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      While being gored to death by an enraged elephant is hardly a fitting end for a gentleman, it was a suitable conclusion for a hunter with no morals. Or so I reassured myself. As my opinion on the matter was clearly at variance with the majority of the funeral attendees, I maintained a cordial silence.

      “How distressing it is,” Cilla whispered to me as we followed the line of mourners toward the patch of land reserved for the disposal of human bodies.

      “Indeed it is,” I replied, inspecting the ends of my long, dark braid. “It is now past afternoon tea, and there’s no sign of this business finishing soon.”

      My dearest friend merely sighed and shook her head, a strand of her dark blond hair swishing against her round, rosy cheeks. “Surely you can’t be so disinterested,” she said, her blue eyes bright with tears.

      Smirking slightly, I said, “Surely I can.”

      Ignoring the glare bestowed upon me by a mourner, I stared past the small graveyard and out to the savannah. The return of the rains had transformed the dusty, dry land into a herbivore’s paradise.

      Tall grass blanketed the land in green, and flowers of red, yellow and orange covered the trees. The scent of the flowers mingled with that of fresh grass and rich earth. The number of birds and insects had exploded, filling the air with a variety of calls, chirps and songs. Giraffe strolled among herds of fattened zebra and dark-skinned wildebeest. Of the elephants there was no sign.

      Cilla clucked and said, “Do try to behave, Beatrice.”

      “That might prove difficult,” I muttered, my eyes narrowing. If anyone had dared stare at me, they would have noticed a peculiar yellow glint to my light hazel eyes. The yellow was the only obvious indication of the werewolf bite bestowed upon me while I was a child; when I was irritated, the color tended to be more noticeable.

      The other symptom of that bite, a wolf energy which was connected to my own, twitched within the delicate clockwork mechanism of my metal left hand. I had only to think the command, and the wolf would leap out and cause havoc. Admittedly, I was tempted.

      Glancing at me, her blue eyes wide with concern, Cilla said, “Please control your wolf.”

      Impressed she’d divined the direction of my thoughts, I clenched my left hand, the various cogs and metal bones glinting in the sunlight. “But of course.”

      The lack of tea and other sustenance had plunged me into a foul mood. Relishing the heft of my walking stick, I slashed it against unoffending underbrush. I wasn’t infirm or crippled by any means. Nor was I too old, having only recently survived my twenty-sixth birthday—much to my surprise and my family’s delight. However, the oxide green metal walking stick was a most useful tool for a paranormal investigator, filled as it was with tools tucked inside hidden compartments. At that moment, I was considering using the sleeping darts on the minister if he dawdled overly with his graveside speech.

      “All this fuss for what?” I asked.

      “Beatrice Knight Timmons, you don’t mean that,” Cilla scolded me, attempting to appear firm and aggrieved but she was too gentle to be anything but kind. “Mr. Turner is dead. He was such a young man, tragically removed from life before he could truly begin it, trampled by a rampaging elephant.”

      The mention of the murderous animal called to mind the elephant herd which had not so long ago assisted us in a battle with an army of skeletons. I recalled with a soft smile the matriarch and her sweet, tiny baby, both of whom—according to Koki the she-demon—were my friends forever. This inevitably turned my thoughts to my own as-yet unborn baby, a secret I had revealed to no one. Resisting the urge to place a hand over my abdomen, I returned to the conversation.

      “And what of the elephant?” I asked, glancing at the front of the crowd of mourners where a coffin was being lowered to the ground by several of the young man’s fellow hunters. “No one has spared even a moment to consider the feelings of that poor beast, shot down in the prime of life. How many little Loxodonta africana orphans are created by the cruelty of these visiting hunters?”

      “Then why did you come?”

      “You insisted,” I said, not bothering to add that I fervently wished I had declined the invitation. The only possible excuse available to me—bouts of nausea and an unnatural debilitation which had plagued me for the first few weeks of my pregnancy—had passed as rapidly as it had appeared. The unfortunate timing of my improved health allowed me no excuse as I was more than capable of attending the funeral.

      “Beatrice, I know you miss Simon,” Cilla said. “I do too. But if anyone can defeat trumped-up charges, it’s my uncle. Don’t worry.”

      At the mention of my husband, my throat constricted. I’d lost track of the days since he’d left for London. Under arrest for attacking his former fiancée, Simon Timmons had decided to face the court rather than escape with our friends into the wilderness of Africa. Not a day passed when I didn’t think of him and worry about our future while cursing his obstinance.

      No further conversation was possible for at that moment, a hush descended on the crowd as the minister launched into a long-winded speech in a droning voice. “We can only find comfort in the divine promise of eternal life,” he pronounced as he scratched the side of his bony nose. “And in the fact that Mr. Turner, in his last moment of life, killed the elephant with one shot through the eye and into the brain.”

      “Lucky shot,” I muttered. Cilla jabbed me in the side with her elbow.

      Standing at the edge of the open grave, the minister gazed out at the crowd, raised a hand to the sky and concluded, “We can all rest easy knowing the savage beast is dead.”

      “By savage beast, is he referring to the elephant or Mr. Turner?” I whispered to Cilla.

      “Hush,” she said as the coffin was lowered into the hole.

      Sighing, I glanced around the newly delineated cemetery. There was no reason why that plot had been selected over the neighboring plot; indeed, there was no distinguishing markers at all apart from a hastily erected fence. At least the dead would have a decent view of the forested slopes to one side and the savannah stretching out to the distant horizon on the other.

      Turning away from the hole in the ground, I studied the small town of Nairobi. It wasn’t much to look at really: a huddle of shops and offices lined a dirt road named after our monarch Queen Victoria; the ramshackle Bazaar sprawled around one end of town; and to one side squatted the tented camp which housed the Indians who were in British East Africa to construct Her Majesty’s railway across the colonies. Even from this distance, I could see the stains of red clay soil and dust on the canvas tents and the growing pile of camp-related debris.

      “Beatrice,” Cilla hissed and elbowed me sharply.

      Obediently I turned to face the minister who predictably had much to say about a man he had never known. I’d hoped that perhaps Gideon, my dead first husband, would attend, thus entertaining me with graveside antics that would certainly have been inappropriate but highly amusing. Alas, he refrained as did my other paranormal acquaintances and family members.

      It was therefore with great relief that I observed the lowering of the coffin into the hole. Members of the East African Ladies League, led by their chairwoman Mrs. Mayence Bent, clustered around the bereaved, ostensibly to provide consolation but in reality to mine them for any gems of gossip. After all, Nairobi had been quiet as of late. Even the heavy April rains, prolonged by a perverse fit of nature into June, had petered out, leaving in its wake the perpetually overcast sky of the cool, dry season that some referred to as winter.

      As there was no reason to remain, I started along the path leading to town, the chatter of the gossips fading behind me. Fervently I hoped that Jonas, my gardener and driver, hadn’t taken it upon himself to depart for home.

      Leaning close to me and speaking in a conspiratorial whisper, Cilla said, “I heard from Mrs. Bent that our new mayor has formed a committee to better organize the town and more closely monitor hunting activities. And he’s single.”

      “And you’re engaged to my brother,” I said. “Really, you should leave such commentaries to the unattached girls.”

      Cilla giggled. “I have no interest in the new mayor,” she reassured me. “While he is pleasing in his form and manner, he’s rather dull compared to our family, wouldn’t you agree?”

      I smiled and said, “If there’s one thing we are not, it’s dull.”

      As if the mere thought summoned him, a bloodsucking firefly zipped before my eyes.

      “Miss Knight,” he said, his silky voice filling my mind. “Hurry home.”

      “Stop with the charm, Yao,” I grumbled and shook my head to clear the unseemly thoughts that the shape-shifting vampire always engendered in me.

      “Yao is sorry,” he said and landed on my shoulder. “But have you arranged for the negotiation with Jonas?”

      “How terribly romantic,” Cilla said, placing her hands over her heart.

      “Hardly,” I said, glancing around to ensure we couldn’t be overheard chatting with an insect. “I have to persuade my gardener to give up his only daughter to a firefly in exchange for a few cows.”

      “Adze,” Yao corrected, shaking his little wings. “Yao is an Adze, and Jonas will receive more than a few cows. My beloved Wanjiru is worth more than that.”

      “At any rate, I’ve arranged for the negotiation,” I said, relieved to see our two-wheeled wagon up ahead near the outskirts of Nairobi. Jonas was leaning against the ox, pretending indifference at the approaching crowd of mourners. Nelly, my flying horse, was deflowering an angel’s trumpet bush, oblivious to the poisonous nature of the plant. “We’ll formally meet in three days, so there’s no need for me to hurry home at all.”

      Yao buzzed closer to my ear, the beating of his little wings tickling me. “Yes, there is,” he argued, but I heard the mischief in his voice even before he added, “Miss Knight, you need to hurry home because you have a special guest waiting.”

      “I wasn’t expecting visitors,” I said.

      Yao chuckled. “No one ever expects Death to visit them until he does. Now he is here and he’s waiting for you.”
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      It is always disconcerting to find a god sitting at one’s kitchen table, more so when that god is Death himself.

      While I am accustomed to all manner of paranormal beasties and supernatural goings-on, even my nerves have their limits. Upon hearing Yao’s announcement, I lifted my skirt and hastened to reach Nelly, leaving Cilla and Yao to chat about weddings and happily-ever-afters.

      “Nelly, stop eating those flowers,” I scolded as I arrived at last before my horse. Yanking at the reins, I added, “They’re poisonous, you silly nag. Jonas, why do you let her eat them?”

      Jonas peered over, his face reminiscent of a wrinkled apple. One gnarled hand stroked a bullet scar on the horse’s neck. Scratching at the black-and-white curls cut close to his dark scalp, he shrugged. “Me, I don’t worry,” he said. “Nelly, she can eat anything.”

      It was true. Early on in our acquaintance, the small, reddish-brown horse consumed a serpent spirit which had tried to possess her. Since then, she’d acquired the abilities to fly and to digest anything remotely edible within her reach. I’d seen her devour lampshades and suffer no ill effect apart from an increase in bodily eruptions from either end. As far as I knew, she was the only horse who could belch, and this was hardly a source of pride.

      “Jonas, if other people observe her eating poison,” I explained, “they’ll marvel why she hasn’t dropped dead by now. And we can’t have that, now can we?”

      Frowning, Jonas scratched his head again, a sign that he was pondering my words. “Yes?” he said.

      “No, we can’t,” I said as I swung into the saddle and settled my skirt about me. “It’s most imprudent to allow the normal among us to learn of the existence of the paranormal. It would addle their minds and, worse, stimulate their imagination. This could lead them to discover even more inconvenient truths, thus endangering our world, and all because you allowed Nelly to eat those flowers.”

      While I might have exaggerated a tad, I retained the belief of my previous employer, the Society for Paranormals, that a little bit of ignorance goes a long way to protect everyone. Jonas however was unimpressed by my argument.

      “Those People of the Fog,” he said, referring to Europeans, and spat upon the ground. “Them, they see what they want to see, not what is.”

      “Be that as it may,” I acknowledged, “it is preferable to use some wisdom, particularly in such a public spot.”

      Not wishing to delay my departure any further, I urged Nelly into a canter, impatient to be out of sight of the funeral attendees. Once we were obscured by some distance and a clump of trees at the edge of a river, I urged Nelly upward. With a snort and a toss of her head, she leaped toward the sky, nearly unseating me in the process. The world blurred into streaks of blue, gray and green, the wind so fierce against my face that I struggled to breathe. Yet I dared not open my mouth for fear of swallowing one of the insects that splattered against me.

      As the Hardinge Estate came into view, Nelly shifted direction and plummeted to the ground, only straightening up a hairbreadth before we collided with our ramshackle barn. Trotting into the structure, Nelly neighed at the other horses and promptly fell asleep.

