conversation.

      Glancing up at the sky as if searching for inspiration or a random lightning bolt to throw at my head, Kam sighed. “The poet is my father.”

      “Well,” I said and paused, unsure how to proceed. Did I extend my condolences for the death of the father? Or congratulations that we could now resurrect him, in a manner of speaking? Instead, I gave voice to the more pertinent question. “Then why would you possibly object to Anansi’s project?”

      Kam shifted his penetrating gaze to me, staring down his long nose, his features unflinching. “You do not comprehend the nature of Anansi’s request.”

      I shrugged, causing Shelby to squeal in protest as she burrowed deeper into the swinging basket. “Then explain it to me. Use simple words so this mere mortal can comprehend the complexities of the situation.”

      A rare smile graced Kam’s handsome face, as fleeting as the sun on a stormy afternoon. “Another time, perhaps. As for my objections…” Again, he gazed up to the sky, and I did likewise.

      “What are they?” I gasped.

      We watched as two giant serpentine creatures wove themselves around the clouds far above us, their scales glittering with color.

      “They are the Rainbow Serpents,” Kam murmured with what I could only describe as affection. “Damballa and Aiya Weddo. They participated in the creation of the world and are mounts for the gods.”

      While I couldn’t comprehend why anyone would desire to ride a serpent, I could appreciate their beauty. “They’re lovely, as far as snakes go. What are they doing?”

      “They are cleaning the air, as they do after every storm,” Kam replied. “I murdered him.”

      “The snake?” I asked, lowering my chin until my gaze met Kam’s. I shivered as a moist breeze blew across my face.

      “No.” He paused and tilted his head, frowning while pulling at the ends of the long grass with both hands. “Liongo. I killed Liongo.”

      Rainbow snakes forgotten, I stared at Kam who returned my amazed expression with unflinching calm. Disconcerted by the admission of such a terrible crime, I blurted out, “You murdered your father?”

      “Yes.”

      I exhaled sharply. “That might explain why you don’t want us to bring him back.”

      Kam nodded at the understatement, appearing as if he’d admitted to nothing more heinous than plucking a flower off a bush. Only the restless movement of his hands against the grass indicated differently. “I had my reasons. It was for the best and still is.”

      “But you realize that I have no choice in the matter,” I added.

      “Yes, you do,” he said. “You can choose to say no.”

      “And expose Lilly and her baby to Anansi?” I retorted. “That’s hardly a viable choice.”

      “No, it’s not,” Kam interjected before I could continue. “Neither is bringing Liongo back to life. He would cause more problems than he’d solve.”

      “We seem to be at an impasse then,” I said, wondering into what web I had stumbled. “Unless you can provide me with a more convincing rationale, apart from murderous sentiments toward your father, I have to proceed as planned.”

      “Of course,” Kam said, his words rumbling around me. “You will do what you must, as will I.”

      Before I could demand an explanation, he vanished in a bolt of lightning and a puff of ozone. Blinking away the bright dots from my sight, I peered down at Shelby, dumbfounded.

      “The nerve,” I said. “He waves about a vague threat and then doesn’t bother to wait for my rebuttal! That’s terribly rude, you know.”

      Shelby yawned, her brown eyes disinterested, and scratched behind her ear with soft, little fingers that were remarkably human in shape and movement. This similarity added to her appeal.

      “I do hope you don’t have fleas,” I chided her as I stroked her soft fur. “I’ve no intention of picking them out.”

      As there was nothing else to do, I decided that I had partaken sufficient quantities of fresh air and godly threats. Mr. Timmons would of course want to know about my latest altercation with Kam, and I had only a few days before Koki would return. If I had to choose with whom to side, would it be Kam or Anansi?

      “Talk about jumping from the kettle into the fire,” I muttered. Sadly and disturbingly, the thought of a kettle did nothing to distract me from my conundrum. “It’s definitely time to return home, Shelby. Let’s hope Mr. Timmons has some constructive ideas on the issue and that you don’t have fleas.”

      On this optimistic note, I set off for the cottage. Above me, the serpents finished cleaning up the air. They vanished and in their place, gracing the sky and offering hope for a more peaceful and prosperous future, were two rainbows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fact & Fiction

          

        

      

    

    
      For those with little appetite remaining for historical matters, perhaps the following will increase it.

      For the rest of you, allow me to clarify what parts of this story are based on some semblance of reality. Below are the facts as I understand them, and the fictional aspects pointed out.

      Fact: Legends of vampires, fairies, shape shifters, dwarves and dragons can be found among many of the African tribes. In Case 6, Miss Knight encounters a few of these creatures: the horse-headed serpent Inkanyamba from the Zulu tribe; the Abatwa, an ant-riding fairy folk from Central Africa; the Sasabonsam, a ridiculously tall vampire with huge, bat wings (I’m not sure if it’s as enamored with wolves as it was in my version, but I rather enjoyed the image of a giant vampire being all sweet with a pet); and the Rainbow Serpents Damballa and Aiya Weddo.

      Fact: I agree with Mrs. Knight. As lovely as the Rainbow Serpents are, I wouldn’t want to ride them.

      Fiction: Le-eyo was the Maasai God of Death. He was told by the god Ngai that he must say a prayer whenever a child dies so that the child would come back to life. When a child died that was not his own, Le-eyo said a prayer for the child to remain dead but the moon to return. This is the reason that when men die, they do not return, but when the moon dies, it returns the next night.