      I allowed myself a moment to fix my hair which was all askew and to wipe off a few insects from my face and clothes. As there was little more I could do to tidy myself, I strode out of the barn and to our cottage, wondering what new misadventure awaited me.

      The misadventure in question slouched in a chair, his elbows on the small wooden table, his chin in hands, a sulk on his otherwise pleasant face. Le-Eyo, God of Death, glanced at me as I entered the back door to the kitchen but made no move to stand or greet me. Then again, Death and I weren’t exactly on the best of terms. When he kidnapped Jonas’ daughter Wanjiru, I had assisted in rescuing her from the Underworld, depriving Death of his bride and, more importantly, bruising his pride.

      “I’m going to need a pot of tea for this,” I said. So saying, I added wood into the round belly of the black, metal stove. A full kettle, its surface battered and darkened over the years, squatted on the stone counter. I hefted it onto the stove’s top and faced my unwelcome guest.

      In the Underworld, the African god had impressed me with his towering stature; in the human world, he was somehow diminished in height. But in every other regard, he could still out-compete any of the pale-faced hunters currently running amok in Nairobi.

      While Death wasn’t as finely proportioned as Yao, he was nonetheless an impressive enough specimen of masculinity to be worthy of some attention. His hair hung past his shoulders in countless braids stained with a red clay dye; many of the braids ended with gold shells which clinked against each other whenever he moved.

      Wrapped around his waist was a black-and-red checkered blanket; flung over his shoulders was the pelt of a lion, the jaws of which hovered over the man’s forehead. A leather vest covered most of his muscular chest but left enough to admire. Yet the sulk of his lips reminded me of a spoiled child. Leaning against the plastered stone wall was his spear, the tip of which could hurl lethal bolts at his adversaries.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” I enquired, frowning at him. Something wasn’t right, as if a vital part of him was missing.

      Death shook his head. “It is never a pleasure for humans to meet me.”

      “You’ll hear no argument from me,” I said as I pulled out one of the cushioned wooden chairs and sat across from him. “However, the threat of imminent demise should never result in the loss of manners.”

      A reluctant smile curled his full lips, yet he remained lost in his meditations. Glancing at the stove, I noticed a thin stream of steam trickle upward to the ceiling. The scent of burning wood mingled with the perfume of herbs I’d hung from a rafter to dry. Despite the presence of Death, I allowed myself a moment to appreciate the warmth of the kitchen, the texture of the rough flagstone floor, and the orderliness of the copper and iron pots and pans hanging from hooks over the stone countertop.

      The silence, while pleasant, caused me to glance to the wooden rafters above and search for Shelby. The young vervet monkey was not there.

      “Your deceased husband Gideon escorted the simian to another room,” Death answered my unspoken question. “What an eccentric little beast.”

      Frowning, I said, “What, the monkey?”

      “No, your husband.”

      “Well, as a point of fact, I remarried,” I said, wishing to correct the notion that I was wedded to a ghost. Hoping Gideon wouldn’t overhear us, I lowered my voice. “My current husband, Simon Timmons—”

      “Is sitting in a cell in a London prison,” Death interrupted and waved his hand at me. “I am aware of the details, Miss Knight.”

      “It’s Mrs. Timmons, actually,” I corrected him, although by now I was acutely aware of the futility. None of my African acquaintances understood the impropriety of using my previous name, or if they did, they didn’t care. Le-Eyo, God of Death, was no exception and, given his fatal profession, I didn’t press the point.

      A few moments passed, the seconds marked by the shrill songs of birds and insects. When the kettle whistled, I returned to the stove and selected a tea I had recently acquired from a South African trader. Made from the bark of a red bush, it was thus given the unoriginal name of Rooibos—literally red bush in Afrikaans.

      I poured hot water and tea leaves into my engraved metal teapot; the teapot was one of the few mementos I had of my mother. As I waited for the tea to steep, I stared out a window just as a giraffe glided along the stretch of open land between the cottage and the Hardinge house.

      “Tea?” I asked.

      “If you insist,” Death replied.

      “I don’t but I can’t very well resort to rudeness, now can I?” I said as I returned to the table with a tray. Once I’d served the tea, I bolstered my nerves with a sip or two of that most delectable of beverages before continuing my inquiry. “I’m sure you didn’t come here for the tea, as magnificent as my tea blends are. Let me reassure you that I say so with no pride but am only repeating what my customers have told me themselves.”

      Sighing, Death set his cup down, the clink of porcelain against porcelain a lonely sound, and lifted his head with a tinkle of shells. “I have lost my throne, Miss Knight. I am no longer God of the Underworld. Death is no more.”
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      The dethroning of a god is no small matter, particularly when the god is involved in harvesting souls. I admit I was tempted to celebrate the news; what human wouldn’t delight in the news that Death had been vanquished? Yet I restrained myself if for no other reason than to avoid being on the receiving end of a bolt of lightning from his spear.

      Instead, I opted for a more diplomatic approach. “You seem well enough to me,” I said even as I realized what was different: his brown skin and eyes no longer glowed with a golden sheen.

      His eyes narrowed. “Is that another overuse of English manners?”

      Shrugging, I shifted in my seat. “Would you prefer I say you look like death?”

      “Of course I look like Death,” he said and shook his head, shells clicking together at the end of his braids. “Whom else if not myself? You People of the Fog are a strange species.”

      Lifting the teapot, I poured myself another cup of Rooibos tea, for I could tell I would need it if I was going to survive the conversation. “At the risk of appearing inhospitable, why are you in my kitchen?”

      “Would you prefer I move to your sitting room?” he asked, standing up as if to remedy his error.

      “No,” I said, waving him down. Abandoning all attempts at polite subtlety, I asked, “Why are you here at all? Shouldn’t you be chatting with the powers-that-be regarding your reinstatement?”

      Leaning his elbows on the table, Death dropped his face onto his cupped hands, his shoulders slouching. “I can’t,” he mumbled. “Enkai won’t allow me.”

      “Should I know who Enkai is?” I asked, sniffing at the red tea.

      Peeking through his fingers, Death glared at me. “Enkai is the creator of all that was, is and will be. He created the heavens, the earth, the Underworld and the laws that govern everything.”

      “Ah,” I said. “Would you say he’s the supreme deity in the realm of African gods?”

      Smacking his hands onto the table, Death said, “He is the supreme deity of all gods, African or not. There’s only room in the universe for one creator.”

      “I see,” I said, although I didn’t at all. “My grasp of religious doctrine is somewhat rusty or, more accurately, nonexistent.”

      Do not imagine my family was negligent with regard to religious instruction. In fact, they sent me to Sunday school when I was a young child. Dutifully I sat through the first several lessons, and all was well until we reached the chapter about Noah’s Ark. Complications arose when I insisted that werewolves and unicorns must have joined Noah in his ship; after all, how else could they have survived the flood? And what of the fairies and gnomes I saw in the garden? Surely, they must have been given a small flower patch somewhere on that great, big boat?

      Eventually, an agreement was reached between the minister and my family: they wouldn’t excommunicate me from the church, and I would never attend class again. The innocent children needed to be protected from my ungodly imagination. For my part, I was more than happy to agree, although my ignorance of such matters wasn’t pleasing to my current visitor.

      “At any rate,” I spoke into the silence before it could lengthen any more, “why would this creator, Enkai, remove you from your position?”

      Sighing, Death tapped his fingers against the tabletop, glancing around before meeting my gaze. “I broke my own law.”

      “I am all astonishment,” I said, remembering how excessively law-abiding Death normally was. “What law would that be?”

      “The Law of Death, obviously,” he chided. “I allowed Liongo the warrior-poet to permanently return to the land of the living. Nay, I encouraged him to do so.”

      “And he caused all sorts of difficulties for us,” I said, remembering the night Liongo attacked the Hardinge Estate with an army of skeletons and a giant, one-eyed crocodile.

      “That’s not the point,” Death said, frowning at me. “By breaking my law, I broke the circle of life and death.”

      “And I’m sure the living will be forever grateful to you for doing so,” I reassured him.

      “Foolish mortal!” he roared and thumped a fist upon the table, causing the teacups to rattle in their saucers. “Creatures will still die. They just won’t stay dead. Starting in Nairobi, where I am currently residing, the recently dead will return. With the passing of every full moon, the sphere will expand until death is no more. Lawlessness will spread in ever-widening ripples. After several moons, there will be no place in this world where the dead will remain in their graves.”

      After pondering the vision of such a world, I said, “That could get messy. And I do abhor a mess.”

      “Then you’ll assist me,” Death said, leaning toward me, his eyes wide.

      “Ah,” I said, fiddling with my cup.

      “You must,” he insisted. “It’s only a brief visit to the Sky Kingdom where Enkai resides. Once there, I can convince him. He’s still upset with me but I’m sure he can overcome his grudge once he witnesses the chaos my banishment can produce.”

      There was a number of issues with Death’s statement. I decided to focus on only one: “How do we reach the Sky Kingdom?”

      Smiling at what he assumed was my capitulation to his plan, Death sank back in his chair. Waving a hand as if to dismiss the details as inconsequential, he said, “It’s a trifle, really. First, we will need to find a guide to lead us. Then, to reach the Sky, it is only a matter of climbing a silk rope.”

      “And where will we find this rope?”

      “We don’t find it,” Death said and chuckled at my ignorance. “It must be created. And there is only one creature who is skilled enough and large enough to spin such a rope: the master spinner of webs, the Trickster God Anansi, the greatest spider that ever was.”
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      At the mention of the elephant-sized spider, I was unable to contain my emotions, as evidenced in my groan and the sagging of my shoulders.

      “Are you unwell, Miss Knight?” Death asked, his hand reaching out to touch my metal one.

      “You are quite certain we require Anansi’s assistance to reach the Sky?”

      “Yes, it is as I said. We can’t fly that high. Only Anansi’s spider silk can reach there.” He paused, flinging his head so that his long, ochre-stained braids hung over the back of the chair. “We’ll also need a storm spirit to assist us. They know the Sky very well.” Glancing at me, he asked, “Are you acquainted with Kam?”

      “Please tell me you’re not serious,” I moaned and gulped down my tea.

      “I’m always serious,” Death said, pursing his lips and studying me. “We need Kam, God of Lightning, to join us on our journey.”

      I held up a finger. “Your journey. I haven’t agreed to go.”

      “You will.”

      The finality of his tone irked me. The fingers of my metal hand twitched as my werewolf energy stirred in response. “And why’s that?”

      Leaning forward, Death said, “Neither Kam nor Anansi like me.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” I muttered.

      “But they have some consideration for you; at least, they like you well enough not to kill you, and so they might listen to you,” he continued. “They’ve helped you before. And without you to persuade them to cooperate with me, I won’t succeed.”

      “I rather like the sound of that,” I said.

      Before Death could reply, a bundle of fur bounded into the room and attached itself to my neck. The young vervet monkey alternately hissed at Death while chattering to me.

      “Shelby, do behave,” I said even as I smiled at her boldness in the face of Death.

      The monkey had hairless, pale pink skin on her face, ears and palms which had yet to darken to the charcoal black of adulthood. Her dark eyes were prominent and had within their depths an intelligent glimmer. The ears jutted out, twitching with every swallow. A white fringe surrounded the little face while her overall color was light gray. Her delicate fingers pawed at my cheek.

      “Why do you allow that vermin around your neck, Miss Knight?” Death asked, sneering at the monkey who growled in return.

      “It’s not vermin,” a whispery voice answered. “It’s a vervet.”

      Gideon floated into the room, followed by Yao. They both glared at Death.

      “Gentlemen,” I said, using the word in its loosest definition, “I’m rather busy right now.” I gestured to the scowling god.

      “Forget about Death,” Yao said, stretching his arms up to touch a wooden rafter. The pose displayed his physique and his lack of appropriate attire. An ochre-stained leather skirt was hardly sufficient to cover his muscular torso and limbs.

      “That’s rather difficult to manage when he’s sitting in my kitchen,” I said. “Could you please put on more clothes?”

      His eyebrows scrunched together. “Yao could but why?” he asked. “Yao’s not cold. And Miss Knight, we need to negotiate with Jonas.” Glancing at the sullen god sitting at my kitchen table, he whispered, “You know why. Don’t tell him though.”

      “I can hear you,” Death said, his eyes narrowing.

      “Stop provoking him,” I chastised the Adze. “And we can’t very well leave him here unattended.”

      “Yes, we can,” Yao insisted. “Shelby can keep him company.”

      The monkey squawked and hissed at both Africans.

      “Don’t even consider abandoning her,” Gideon ordered as he descended from the ceiling. “That hooligan of a god might zap her with his spear.”

      “I can still hear you,” the god said.

      Gideon continued his rant. “Then how would you feel, Beatrice? You’d miss her terribly.”

      “Not really,” I muttered. As Gideon’s wrath-filled countenance appeared before me, I hastened to amend my statement. “Of course, I’d miss the little monkey.”

      “Miss Knight,” Yao whined.

      “What’s his issue?” Death snapped as he glowered at the vampire.

      Gideon grinned, ignoring Yao’s frantic head shaking. “He’s asked Beatrice to assist him in negotiating a bride price. He wants to marry Jonas’ daughter, Wanjiru. Oops, did I say something wrong?”

      Death stood up and placed his fists on the tabletop. The shells at the end of his braids tinkled pleasantly in contrast to his scowling frown and darkening glare. “That tick on the backside of a water buffalo wishes to wed the beautiful Wanjiru?” he growled.

      Yao gulped as he backed away from Death. “At least we agree on one thing,” he said.

      “That you’re a tick?” Gideon asked.

      “That Wanjiru is beautiful. And Yao would never, ever bite the backside of a buffalo,” he reassured us. “Nasty creatures. But Wanjiru is—”

      Before Yao could launch into poetic drivel regarding the radiant beauty of his beloved, I interrupted him. “This conversation shall have to wait. So where are you staying now that you no longer live in the Underworld?” I asked Death.

      Shrugging, he stared at me. “Here.”

      “Really?” As I returned his stare, I struggled to devise a convincing argument against such a terrible idea. From the desperate determination evident in Death’s countenance, I realized the futility of the matter. “Then we shall have to go to town.”

      “Why?” Yao asked.

      Pushing against the table, I stood and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I need to escort our guest to the office of John Ainsworth, the Chief Native Commissioner.”

      “Guest?” Yao squeaked. “Is he really staying?”

      Sighing, I said, “For now, I suppose.”

      “But he’s an unwanted guest, correct?” Yao asked. “We should ask him to leave.”

      Death reached for his spear, his glare fixed on the Adze.

      “No, we shouldn’t,” I said, wondering if I could escape the kitchen before Death blew it into little chunks of rock and mortar.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Death said, banging the end of his spear against the stone floor with each word spoken.

      Ignoring him, I settled my hat to cover my right ear which bore the scars of werewolf bites. “Gideon, stay here and keep the firefly out of mischief.”

      “But Yao likes mischief,” Yao complained, crossing his arms across his chest. “And Yao is good at it.”

      “Le-Eyo,” I continued, turning to face the dethroned God of Death. “We do in fact need to go. The Nairobi Committee is requiring all natives—that is, Africans—to register their names and other details.” I paused, waiting until Death shifted his attention to me. “It’s the law.”

      “Is it?” He studied me, searching perhaps for any suggestion of dissemblance. As there was none, he straightened up. “If that is the case, then let us honor the Native Commissioner with my presence.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should be relieved or disappointed that Death still possessed a peculiar compulsion to obey the law in whatever form it took, and however ridiculous and insulting it may be. Meanwhile, I reflected, tours of European hunters came and went, decimating the local wildlife and the stores’ liquor stock, and none of them needed to register. Scowling at the sheer stupidity of life, I collected my walking stick and led the way out the kitchen through the back door.

      “And Yao?” the vampire asked as he followed us outside. Unlike European versions, African vampires were not negatively affected by the sun; the unfortunate consequence of this inconvenient fact was that Yao could be anywhere at any time. “Yao hasn’t visited the Commissioner.”

      “Then you must accompany us,” Death said, sweeping his arms as if to embrace everyone present.

      Gideon grinned and said, “This should be fun.”
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      Jonas arrived from town just as we were leaving and insisted on accompanying me to the Registrar’s office.

      “Me, I don’t trust any of them,” he said, flicking a hand at Death and Yao. “It’s deadly company you keep, Miss Knight.”

      While I wasn’t convinced Jonas could defend me against the combined onslaught of the God of Death and a shape-shifting vampire, I couldn’t refuse him. We piled into our two-wheeled wooden wagon, and the ox wearily dragged us to Nairobi. Just as enthusiastically, I led the way into the two-story administrative building located halfway down Victoria Street. The roughly hewn stone blocks that made up the walls were unadorned, giving the impression of a dungeon rather  than an office. Then again, this was a government office which could be as torturous as any cell.

      Even though there was no one else in the waiting room, we were ignored for several minutes before ordered into a small, airless room. The only furniture was a desk behind which squatted an unhappy fellow. His sagging cheeks, sallow skin, narrowed eyes and thin, unsmiling lips marked him as a career bureaucrat. The nameplate on his desk stated in faded gold lettering that he was the Assistant Native Commissioner. Silently I prayed Yao would keep quiet and Death would stay patient.

      As there were no other chairs, we were forced to stand before the desk as if awaiting judgment.

      “Yes?” the nameless commissioner barked, glaring at us.

      “My apologies for interrupting you,” I said, smiling.

      “And you are?”

      “Mrs. Beatrice Knight Timmons,” I declared. “This man would like to register himself.”

      Shifting his squinting gaze to the three Africans standing around me, he asked, “Which one?”

      Death took a step forward and peered down at the official.

      “What’s your name?” the commissioner snapped as he yanked a form from the pile on his desk and placed it before him. Quill in hand, he waited expectantly.

      “Le-Eyo,” Death replied.

      “Lay Low?” the man repeated, utterly butchering the pronunciation.

      Sniffing in disdain, Le-Eyo sneered and uttered with exaggerated care, “Le. Ey. Yo.”

      “What sort of a name is that?” the commissioner demanded,

      “It’s my name,” Le-Eyo said, a glow forming at the tip of his spear before spluttering and winking out.

      “He’s also known as God of Death,” Jonas said, and then muttered something under his breath in a disparaging tone.

      The commissioner scowled at Jonas. “Hold your tongue, boy. We’ll get to his profession momentarily. Doesn’t he have a Christian name?”

      That last question was addressed to me, as if I should somehow know these details.

      “His name translates as Death,” I said, widening my smile as I tightened the grip on my walking stick. Perhaps it was I who needed to be patient.

      “Death it is,” the commissioner decided, having abandoned any attempt at pronouncing Le-Eyo’s real name. “These natives and their strange names. Occupation?”

      Holding his spear before him, Death straightened up and said, “God.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Death frowned at the man’s inability to understand him. “I’m a—”

      “Gardener,” I interrupted. “He’s my gardener.”

      Both Jonas and Death stared at me, equally outraged. Yao opened his mouth to protest. Before he could, the Assistant Native Commissioner slammed a rubber stamp upon the document, thus sealing the official registration of the God of Death. He would now and forever be known as my gardener.

      Staring up at me, the commissioner asked, “Is there any other native you wish to register?”

      “Yao’s name isn’t in the book,” Yao said as he waved an arm over his head. “Me. Pick me.”

      “Are you residing in Nairobi and its immediate environs?” the commissioner demanded.

      “Unfortunately, he is,” I said.

      “Yes, yes,” Yao added, nodding his head and grinning.

      “Occupation?”

      “Yao occupies many places,” he answered. “Mostly wherever the beautiful, graceful, marvelous Wanjiru is.”

      The commissioner laid down his quill and rubbed his face. For a brief moment, I almost pitied him. Fortunately, the moment passed when he looked at me and grumbled, “Madam, your servants’ attitudes do not reflect well upon you. Clearly, they suffer from a lack of instructions on the appropriate behavior expected of them.”

      Before I could construct a response that wouldn’t result in further difficulties or, worse yet, another form to fill, Yao hastened to reassure the man: “Yes, we are very not appropriate. Is Yao’s name in the book yet?” Leaning toward me, he added, “This assistant isn’t assisting very well. Should Yao bite him?”

      “And we’re done here,” I said, clenching my walking stick while squeezing Yao’s shoulder; it was akin to squeezing sculptured stone.

      Before Death could put his spear to good use or Yao could bite anyone, I escorted them out of the office, leaving the astounded Assistant Native Commissioner to simmer in his outrage.
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      Having registered the God of Death without anyone actually dying or being zapped by a lightning bolt, I considered the morning a success.

      Thus bolstered, I decided a detour through the Bazaar was in order. I had created a new tea recipe which required nutmeg and cloves. As I couldn’t leave Yao and Death unattended, I invited them to join Jonas and me on our shopping excursion.

      “Yao likes the Bazaar,” the vampire enthused as he bounced by my side.

      Jonas snorted, his face scrunched into a wrinkled frown. Turning to Death and gesturing with a thumb at Yao, he said, “Him, he burned this place to the ground a few months ago.”

      Death perked up at the news of chaos and destruction. “Did anyone die?”

      “A few zombies,” Yao said, his eyes brightening at the recollection. “They were delicious.”

      While I wasn’t one to shy away from conversations that bordered on the morbid, I had no interest in reminiscing about the night a combination of diseases transformed some of the railway workers into zombies. Strolling ahead, I entered the Bazaar. It was a ramshackle assortment of scrappy tents and iron-sheet structures that all seemed on the verge of collapsing at the next heavy gust of wind. Unlike the precision and order of Victoria Street, there were no straight lines here; rather, a narrow, rough, dirt road wound its way through the Bazaar.

      Sellers called out, pointing to the products displayed on their stalls, tables and blankets spread out on the ground. Meats in various stages of decay, fruits and vegetables, whole spices, bolts of cloth, rope, pots and utensils presented to the observer a jungle of possibilities. The aromas of cooked food wafted across piles of decomposing garbage. The people were as varied as the products being sold: barefooted Africans draped in leather coverings drifted among the clusters of Indians wearing ankle-length sarongs.

      Ignoring the attempts of an African youth to sell me combs, I veered to a stall in front of which were tins full of various spices. The scent of a combination of cardamon, cinnamon and nutmeg caused my stomach to gurgle, reminding me it was past teatime. The seller, a thin Indian man with a crooked nose and well-tanned skin, smiled as I approached.

      “Welcome, welcome, Mrs. Timmons,” Mr. Sanjeh said with a head waggle. “What can I be giving you today?”

      “I doubt you’ll give anything away,” I said. “But hopefully you won’t charge me too much.”

      His smile widened.

      As I began the lengthy process of negotiating an almost reasonable price, shouting sounded from deeper in the Bazaar. Around me, people paused in their business to peer eagerly in the direction of the commotion, hoping for some gossip-worthy entertainment. When the shouting neared my location, the crowds stepped to either side of the path to allow a group of English hunters to march unimpeded. Behind them, several Africans carried a giant tusk with a girth almost as thick as my waist and close to ten feet long.

      Gasps, shouts and chatter surrounded the spectacle. Mr. Sanjeh leaned over his stall and informed me, “It’s the tusk from the elephant, from the beast that killed Mr. Turner. They’re going to display it outside the Colonial Store.”

      People rushed forward, jostling each other as they stroked the creamy ivory. Jonas, Yao and Death positioned themselves so that no one could bump into me.

      “Where’s the other tusk?” I asked.

      Mr. Sanjeh waggled his head and a finger. “There is only being one tusk, Mrs. Timmons.”

      “Only one,” I repeated, my voice falling to a whisper.