      Fact: Whenever the heavy rains begin, beware the flying ants. Close the windows, turn off the lights, or else your house will be invaded by a swarm of the creatures. In the morning, you’ll find their discarded wings all over the floor but where their bodies go is a mystery. They’re not actually ants but termites. However, they’re often referred to as white ants because of their pale color.

      Fact: The location of Mrs. Knight’s meeting with Anansi and Koki is a real place. Mt. Suswa is a small, dormant volcano in the Great Rift Valley, located between Narok and Nairobi. The mountain is known for its lava tube caves.

      Fact: The Baboon Court also exists as I’ve described. Every night, the baboons descend into the court where they congregate and sleep. The tops of the boulders are rubbed smooth and shiny from generations of baboon bodies. To reach the cave, you must climb a rough path up the mountainside and down through a small patch of forest.

      Fiction: I never met a giant spider when attending the Baboon Court.

      Fact: The real-life Dr. Ribeiro was given a parcel of land for the services he rendered the colony during the Plague. The government gave him a concession of sixteen acres of land in the township. However, Europeans were given much more for their services.

      Fact: Case 6 takes place in mid-April of 1900. Before this date in history, there had been a decade of below-average rainfall followed by three years of severe drought.  The drought, as well as a bovine disease, devastated the Maasai herds. By 1900, exceptionally heavy rains began to restore the waterways.

      Fact: The heavy rains washed away a temporary bridge over Stony Athi River south of Nairobi nine times in five months.

      Fiction: The destruction of the bridge was not caused by an unhappy water serpent.

      Fact: On 4 April, 1900, Jean-Baptiste Sipido attempted to assassinate the Prince of Wales, the future British King Edward VII, in Belgium in protest over the Boer war.

      Fact: The story of Jonas’ daughter, Wanjiru, is loosely based on a Kikuyu myth. In that myth, a young maid was sacrificed to the Underworld by a village in order to end a long drought. The villagers provided the dowry and, with each additional animal given, the girl sank deeper into the ground until she vanished. A young warrior set out on a quest to rescue his beloved and eventually found and rescued her. In my version, Jonas replaced the warrior.

      Fiction: The young warrior of the myth was not a besotted Adze named Yao.

      Fact: Liongo was a King from the Kenyan Coast and lived as early as 1200 or as late as 1600. He was a great poet and warrior. His son later betrayed and killed him.

      Fiction: Liongo’s son was not the God of Lightning, as far as I know.

      Fact: According to Victorian laundry etiquette, salted water was an excellent solution for removing blood stains and cleaning handkerchiefs.

      Fiction: As Miss Knight points out, we are less certain of its efficacy in removing zombie guts from clothing.

      Fact: For the techies among us, a telegraph refers to the communication system. A telegram is a message sent via telegraph. Although both words are used as verbs meaning to send a telegram, telegraph is more common in this use.

      Fact: “Making the bed” was an expression that referred to more than just neatening the sheets and quilt. In fact, it required the removal of the mattress’ stuffing and allowing the stuffing to dry out. So the next time anyone complains about making their beds, tell them how it used to be done.

      Fact: Vered doesn’t ride a Rainbow Serpent to the grocery store. After all, she has to hunt for her food, not buy it.

      Fact: A big round of applause is owed to our beloved Adze Yao for braving the bridges of Nairobi and the Underworld.

      Fact: Miss Knight’s adventures continue in Miss Knight & the Stones of Nairobi.

      Fact: Vered has other books you’ll want to read, including nine more in the Society for Paranormals series. You’ll also enjoy the Wavily Witches series which is set in modern-day Kenya.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want to read the whole series?
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      Want the entire Society for Paranormals: The Complete Series Box Set for one conveniently low price? Or read it in Kindle Unlimited for free!

      
        
        Get Society for Paranormals: The Complete Series Here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The adventure continues…
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      Some stones should never be moved. Mrs. Beatrice Knight Timmons can’t fathom how the ancient tombstone of a legendary warrior-king ended up in Nairobi. All she knows is that her life is on the line once again as she embarks on her most dangerous mission yet: to retrieve a corpse and the soul it once housed.

      
        
        GET MISS KNIGHT AND THE STONES OF NAIROBI

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Miss Knight and the Spider’s Web.

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider writing a review of it on your favorite bookselling site so other readers can enjoy it too. Just a couple of sentences would mean a lot to me.

      Thank you!

      Vered Ehsani
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        Miss Knight’s Secret Tales

      

      

      Truth is indeed stranger than fiction in this collection of secret stories about Miss Knight’s five best friends and enemies.
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      Get your FREE copy of Miss Knight’s Secret Tales when you sign up to the VIP mailing list.

      
        
        Click for your Free Download

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Vered Ehsani has been a writer since she could hold pen to paper, which is a lot longer than she cares to admit. Her work in engineering, environmental management and with the United Nations has taken her around the world. She lives in Kenya with her family and various other animals.

      The monkeys in her backyard inspire Vered to create fun, upbeat adventures with a supernatural twist. She enjoys playing with quirky, witty characters who don’t quite fit the template for ‘normal’ despite their best efforts. She’s perfectly comfortable exploring the brighter side of human nature.

      Are you looking for a mind-refreshing dip into a charming, fanciful world? Then welcome. Sit down with a cup of tea and prepare to be reminded that life can be a delightful place.

      Write to Vered (vered@sterlingandstone.net) — she loves connecting with her readers!
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