      Jonas glanced at my face. “Miss Knight, you, you’re not looking well.”

      “Do you need to sit?” Mr. Sanjeh asked, his eyes widening as he lifted his stool over the counter and handed it to Jonas.

      “No, I’m fine,” I said even as I sunk onto the three-legged wooden stool.

      Crouching by my side, Jonas asked, “Is it the same elephant?”

      Gulping, I sniffed back a tear. “How many one-tusked elephants are there?” I asked. “I hope her baby is safe.”

      Jonas stood and patted my shoulder. “The hunters, they don’t kill babies. There are no tusks. The other elephants will take care of the orphan.”

      My thoughts turned to the baby elephant Koki and I had rescued from a sinkhole, and the grateful response of the mother, the one-tusked matriarch. “She saved us that night the skeletons attacked the Hardinge Estate,” I said as a strange trembling seized me. “She and her herd saved us.”

      My hands covered my midsection as I wondered how the elephant felt as she was dying, knowing she would never see her child again. Unable to look at the gloating hunters and the proud display of the tusk, I lowered my face into my hands and wept.
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      In my defense, there was a perfectly logical reason why I ended up at the cemetery that night.

      Granted, my logic didn’t always accord with the general public. As I stood among the gravestones, I was certain that Simon would not approve. It was yet another item to add to the list of ‘things not to tell one’s husband when he returns home from prison.’ It was turning into a rather long list.

      I don’t normally divulge details of a delicate nature. However, it must be stated that living in Nairobi limited our access to civilized infrastructure, including chamber pots. We were therefore inconvenienced as the African servants generally refused to touch the pots. While I sympathized with the distaste—cleaning up after other people’s night deposits was a despicable chore—it forced us to either ignore the promptings of nature until the morning or venture out of the relative safety of our homes and use the outhouse.

      Then again, as my dear Aunt Steward expressed, “These are not things, my dear, of which we speak; indeed, we try to avoid thinking of them.” That was all well and good but the advice didn’t stand up to the reality that my condition imposed upon me.

      “It’s all Jonas’ fault,” I muttered as I marched to the outhouse. “Back in London, servants did their jobs. But oh, no, not him. He’s too proud to remove the chamberpot.”

      Desperation soured my mood. Once the pregnancy-induced nausea had finished its course, a new malady inflicted itself upon me: a need to use the facilities with greater frequency. Hence I found myself stomping across dew-dampened grass in the middle of the night, hoping I wouldn’t find any snake curled atop of the toilet.

      Fortune was with me for once, and I completed my business in peace. Upon exiting the small structure behind our cottage, I glanced up at the moon. It was nearly full, its swollen sides glowing a creamy yellow. Crickets and cicadas strummed their music, and an occasional owl interjected with a mournful hoot. Moths swirled toward the moonlight, and bats darted around the feast. Satisfied the world was as it should be, I turned toward the cottage and almost bumped into an elephant.

      “Goodness,” I gasped and staggered backward, one hand gripping my housecoat tightly near the neckline.

      For her part, the elephant remained unfazed by my proximity. Her trunk fluttered before her face as if searching for something.

      As my heartbeat settled down, I marveled at the beast. “How did you sneak up on me?” I asked. As I studied her profile, I knew for certain this was the same matriarch I’d encountered when rescuing the baby elephant.

      The eye staring out of the wrinkled face blinked, the long lashes sweeping against dusty skin. The elephant blew air out of her trunk and shifted her head to one side. Only then could I see the empty eye socket on the other side of her head. Dried blood caked around what was clearly a bullet wound.

      “How dreadful,” I said, my voice hushed lest I provoke the beast to stampede over me. I recalled the minister’s words from the funeral: Mr. Turner, in his last moment of life, killed the elephant with one shot through the eye and into the brain.

      Snorting, the elephant slapped her trunk against the ground. She had no tusks, but one side of the trunk was bloodied, as if someone had recently and violently removed the tusk.

      “I hope your little one is safe. Where is he?” I breathed as I stepped closer.

      The elephant flapped her ears but not aggressively. The tattered outline of the ear closest to me was as I remembered it. The remaining brown eye, surrounded by wrinkled skin, gazed back at me, brimming with the wisdom of years spent caring for her herd and a glint of recognition.

      “It is you, then,” I said.

      The trunk bumped against my shoulder, nearly knocking me down.

      “But shouldn’t you be dead?” I asked, only afterward realizing how inconsiderate the question was. In my experience, dead creatures tended to be sensitive about their demise and lifeless state. The elephant however seemed unperturbed; she wrapped her trunk around my waist and pulled me closer.

      Taking advantage of the proximity, I stared at the wound. It was definitely a bullet hole and perfectly located to avoid the thick skull. A bullet thus placed would have entered the brain and produced fatal results. Yet the creature before me was not a ghost. At that moment, I recalled Death’s words: With the passing of every full moon, the sphere will expand until death is no more.

      “You came back,” I said, my hand hovering above her trunk. As I lowered my hand to touch the rough, wrinkled skin, the elephant bellowed and lifted me up.

      “Oh, dear,” I said before she draped me onto her back where I lay in an undignified manner, my legs on one side and my arms flopping on the other. As I struggled to rearrange myself, the elephant began to walk, her long strides carrying us away from home and toward the farthest edge of Nairobi.

      The breeze created by her passage was cool and sharp. Huddling close behind her ears, I tried to keep warm. Comfort was out of the question: spiky hairs poked at my legs, and the rolling gait of the dead elephant made me yearn for a saddle.

      Before too long—but long enough for my weary body and my prickled skin—our destination came into sight: the small cemetery. Without hesitation, the elephant veered around tombstones until we reached the freshly created grave of Mr. Turner, the hunter. There the elephant stood, looming over the disturbed earth as if waiting.

      “This can’t end well,” I said. Peering down, I calculated the chances of breaking a leg if I slid off the elephant. Deciding the inconvenience of a broken or sprained limb was greater than my current discomfort, I resigned myself to waiting.

      Some minutes passed. The stars, thickly clustered, glittered in the cold, cloudless night, although their light was faint compared to the moon’s. Creatures crunched and snuffled through the undergrowth of the forest but nothing dared enter or fly over the cemetery. Despite the abundance of life in the nearby forest on one side and the savannah stretching across the world on the other, the elephant and I shared a bubble in which the only living creature was myself.

      Movement drew my gaze back to the ground. The upturned dirt of Mr. Turner’s grave convulsed.

      “No,” I whispered. “Don’t you dare.”

      The elephant snorted as chunks of soil rolled off the mound. The surrounding silence was deep enough for me to hear the small pebbles and bits of hardened earth clink against each other.

      “Take me home,” I ordered, slapping the elephant on the head. My hand throbbed with the impact on hard bone; the matriarch didn’t flinch. I might as well have been a mosquito for all the impression I made.

      The soil lurched up as a large hunting blade sliced up, followed by a hand pushing its way through the earth. Dropping the blade, the fingers waved as if searching for something to grab. Another hand followed, reaching for the edge of the grave where the earth was hard and undisturbed. For my part, I was deeply disturbed.

      “This isn’t happening,” I said as I glanced around for some sign that this was a nightmare. “Wake up, wake up now.”

      The world remained solid even if it was full of shadows created by the silver light of the moon and stars. There was no other being around us, no assistance to be had. Even the breeze whistling through the grass had abandoned the scene.

      I spun my gaze back to the grave in time to see a head and shoulders wriggle out of the earth. Dirt and dried blood streaked across Mr. Turner’s face, obscuring his features. Only his eyes, pale blue framed with dark eyelashes, were clearly visible. They blinked and stared up at me.

      Gulping hard, I whispered, “I hate zombies.”

      The elephant trumpeted, raising her trunk.

      “Slap him down,” I ordered, leaning over her large head to get her attention. “Smack him back into his grave.”

      Once again, she ignored me. Instead, she wrapped her trunk around the man’s torso and yanked him out. His legs kicked the air as he glared at his rescuer. She in turn tossed him with savage force across the cemetery, trumpeted again, flapped her ears and stampeded after him. Being dead hadn’t robbed Mr. Turner of his survival instinct. The moment his body landed, he rolled around, stumbled to his feet and hobbled toward the forest.

      While I hadn’t been particularly sympathetic at the hunter’s funeral, I had a change of heart and was glad the elephant hadn’t listened to me. I had no wish to witness Mr. Turner being pummeled by an elephant. Besides, a second death by elephant would be nothing short of obscene.

      “Mr. Turner,” I shouted. “Do run faster.”

      The dead man obliged, lengthening his pace. As we approached the forest, I eyed the branches which would surely knock me off if I didn’t display some dexterity and quick reflexes. Steeling myself, I grimaced as an image of Simon entered my mind. What would he say if he ever knew his pregnant wife was clutching onto the back of a dead elephant while chasing a zombie through the cemetery at night?

      “Yet another thing to add to the Never-Tell-Simon list,” I said as I crouched on the elephant’s thick neck and raised one arm. I mentally counted down before releasing my grip and raising the other arm just in time to grab hold of a branch.

      Splinters and rough bark jabbed and scraped against my palms. Gritting my teeth, I hung there as the elephant trampled through the underbrush, snorting and trumpeting. My shoulders ached as I swung my legs upward and wrapped them around the branch. To my dismay, my nightgown slipped down to my stomach. Sloth-like, I inched my way to the tree trunk, grateful no one was up and about to witness my undignified posture.

      After a bit of heaving, huffing and scrambling, I was seated in reasonable safety in the crook of several branches. Before descending, I listened. Silence. I sniffed the air, my overly sensitive olfactory nerves quivering at the scent of night flowers and decay. Narrowing my eyes, I scanned the forest around me for any energy fields. Nothing larger than a hedgehog sprang into view.

      Mr. Turner and the dead elephant were gone.
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      One might suppose that riding a dead elephant into a graveyard of twitching corpses at night would have occupied my full attention. And it did until the next morning when my cousin Lilly announced some startling news.

      “We’re invited for dinner at Mother’s,” she said, pushing past me into the kitchen with not so much as a good morning or anything resembling a civilized greeting. Her small mouth was pursed, and she wrinkled her button nose as she made her declaration.

      “Do come in,” I said and resumed my position by the stove, waiting for the kettle to boil.

      “Did you not hear me?” Lilly demanded as she sat at the kitchen table, settled her baby daughter on her lap and tossed her head back. Dark curls, perfectly coiffed, bounced around her petite face as her sky-blue eyes glittered. My niece, Grace, grinned at me, drool hanging off her toothless gums. “My mother, your aunt, expects us all to be present this evening. It’s a disaster. Grace, do stop gnawing on the salt shaker.”

      Grace continued to smack her gums against the small glass object, oblivious to her mother’s instructions and the salt pouring down her chin. The deplorable state of Nairobi’s few shops and the inconsistency of the supply train were such that I risked being drooled on in order to rescue my salt. There was no point in wasting precious resources for the sake of a teething baby. Grace responded by showing me her descending fangs.

      “And why is it such a disaster?” I asked, wondering if I should tell my cousin about the dead returning to some semblance of life.

      “Didn’t I tell you?” Lilly asked, frowning at her negligence. “She came by yesterday and began to lecture me about Grace’s education. Education! The child’s only three months old, and already Mother is speaking to me about which boarding school would be best.”

      “Oh,” I said, wondering if I could bring myself to send my child away to school. “Aren’t there tutors here? Does she have to go?”

      “Yes, there are, and of course she doesn’t,” Lilly snapped as she handed Grace a small piece of wood on which to gnaw. “And that’s what I told Mother, but she insisted. So I returned Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household Management to her.”

      “You didn’t?” I gasped, all thoughts of reanimated dead people vanishing.

      “I did,” Lilly said, lifting her chin defiantly. “And I won’t accept it or her advice again.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      My aunt and Lilly’s mother, Mrs. Steward, ranked Mrs. Beeton in the same category as the saints. In her estimation, Mrs. Beeton’s book was second only to the Bible in importance—and even then it was a close call. She had presented the book to Lilly before her wedding with all the pomp and circumstance such an esteemed book deserved.

      “And she still invited us for dinner?” I asked, pouring hot water into my mother’s metal teapot. Tea leaves bobbed to the surface, their fragrance drifting up with the steam.

      “Well, not exactly,” Lilly said, glancing at the back of Grace’s head. “She invited you, Tiberius, Grace and Dr. Ribeiro. I’m only allowed to attend because of Grace. She’ll get over her ire soon enough.”

      “I’m sure,” I said, hoping I sounded confident on the matter.

      Fortunately, Lilly didn’t bother to enquire after my health. I had yet to reveal to anyone the existence of my unborn offspring. Nor, on further reflection, did I wish to disclose my visit to the cemetery. After a cup of tea and further reassurances that all would be well, Lilly departed. A few moments later, Death strolled into the kitchen.

      “When shall we visit Anansi?” he asked as he sat across from me.

      “Goodness, have proper manners abandoned the world?” I asked, setting my cup down with a sharp clink. “It’s bad enough we’ve witnessed the end of the circle of life and death. A good morning wouldn’t go amiss.”

      Staring blankly at me, he asked, “Is it a good morning?”

      “Well, that’s a point,” I muttered and resumed drinking my tea, without which the day would be even more intolerable than it already promised to be. “As for Anansi, I have no wish to visit that spider anytime soon. You’ll have to think of another means to reach the Sky.”

      Frowning, Death picked at a few grains of salt scattered across the table. “There is no other way.”

      “There’s always another way,” I said and stood. When he made no indication of removing himself from my cottage, I added, “Can you not occupy yourself in a productive fashion? Since you are officially my gardener, go ask Jonas if he needs help. And think of some other plan to get back your throne, one that doesn’t involve gigantic spiders and me.”

      The day passed relatively pleasantly after that; even the customers at the shop were better behaved, perhaps to compensate for the lack of manners of my guests. I thought no more about the morning’s conversations until that evening when I put Shelby into her pouch and strolled out into the garden to await Tiberius and Lilly.

      While the rainy season was coming to an end, there was still enough nighttime gales to ensure the grass remained green, the wildflowers continued to blossom and streams gushed with water. As the Hardinge Estate wasn't fenced, the herbivores considered the property theirs.

      A herd of small antelope grazed nearby, their large eyes watching me, the flicking of their ears and short tails the only indication they considered me a possible threat. A few zebra strolled farther afield, unconcerned by my presence. The elephants still had not returned, or perhaps they understood enough to stay far away from the human hunters’ domain.

      “What a pity,” I sighed, wondering how the dead matriarch was doing, and what had become of her baby.

      A wagon rolled toward me, the two large, wooden wheels rumbling over stones and grass. When I observed who was sitting beside Jonas on the driver’s bench, I demanded, “What is he doing here?”

      “You said I should be productive,” Death replied, shrugging.

      Jonas merely snorted, his face wrinkled up like an old apple. I couldn’t tell if he was disgusted or amused.

      “And where is our ox?” I asked, staring at the creature pulling the wagon. “What is that?”

      “It’s a baby rainbow serpent,” Death replied. “Its parents, Damballa and Aiya Weddo, are occupied with clearing the sky of rain, so I offered to look after it.”

      “You’re babysitting a snake,” I said, staring at the creature as I tugged my leather trench coat closed.

      “Serpent,” Death corrected me.

      The serpent flicked its forked tongue at me. Longer than an ox and almost as tall as one, the baby beast reminded me of an oriental dragon more than a snake. Its iridescent scales glowed with all the colors one might expect in a rainbow, and a few more besides.

      “We can’t go to my aunt’s house with this,” I spluttered, gesturing at the serpent. “Everyone will see it.”

      Just then, Tiberius and Lilly exited the Hardinge mansion and strolled toward us. “What a charming creature,” Lilly said, patting her curls in place as she eyed the serpent. It stuck out its tongue, unimpressed with the compliment which, for all we knew, might be considered a grave insult among rainbow serpents. When Grace stretched her pudgy arms out to pet it, it hissed at her and displayed two long fangs. Tiberius tightened his grip on his daughter.

      “Me, I don’t like it,” Jonas grumbled.

      “Neither do I,” I said.

      Lilly smiled. “It’s perfect.”

      “What if your mother sees it?” I asked.

      The smile widened. “Exactly,” Lilly said.

      “We’re being very unproductive,” Death warned and shook his head. The golden shells on his braids tinkled in agreement.

      Tiberius tilted his head toward the wagon. His dark brown eyes, fringed with thick lashes, focused on me. His teeth glowed in contrast to his light brown skin. Pushing a lock of dark brown hair off his forehead, he asked, “Beatrice, would you care to do the introductions?”

      “Not really,” I said, ignoring my brother’s attempt at upholding manners.

      “I am Le-Eyo,” Death announced, chin raised as he peered down at us.

      “Him, he’s God of Death,” Jonas added.

      “Charming,” Lilly said, her smile widening. “I do hope you and your baby rainbow creature have the opportunity to meet my mother.”

      Tiberius bestowed a warning glance at my cousin, one that passed unheeded. Death merely snorted and said, “Let’s go. The humans won’t notice the serpent. They never do.”

      With that, we climbed into the wagon. Tiberius opted to sit up front with Death, and the two began to converse. My thoughts turned, as they were wont to do, toward my child. This in turn inspired in me an urgent need to use an outhouse once again.

      “I don’t know how you managed, Lilly,” I spoke into the silence without thinking. “I am in constant need of the facilities, and to make matters worse, Jonas refuses to remove the chamber pots in the morning.”

      Glancing at me with upraised eyebrows, Lilly tossed her curls behind her shoulder and brushed invisible dust off her fashionable skirt. “What a strange subject about which to be conversing, Beatrice. Why ever would you mention it?”

      Grateful that the dim dusk light hid the blush in my cheeks, I hastened to provide an excuse. “Oh, it’s nothing. My thoughts are unhinged due to a lack of communication from Simon, that’s all.”

      It was a probable excuse for many women and caused Lilly to cluck in sympathy; my blush deepened.

      After a pause, Lilly must have reflected with whom she was speaking, for she continued her interrogation. “Beatrice, I’ve never heard you despondent with regard to Simon’s inconsistent communications. There must be something else. After all, Jonas has refused to assist with emptying chamber pots since the day we arrived, and it never disturbed you previously.”

      I could feel the heat on my face radiating outward; it was a wonder no one else noticed the warmth of my exposed skin. Before I could stumble through yet another excuse, Lilly gasped and pressed herself close to my side. With a leap of intuition that astounded me, she whispered, “Are you…?”

      My stunned silence encouraged her to grasp my hands where they rested over the source of my current issue. “You are, aren’t you? That would explain your bouts of nausea and—”

      “Hush,” I urged, although her voice had remained at a soft whisper. The men, sitting on the front bench, couldn’t have heard her over the rattle of the wheels and the creak of the wood. “Say nothing of this. Promise me.”

      “Of course,” she said and squealed. “How marvelous. We shall raise our children together and share all the secrets that mothers have.” She pulled back, her features more serious. “Now I understand why you were so unwell, and of course the inconvenience of the other matter. Are you better? Have you visited Dr. Ribeiro?”

      Squirming under her gaze, I admitted I had not. “I’d prefer not to draw attention to my circumstance until Simon returns, Besides, it’s still the early stages,” I explained but Lilly wasn’t at all impressed.

      “Nonsense,” she said and frowned at me, an obstinate set to her mouth. “We are going tomorrow, first thing. While Dr. Ribeiro’s specialty appears to be contagious diseases and cows, he is our only doctor and not a bad one. After all, he assisted in Grace’s delivery, and that was a success.”

      “If by success, you mean no one died, then yes, I suppose so,” I said, not convinced I was ready to submit myself to the prodding and poking of the one-man medical establishment, such as it was in Nairobi.

      “It’s settled then,” Lilly said as she reached under the bench, removed a blanket and settled it across our laps, taking particular care to cover me up to my waist.

      “Goodness, Lilly,” I said, huffing at her attention. “I’m a pregnant woman, not an invalid.”

      “And sometimes there’s not much difference between the two,” she said.
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      The moment I saw the book propped up beside the centerpiece on the coffee table, I knew we were in trouble. The presence of Death outside the house and a young monkey in my leather pouch were sufficient guarantee for a bit of chaos. On top of that, the positioning of Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household Management in such a prominent location indicated that dinner would be something to endure and hopefully survive, rather than enjoy.

      Ignoring her wayward daughter, Mrs. Steward greeted Tiberius and myself with particular attention and warmth. Dr. Ribeiro was already in the sitting area with Mr. Steward.

      “Oh, Miss Knight, it is being so good to see you,” Dr. Ribeiro said as he waggled his head from side to side as only Indians could.

      His presence provided me a welcome distraction from the tension between my aunt and my cousin. The Goan doctor was dressed in a three-piece suit and tie, as was his custom. His homburg hat made of light-brown felt and boasting a stiff, curled brim rested on the coffee table. His smile was visible through his dark goatee, and his brown eyes widened as he stood to greet me.

      “It’s always a delight,” I assured him.

      “And we will be paying a visit to you shortly,” Lilly added, ignoring my alarmed expression.

      “Why would you need to pay him a visit?” Mrs. Steward demanded, her curiosity overriding her determination not to engage with Lilly.

      “It’s a small ailment, nothing more,” I hastened to say before Lilly could reveal my condition.

      Frowning at me, Lilly opened her mouth but closed it when I shook my head once and narrowed my eyes.

      “Then it’s of no consequence,” my aunt said, her double chin jiggling as she flounced across the room and collapsed onto a plush chair, her lacy dress billowing about her. Tugging out her lavender-scented handkerchief, she patted her cheeks and brow. “My life is replete with ailments, Beatrice, and of such a magnitude as to baffle the mind. You don’t see me rushing off to the doctor for each of them. Why, I’d be at his office every day if I carried on so.”

      Lilly rolled her eyes as she took a seat beside me. Tiberius strolled outside to light a cigarette. Mr. Steward followed him on the pretense of accompanying his guest but I suspected my uncle was grateful for an excuse to secure a moment of peace.

      “Oh, Mrs. Steward,” Dr. Ribeiro said with another head waggle. “If you are experiencing illness, please do be coming to visit me.”

      “You are kind, Doctor,” she replied and sniffed into her handkerchief. “But alas, my afflictions cannot be eased with any medicine or treatment. I tried, truly I have tried to provide my family the full bounty of my knowledge and wisdom. And it is to no avail.”

      Sensing he was seated before a monumental disorder that surpassed his skill and expertise, Dr. Ribeiro turned to me and lifted his hands as he shrugged.

      “Mother, you do exaggerate,” Lilly huffed as she settled Grace on her lap. “All I said was I don’t believe mangoes are bad for you.”

      Flinging up her arms, Mrs. Steward wailed, “You see what torment I must endure, Doctor? It’s agonizing.”

      Dr. Ribeiro scratched at his beard. “Mangoes, madam?”

      A motion caught my attention. The door between the dining room and kitchen was ajar; Jonas and Death were chatting with Mrs. Steward’s cook.

      “Yes, Doctor,” Mrs. Steward said as she snatched up Mrs. Beeton’s book and flipped through the well-worn pages. “Here it is. Mangoes are liked only, and I quote, ‘by those who have not a prejudice against turpentine.’ Can it be any plainer?”

      “Well,” Dr. Ribeiro said. “I am being most amazed by this.”

      “Exactly,” Mrs. Steward said as she slapped the book onto her lap.

      Dr. Ribeiro leaned across his armrest toward me and asked, “What is being the connection between mangoes and turpentine?”

      Before I could reassure him there was none, Mrs. Steward continued her lecture. “My daughter claims an indifference to the sage advice of Mrs. Beeton. Yet this fine book teaches us how to fold napkins, terminate a servant’s employment, erase freckles, create a menu, apply leeches, make hot buttered toast, and restore to life someone struck by lightning.”

      “Truly outstanding, madam,” Dr. Ribeiro said, breathless with the breadth and depth of Mrs. Beeton’s extensive knowledge. He gripped his hands over one knee and gazed at the book with wide eyes.

      Mrs. Steward wasn’t finished on the subject. “And let’s not even mention the tomato.”

      “Tomato?” Dr. Ribeiro repeated, his brown skin paling slightly at the vehemence in her tone.

      “Yes, Doctor, the tomato! Again, to quote: ‘The whole plant has a disagreeable odor, and its juice, subjected to the action of the fire, emits a vapor so powerful as to cause vertigo and vomiting.’ Astonishing statements such as these should never be disregarded.”

      Through the gap in the kitchen door, Jonas caught my gaze. Grinning, he held up a tomato, sliced it and tossed the pieces into whatever stew was bubbling on the stove. For good measure, he added a chunk of mango.

      Setting the book down again, Mrs. Steward dabbed the handkerchief under her eyes. “Is it wrong for me to wish the best for my family?”

      “No, indeed, it is not being wrong at all,” the doctor readily agreed while rubbing his beard. His eyebrows pressed together in consternation over the evils of consuming tomatoes, or perhaps with the effort of restraining his laugh. “Yet I am thinking—”

      “And do not raise the issue of cheese with me. Are you aware, Doctor, that cheese has mold in it?”

      “Yes, however—”

      Waving a hand before her, she said, “Mrs. Beeton has a few words on the use of mold in our cuisine.” Clearing her throat with a delicate cough, my aunt lifted the book above her as a preacher might when commencing a particularly potent sermon, and quoted, “‘Generally speaking, decomposing bodies are not wholesome eating, and the line must be drawn somewhere.’”

      “Speaking of decomposing bodies,” I interrupted her, “I need to inform Mr. Elkhart of a certain unwholesome issue.”

      As I excused myself from the conversation, Mrs. Steward continued, “Now, Doctor, what is your opinion on potatoes? Are they not, as Mrs. Beeton herself observes, suspicious, narcotic and deleterious?”

      I never heard Dr. Ribeiro’s opinion on the subject of potatoes. Selfish though it was, I was grateful not to be the focus of Mrs. Steward’s educational attempts.

      “Tiberius,” I hissed, before thinking to glance about for Mr. Steward. He wasn’t present and had most likely used the opportunity to hide in his office.

      “Is the conversation not scintillating, my dear sister?” Tiberius asked from a corner of the veranda as he stepped into the light coming through the window. With his dark jacket and pants, his brown skin and black hair, he appeared to solidify from the shadows. If not for his gentle smile and his warm eyes, he would have seemed a sinister creature indeed.

      “Very much so,” I replied. “We moved rapidly from mangoes to tomatoes to decomposing bodies. It is of that subject I wish to apprise you.”

      His bemused expression shifted to thoughtful concern as I described my conversations with Death and my encounter with the dead elephant. “But unlike a zombie,” I concluded, “the elephant seemed perfectly itself, apart from the unfortunate matter of being dead. I wasn’t able to observe Mr. Turner closely, but he seemed in a similar state. At least, neither demonstrated a desire to devour living flesh.”

      “How fortunate for you,” Tiberius said as he exhaled a circle of smoke. “On that note, what were you doing outside at such an odd hour of night?”

      “It’s hardly relevant,” I retorted, glad for the dim lighting, for my face once again betrayed me with a heated flush. “The question which requires an answer is what to do?”

      Before Tiberius could challenge my disinterest in his question or suggest a response, Mrs. Steward announced dinner, and we rejoined the party.

      “It isn’t much,” Mrs. Steward said and sighed as she gestured to the various dishes adorning the dining table. “It certainly isn’t to the standards set forth by Lady Clutterbuck. Truly, Doctor, what can we do but our best in such primitive circumstances?”

      Lilly smirked, Tiberius concentrated on unfolding his napkin, and Dr. Ribeiro dared to ask, “Who is being Lady Clatterback?”

      “Clutterbuck,” Mrs. Steward corrected as she began to serve out portions of the stew. “Lady Maria Clutterbuck wrote another book I highly recommend to anyone interested in managing a household with any grace. Her book offers valuable suggestions on the ideal menu. One meal outlined by her included carrot soup, turbot with shrimp sauce, lobster patties, stewed kidneys, roast saddle of lamb, boiled turkey, knuckle of ham, mashed and brown potatoes and stewed onions, followed by cabinet pudding, blancmange and cream, and macaroni.”

      With each word, Dr. Ribeiro’s eyes widened until there was more white than brown in those two orbs. After Mrs. Steward completed her recitation of the perfect meal, he enquired with a certain trepidation, “And is she also offering a suggested cure for indigestion?”

      “The stew’s delicious,” Tiberius said.

      Frowning at the doctor, Mrs. Steward said, “Indeed it is, Mr. Elkhart. And without the poisoning influence of tomatoes.”
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      I’m still unclear how we all survived the meal. Tiberius, Mr. Steward and Dr. Ribeiro wisely maintained silence apart from the socially appropriate praise of the various dishes set before them. Lilly and her mother continued to snipe at each other. On several occasions, baby Grace turned to me, grinned and lowered her fangs. How my aunt and uncle failed to notice was a mystery to me.

      It was during dessert that I truly feared for our lives. Mrs. Steward complained first about John Ainsworth, the Chief Native Commissioner, by announcing in strident tone, “He’s far too lenient on the natives, you know. He seems to consider them our equals.”

      The door to the kitchen opened, and Death peered through the crack.

      Oblivious to her audience, Mrs. Steward continued, “And our mayor, Tommy Wood, is hardly any better. At least we can be proud of our British troops. They’ve taken back Pretoria and have invaded Peking. The natives should learn a thing or two from these events.”

      Before Death could launch a spear at my aunt’s head, Jonas yanked shut the kitchen door, and Lilly leaped up with Grace clutched to her, announcing, “We really must be off now. Grace needs to be changed, and I forgot to carry extras with me.”

      Thus we were saved by my temperamental gardener and a leaky nappy.

      When we arrived home, I didn’t feel inclined to retreat to my empty cottage, and so followed Lilly and Tiberius into the Hardinge house. Cilla was still awake and joined Lilly and I in the nursery.

      “How was dinner?” she asked, her round, rosy cheeks lifting as she smiled at Grace.

      “We almost died,” I muttered.

      Lilly rolled her eyes as she finished changing Grace’s nappy. Reaching for a frilly dress, she said, “Beatrice might be exaggerating just a tad. It was fine.”

      I snorted. “You and your mother were hardly fine.”

      “We were civil,” Lilly argued as she coaxed Grace into the dress.

      “Barely,” I countered, leaning against the chest of drawers. One drawer was open, revealing an explosion of baby dresses, all in the latest fashion. “And why do you bother changing her so often? She’s just going to spit up on it in no time, or smear half her next meal into every crease.”

      Tapping on the top of the chest of drawers, I wondered if I would obsess over the clothes my baby wore. Perhaps that was a symptom of motherhood. Shuddering at the thought, I vowed my baby wouldn’t have more clothes than the entire household combined.

      Ignoring me, Lilly held up the squirming baby, admiring the outfit. Satisfied, she gushed, “Look at this dress. Isn’t it exquisite? And isn’t she lovely?”

      “She’d look lovely in a potato sack,” I said.

      “Of course she would,” Lilly retorted. “Can there be any doubt? After all, she is my daughter. And her father being so handsome, she had no choice but to be gorgeous.” She began cooing and gushing in baby language, at which point I considered pretending I was about to be violently ill.

      As if sensing my thoughts, Lilly half swiveled about to pin me with a stern look. “But that doesn’t mean we need to dress her in a sack. You could learn a thing or two from her, Beatrice. Honestly, no one would believe you grew up in the same household as I did.”

      “Indeed not,” I agreed, marveling how Lilly could be the adoring, maternal mother one moment, and then revert to her pre-baby fashion-obsessed ways the next. Or perhaps we never truly abandon what we once were; we simply build on top of it.

      Cilla sidled close to my side and hugged me with one arm. I was accustomed to her propensity for such physical displays of affection, but that evening I found the contact stifling.

      “Are you all right, Bee?” she asked. “Is your tummy improved, or should we call for Dr. Ribeiro?”

      I couldn’t answer, for my attention had turned to where my hands rested over my stomach. Why hadn’t I noticed it before? Ignoring the inquiring looks from the other two, I slumped into the rocking chair. The motion disturbed me further, causing a swooning sensation and an urge to rush outside.

      “Cilla, call for Nurse Manson to bring cold water,” Lilly ordered, her frivolity of a moment ago replaced by an urgent concern.

      “No,” I whispered, latching onto Cilla’s arm before she could leave the room.

      “What is it, Bee?” Cilla asked as she kneeled before me. A wrinkle appeared between her dark blue eyes. “Please do tell us.”

      Lilly glared at me and gestured with her head toward Cilla. Ignoring Grace’s tired whimpers, she ordered, “Tell her.”

      “Tell me what?” Cilla glanced up to Lilly and then to me.

      “Cilla,” I said, my throat constricted. “I think… I know…”

      “What is it, Beatrice?” she asked. “You look so pale. Are you ill?”

      “No.” I shook my head and frowned at the sensation of vertigo it created. “Or at least, not permanently. I’m pregnant.”
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      Cilla squealed while Lilly smirked, pleased with herself.

      “How marvelous,” Cilla gasped as she leaped up and embraced me. “Congratulations! And I’m going to be an aunt. Or… Oh, bother. Drew will be an uncle but I’ll just be an older cousin.” Frowning, she lifted her chin and said, “But regardless, your baby must call me Aunt Cilla. Promise me, Bee. I want to be referred to as an aunt, not cousin. Aunt Cilla. I like the sound of that.”

      Smiling weakly, I nodded. “Of course. But—”

      “Have you thought of names yet?” Cilla said, her voice rising over mine as she kneeled again and clutched my human hand in both of hers. Shaking my hand, she pleaded, “Oh, do tell us. Secrets are so terribly unfair.”

      Bouncing Grace in her arms, Lilly rolled her eyes and scoffed, “Oh, please. Secrets are the currency of this family.”

      I laughed at Cilla’s imploring expression. “If it’s a boy, I was thinking of Arthur.”

      “And if it’s a girl?” Cilla asked, squeezing my hand.

      Glancing at Grace, I said, “I’ve always liked the name Emma.”

      “I love both of those names,” Cilla gushed. “Oh, wait until Uncle Simon learns he’s going to be a father. He’ll be thrilled to bits. And Tiberius is going to be an uncle. And—”

      “Cilla,” I interrupted, my voice firm. “Please don’t tell anyone. Not yet.”

      “Except for Dr. Ribeiro,” Lilly said, her tone uncompromising.

      “Oh, yes, Beatrice,” Cilla said. She stood and joined Lilly in studying me for any sign of pregnancy-induced frailty. “You must go to him at once.”

      “Surely it can wait,” I said, wondering how the doctor could possibly contribute to my wellbeing at such an early stage. Would he tell me I should stay in bed for the next several months? Then again, I wouldn’t mind having an excuse to use with Death; I was certain he wouldn’t insist on my assistance if the doctor prohibited me from leaving my chamber.

      “Not one more day,” Cilla said, shaking her head. Long, dark blond tresses whipped across her shoulders. “Tomorrow morning, we’ll accompany you. Won’t we, Lilly?”

      “Absolutely,” Lilly said. “Mr. Timmons isn’t here, so we will have the honor. Oh dear, Grace just spat up on her dress. I suppose we’ll have to change her again.”

      Unable to tolerate another fashion show, I departed after promising they could accompany me for my first doctor’s visit.

      Immediately after breakfast and before I could consume my obligatory pot of tea, Cilla and Lilly arrived and bundled me into the wagon. Jonas tied Nelly to the back of the wagon as I would go to the Cozy Tea Shoppe after my visit.

      “Isn’t this exciting,” Cilla whispered on one side of me.

      From the other side, Grace smacked my face and tugged at my hair. “Yes, very,” Lilly agreed as she tried to wrestle her baby into submission or into a sweater, I wasn’t sure which.

      “Terribly,” I said, my hands tightening around the pouch holding Shelby. The monkey squawked, her tiny face wrinkling up in irritation.

      I forced a deep breath and loosened my grip. Disinterested in the conversation—Lilly was providing an in-depth analysis of appropriate attire for newborns—I gazed out at the sprawling grasslands. The open plains stretched to the curving horizon with only clusters of trees and herds of wildebeest and zebra to interrupt the view. Baby zebras cavorted around their mothers.

      “What if I’m a terrible mother?” I asked.

      Lilly and Cilla paused in their chatter to stare at me. Cilla said, “What an appalling notion, Beatrice.”

      Waving a hand at me, Lilly snorted and said, “Everyone thinks that about themselves.”

      “And then what happens?” I asked.

      Shrugging, she said, “Then you learn it’s true.”

      “Lilly,” Cilla gasped, her hands flying up to cover her mouth.

      Snickering, Lilly bounced Grace on her lap; the baby cooed and blew bubbles. “One does the best one can, and as it turns out, that is usually sufficient.”

      Not entirely convinced, I returned my attention to the savannah and wondered where all the elephants had gone.

      Our ox-drawn cart rumbled through town and past the outskirts of the Bazaar. Dr. Ribeiro resided at the very edge of the town limits. Compared to his original office, his current situation seemed considerably more stable. The first clinic had been no more than a ramshackle collection of boards and metal sheeting held together with a few nails and a considerable amount of luck.

      The new clinic had a structure of metal walls and roof connected by wooden beams and half-decent craftsmanship. It even had the luxury of four rooms, providing patients with privacy that was normally denied to all but the wealthiest. A few thorn trees shaded the area; a small herd of goats tore at the grass, their bleats a form of welcome to us and warning to the doctor. Enjoying the shade was the doctor’s zebra. Dr. Ribeiro was the only person I knew who could ride a zebra.

      “This is the land he was provided as gratitude for his services to the Crown,” Lilly commented, gazing about the plot.

      I snorted. “He was given a much smaller portion compared to British settlers who did far less for the colony.”

      “But at least he was given something,” Lilly said, and she had a point.

      Dr. Ribeiro flung open the door, grinning at us. “This is being such a joy,” he cried out, waggling his head. His brown eyes twinkled as his smile created creases around his face. “Miss Knight, Mrs. Elkhart, Miss White, do be coming in. You are very welcome. Oh, and baby Grace.” Lowering his voice and trembling with anticipation, he asked, “Has she shifted fully yet?”

      “No,” Lilly said as she heaved her baby over her shoulder. “Only the wings and fangs have shown.”

      Sighing, Dr. Ribeiro shook his head. “How disappointing.” Perking up, he said, “But I’m sure it is only being a matter of time before she does. Won’t her daddy be proud? Two Popobawa in the family.”

      Leaving Jonas outside, we followed the doctor into his office and sat upon the bench, the only furniture available to visitors. Groans from one of the other rooms echoed through the small building. The sound reminded me of the zombie that had once been a patient in the other clinic.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Dr. Ribeiro chuckled and waved a hand in dismissal as he sat in a chair. “That is being a man whose hand was bitten off by a crocodile, Miss Knight. At least it’s not a zombie, so that’s good news.”

      I wasn’t certain the patient would agree but didn’t pursue the topic nor did I mention the dead hunter and dead elephant roaming the forest above Nairobi.

      “So, what can I be doing for you fine ladies this morning?” he continued. Leaning forward, his elbows on his knees, he searched for any sign of illness or injury. Some people collected books or trinkets or tea sets; Dr. Ribeiro collected case studies of diseases, the nastier, the better.

      “Well,” I said and cleared my throat. The room was silent apart from the groaning of the patient in the other room. My nose twitched at the scent of antiseptic solution.

      “Yes?” the doctor said, rubbing his goatee and nodding at me to continue.

      Coughing, I clutched my hands together, my human fingers stroking the metal ones as I admired the precision of the clockwork hand. “I… um… that is…”

      “Good gracious,” Lilly huffed. “She’s pregnant.”

      “Who?” the doctor asked. “Nelly? Oh, I hope she has a flying baby.”

      “Not the horse,” Lilly said, her lips twisting in disgust as Cilla giggled. “Beatrice. Beatrice is expecting.”

      Gasping, Dr. Ribeiro leaped up and clapped his hands. “Many felicitations, Miss Knight. How marvelous. Is Mr. Timmons knowing? Of course not. But he will be thrilled.”

      At the mention of my incarcerated husband, my energy sank and my shoulders slouched. How would I manage a baby without its father?

      Lilly reached over and rubbed my back, her eyes soft. “We’re here for you, Bee. And Mr. Timmons will return soon enough.”

      “Yes, he will,” Dr. Ribeiro declared as he paced before us. “Like mold, you can’t be getting rid of him.”

      Frowning, I said, “Thank you, I think.”

      “Well, let’s make sure you’re healthy,” the doctor continued, oblivious to the eyebrows his comment had raised. After checking my pulse and my breathing, and asking general questions regarding my appetite and digestion, he stood back, leaned against his desk and proclaimed, “You are being most healthy.”

      “And the baby?” I asked.

      “Perfectly so,” he reassured me.

      “She should still be careful though,” Cilla said. “I mean, in the heat and working at the shop. She shouldn’t work so hard.”

      “Indeed not,” the doctor said.

      “And she shouldn’t be riding horses,” Lilly suggested.

      “Especially flying horses,” Cilla added, her eyes widening at the thought of a pregnant woman flying across the sky.

      “Nonsense,” I tutted just as Dr. Ribeiro waggled his head and said, “I am very much agreeing.”

      “What?” I asked, glaring at the doctor. “I am perfectly capable of riding a horse. I’m pregnant, not handicapped.”

      To his credit, Dr. Ribeiro didn’t flinch as I directed the full force of my outrage upon him. My yellowish eyes glowed, and my wolf energy twitched in my metal left hand as it considered leaping out and attacking the source of my ire. Still, the Goan doctor remained steadfast in his prognosis.

      “No, Miss Knight,” he said, waggling his head and a finger at me. “No horseback riding. We are wanting to keep the baby inside until the appropriate time, not popping out on the saddle.”

      Lilly grimaced while I smacked a palm on my forehead. “This is ridiculous,” I muttered.

      “You are pregnant,” the doctor said. “Everything is being ridiculous.”

      “How reassuring,” I said.
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      That evening, I rode Nelly home.

      To my credit, we didn’t fly, as per the doctor’s instructions. We galloped faster than the wind, and I arrived home with my braid undone, my hair a tangle of knots, leaves and small branches.

      But we didn’t fly.

      As Nelly slowed to an ambling walk and approached our small, decrepit-looking barn, muted voices greeted me. Slipping off the horse and ordering her not to give our presence away with one of her loud bodily eruptions, I tiptoed to the open doorway, keeping to one side. Peering in, I identified the source of the voices: Death and Koki, the shape-shifting West African she-demon. They were speaking in a language I didn’t recognize.

      Clearing my throat, I entered the barn and blinked until my eyes adjusted to the hay-scented gloom. Death paused in his pacing while Koki leaned against a wooden pillar, smirking, a mocking glint in her dark eyes.

      In the confines of the barn, Koki seemed even taller, especially compared to my modest height. Her blue-black skin glowed in the dim lighting. A richly textured, red fabric covered her from shoulders to ankles, emphasizing her lithe, graceful form. 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.

      As she tilted her head to acknowledge my presence, her natural perfume of freshly cut grass and intoxicating flowers swirled around me. Ignoring the sulking god, I glanced at my former arch-nemesis. “Please don’t decapitate him. We need him alive.”

      Koki flung back her head and laughed. In between guffaws, she said, “The irony. Death is now mortal and can die. If the situation wasn’t so dire, I’d be delighted to provide him that experience.”

      Growling, Death lifted his spear. I flinched, expecting lightning to spew forth and annihilate us all. Unperturbed by the threat, Nelly strolled between us, her hooves clomping on the dirt floor, her tail flicking as she entered her stall.

      “Please don’t use that in here,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest and lifting my chin. “I don’t want the barn blown up while you two battle for dominance.”

      “Don’t fuss, girl,” Koki crooned as she glided around Death. She reached out a hand to stroke his shoulders as she circled him. “His spear doesn’t work anymore.”

      “What?” I glared at Death. “You’ve been waving that thing around as if it still functions.”

      Scowling, Death slumped onto a bale of hay. The crunching of dry grass beneath him almost covered Nelly’s rude noises. “I didn’t want you to know how powerless I was.”

      Koki snorted before turning her back on him. “Are you ready to resume your training, girl?”

      Sighing, I stared around the barn. “More like torture,” I grumbled.

      Grinning, Koki nodded once, her eyes bright. “Delightful, isn’t it? But you exaggerate. All you have to do is focus on the breath. Let the thoughts float overhead like drifting clouds. How difficult can it be?” She chuckled at my grimace.

      My human hand slid over my midsection. What would the good Dr. Ribeiro say if he knew Koki was tutoring me in the fine art and science of being a witch? My mother, a famous witch in her time, had ceased her profession after she learned she was expecting me. My vampire father had already fled the country to escape the Society for Paranormals. For my sake, my mother married a normal human and hadn’t trained me as she didn’t want anyone to know I was part witch, part vampire and with powers the Society would love to utilize. Yet, despite her sacrifices, they had discovered the truth.

      “I’m not sure I’m up for it today,” I admitted, wondering yet again how different my life would be if Mother had gone with Father as he had begged her to do.

      Her eyes narrowed, Koki stalked toward me. “Since when is Miss Knight, the infamous paranormal detective, incapable of a few meditation exercises?”

      “Since I’m not feeling well,” I snapped, my gaze fixed on Death’s bare feet.

      I felt Koki’s energy interact with mine as she loomed before me. A sharp nail dug under my chin as she forced me to look up. Peering closely, her nose almost touching mine, she studied my eyes. Hissing, she stepped back and said, “You’re with child.”

      Death stood and joined Koki in studying me. Blushing, I forced myself to meet their astonished stares. “And what of it? I’m a married woman. You act as if this is an unusual situation.” Rubbing my hands up and down my arms, I added, “As far as I can tell, it’s quite normal for a man and wife to…” My blush deepened.

      “Enjoy each other’s company in bed?” Koki suggested, her dark lips curving up.

      “Conceive an offspring?” Death offered as he stared at my belly.

      “You two are… are… incorrigible!” I spluttered as I spun about and prepared to leave. “On second thought, don’t let me interrupt your battle. Just do it somewhere else.”

      Koki’s laughter followed me all the way to the cottage.
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      On the ever lengthening list of items I abhor, near the top would be messy corpses, empty teapots and weddings. And that morning, I was faced with two of those, with the third to be added before midmorning tea.

      Given that I’d attended my fair share of weddings—two being my own—and that my previous profession was a paranormal investigator, one would think I’d at least be somewhat accustomed to weddings and corpses. Such an assumption would be correct. But weddings are tiresome events, and people who insist on dying in an untidy manner are inconsiderate, bordering on rude. And to even contemplate the possibility of an empty teapot was enough to cause me nervous shivers.

      Yet here I was, only a couple of weeks before one of my two half brothers was to marry one of my best friends, and all I had before me was an empty teapot. Cilla would arrive at any moment, expecting my assistance in wedding plans. Meanwhile, I had new inventory arriving midmorning at the train station, and the East African Ladies League had booked my shop for an afternoon tea.

      To top off the day, Death had joined me at the kitchen table and was questioning me on my condition.

      “I already have a doctor,” I grumbled as I glared at the kettle, willing it to boil water faster. The wood fire in the round-bellied, black metal stove snapped and crackled, yet no steam drifted up from the kettle.

      “A mere mortal,” Death replied, shaking his head. The red-stained braids flipped around his chiseled face, the shells at the ends clinking.

      “As you yourself are,” I pointed out.

      Death pounded a fist against the wooden table, growling at me. “I’m still a god, and I know a thing or two about childbearing. After all, it’s a leading cause of death.”

      Paling at the thought, I stood up, pushing my chair away; its legs scraped against the stone floor. “That’s neither here nor there, and I have work to do.” Glaring at him, I added, “And don’t tell me that a woman in my condition should be resting.”

      Scoffing, Death leaned back in his chair, the wood groaning under his muscular form. “I wouldn’t dream of it. You should be able to plow the fields and fetch the water up until a few days before the delivery.”

      “Charming, as usual,” I said.

      Death frowned. “I wasn’t trying to be charming… Oh, you’re attempting to use your odd form of humor on me.”

      Rolling my eyes, I said, “We refer to it as sarcasm.”

      “It’s not very funny,” my unwanted guest noted. “I can see why it confuses Yao. Speaking of which, you do realize the Adze love children? Or rather, they love children’s organs and blood.”

      Steam began to roll out of the kettle’s spout. Relief from my current lack of tea was near. “Yao is a very well behaved Adze,” I said.

      Twisting on his chair to watch me at the stove, Death asked, “Are you using sarcasm again?”

      Ignoring him, I scooped tea leaves into my metal teapot and admired the swirling patterns engraved across its surface. Closing my eyes, I wished the original owner—my mother—were still alive to witness her children getting married and starting families of their own.

      Before I could lose myself in morose and useless yearnings, Cilla bustled into the kitchen through the back door, her plump cheeks rosy from the morning air and her usual good cheer and exuberance.

      “Good morning,” she said as she engulfed me in a hug. Glancing over my shoulder, she added, “And good morning to you, Death. Well, that’s not something one expects to say.” Giggling, she shrugged out of her cape and took a seat.

      “I’ve not had any tea yet,” I grumbled. “Let’s just agree that it’s morning, and leave it at that.”

      “Oh, Beatrice, you’ll survive,” Cilla said, waving a hand at me.

      “Now I know you are using sarcasm,” Death said, studying Cilla with great interest.

      Still giggling, Cilla pulled out a sheet of paper from her skirt pocket and flattened it on the table. It was covered in her neat, cursive penmanship.

      As I placed a tray on the table and poured the tea, I studied the paper. “Are those lists?”

      Nodding several times, Cilla smiled and clapped her hands. “I think I have everything covered.”

      Collapsing in a chair and eyeing the number of items on her list, I said, “I should hope so.”

      Before we could proceed, Lilly slammed the door open, her cheeks flushed, her dark curls in disarray. “Beatrice,” she said, placing one fist on her hip while clutching Grace in her other arm, “while I understand you keep unusual company, I do wish you wouldn’t let them wander the grounds unattended.”

      I closed my eyes, set my lips upon the edge of my teacup and sipped. Hot, flavorful liquid flowed across my tongue and swirled down my throat, infusing my system with warmth and energy. Sniffing at the scented steam wafting across my face, I sighed. Perhaps I would survive the morning and Cilla’s lengthy lists after all.

      “What is it, Lilly?” I asked as I imbibed more life-sustaining liquid.

      Huffing, Lilly dragged out another chair and sat at the table. Grace immediately squealed and reached out her chubby arms toward Death. Her little fingers latched onto some of his braids.

      “Grace, stop playing with Death,” Lilly ordered. Her offspring ignored her.

      Accepting a cup of tea, Lilly turned her attention to me, perhaps hoping someone would listen to her, since her child clearly wouldn’t. “I am referring to the man tottering around Cilla’s cottage. At first, I thought it was the foreman coming to inspect the construction. But the foreman usually waits until the afternoon before he intoxicates himself. The man I just saw could barely stand straight. He looked like a corpse.”

      Both Death and I straightened up. Gratified to finally have our full attention, Lilly took a sip of her tea, set the cup down on its saucer with a firm clink and said, “Of course, I assumed he was an acquaintance of yours or your guest. There was such a disheveled appearance to that man. I’m only grateful I was upwind.”

      Slurping the remainder of my tea and staring at the teapot, I stood. Addressing the teapot, I said, “It is with great regret that I must leave you.”

      “I too,” Death said.

      “But…” Cilla stared up at me, her dark blue eyes wide and imploring. Waving her list over her head, she pleaded, “But the list.”

      “Lilly is more than capable of attending to your needs,” I said. “And when I return, I shall assist in whatever remains.”

      Groaning, Lilly rubbed her forehead. “It is a corpse, isn’t it? Beatrice, how many times have I asked you not to bring reanimated dead things onto the estate?”

      “Don’t be too harsh on her. It may be my fault this time,” Death admitted before following me outside.

      I didn’t hear Lilly’s comment regarding Death’s confession. Tugging on my boots, I hastened across the estate to a far corner where Cilla and Drew’s future home was being built. It was a generous wedding gift from the Hardinge family.

      It also meant the estate would have a particularly high concentration of paranormal creatures roaming the grounds. My shape-shifting Popobawa brother Tiberius lived in the guest wing of the main house with Lilly, their bat baby Grace and my father, a Mediterranean vampire. Once Drew took up residency in the cottage with Cilla, we would have a werewolf as a neighbor. At least, we could ensure my brother didn’t run wild during the full moon.

      But first, I had to do something about that zombie.

      As I strode between the jacaranda and flame trees, I wondered aloud, “What will we do with him?”

      “Who?” Death asked.

      “The dead man, of course,” I snapped. “We can’t have a reanimated corpse wandering around Nairobi.”

      “That would present a few challenges,” Death admitted.

      “Just a few,” I said as I stepped over the roots of a giant bombax; the tree loomed above us, its thick branches covered in dark pink flowers. On the other side of the tree was the new cottage. Leaning against the door was Mr. Turner.
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      Despite being gored by an elephant, Mr. Turner appeared in remarkably good shape for a dead man. At least he wasn’t covered with blood and bits of organ material. I made a mental note to congratulate the mortician who’d prepared the body for burial and get his contact details. Given the likelihood that I too would one day die a messy death, I would require the expert services of an artist; I had no intention of arriving at my own funeral in disastrous condition.

      “Mr. Turner,” I addressed the corpse and tapped the tip of my walking stick against a tree root. “Enough of this running amok.”

      The hunter was dressed in tight, dark cream pants, black leather boots and a black riding jacket. He presented a striking figure until he turned toward me. His jaw was slack, his eyes vacant and his neck crooked. One gloved hand was fisted in his hair to prop up his head; it seemed his encounter with the elephant at the cemetery had resulted in a broken neck.

      “Argh,” he groaned and shambled toward us.

      “I do hope he isn’t intending to eat our brains,” I said to Death. “Reanimated dead things often have that deplorable tendency.”

      “He’s harmless,” Death said even as he angled the pointed end of the spear toward the approaching hunter.

      When he was a few paces away, Mr. Turner lurched to a stop. His eyebrows scrunched together. “Argh?” he asked.

      “This must be confusing for you,” I said, opting for a soothing tone even though every instinct screamed for me to use the metal fist atop my walking stick to pummel the creature into the ground.

      “Argh,” Mr. Turner whispered. He lowered his head in a nod before lifting it back up. I wondered if the arm  and hand holding his head was getting tired.

      “We need to hide him until we can kill him,” Death said, his angular features hard and unsympathetic to the plight of the man before us.

      Glancing up at Death, I demanded, “And where would you suggest we do that?”

      His gaze remaining on Mr. Turner, Death tilted his head to me. The shells on the ends of his braids tinkled. “Since I’m using your guest room, why not Mr. Timmons’ office? Mr. Turner won’t need a bed as he doesn’t sleep.”

      Reaching up, I poked Death’s shoulder; it was like touching marble. Muscular marble. “Are you seriously suggesting I hide a zombie in my husband’s office?”

      Frowning at me, Death asked, “Would you prefer we hide him in the pantry?”

      “I don’t want a zombie anywhere in my home,” I protested.

      His frown deepening, Death bounced his spear from one hand to the other and said, “Mr. Turner isn’t a zombie. He’s just unable to remain dead.”

      “Oh, well, that eases my concerns and will help me sleep better at night,” I retorted.

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Pausing, he scowled. “Were you using sarcasm again?”

      Forcing a smile, I said, “Not at all. Mr. Turner, on behalf of the residents of Nairobi, I would be grateful if you would agree to hide your corpse in my home.”

      Mr. Turner’s rubbery lips twitched upward as if attempting to smile. “Argh.”

      Once we’d settled Mr. Turner in Simon’s office, I gave him strict instructions not to eat anyone who might visit. Although he eyed Shelby with some interest, he seemed willing enough to comply with my request. I then departed for town and the sanctuary of the Cozy Tea Shoppe. Even the most ludicrous customers would be an improvement over a dead man and my family.

      When I entered the back section of the shop, I glanced at the latest delivery of tea stacked in the storage room. While I was careful about my suppliers, I made a mental note to remind Wanjiru to check the contents. Some suppliers lowered cost by adding sand and soil to the tea leaves to increase the weight. I had no interest in serving my customers dirt.

      “Oh, Wanjiru, Simon is right,” I complained as I entered the main shop and slapped my trench coat across the marble counter. “Finding trouble is effortless for me.”

      Her full lips upturned in a soft, sympathetic smile, Wanjiru finished preparing a customer’s order for delivery.

      “Speaking of trouble,” I said, “where’s Yao? He’s been nagging me to begin negotiating with your father but every time I decide to do so, something interrupts.” Sighing, I placed my leather trench coat and satchel under the counter. “If one can refer to the God of Death as a something.”

      Wanjiru lowered her gaze as a deep blush bloomed across her brown skin. “I’m sorry for bothering you, Miss Knight,” she said, her voice low and almost inaudible.

      Clucking at her, I wiped a cloth across the spotless pink marble countertop. “Nonsense. It’s my pleasure to assist you. I just—”

      I paused my litany of complaints when the bell over the front door tinkled. Plastering on my isn’t-this-a-wonderful-day smile, I turned to face the customer. A half-naked man stumbled into the shop and collapsed onto a chair.

      Wanjiru coughed and discovered something fascinating about the marble countertop. I merely stared, wondering how I could prevail on Charlie the Nell to button up his shirt instead of exposing his hairy chest to the world.

      Nobody knew much about the man, aside from his predilection to stalk about town with his shirt flapping open. Chief Constable Dougal had threatened to arrest him for indecent exposure but in the end, Dougal had more pressing matters demanding his attention. Besides, Charlie was harmless enough, just inappropriately attired and in desperate need of a bath.

      “Sir, would you like to sit in a more comfortable location?” I enquired, raising my voice. “Our kitchen is delightfully toasty on this cool morning.”

      Charlie raised his squinting eyes, peering from under bushy eyebrows and a mop of dark, tangled hair. His face was obscured under a thick, full beard. As the man never seemed to wash, I preferred to stand upwind of him when at all possible. In the confines of the shop, his stench drifted around me.

      “Sir?”

      Grunting, he settled back in the chair and mumbled to himself.

      “If there are any gods listening,” I quietly implored, “please don’t let him use the fork.”

      The gods ignored me, possibly taking delight in my discomfort. Charlie tugged out a dented dinner fork from his pocket. Gazing about the shop, he proceeded to comb the dark hair on his chest with the fork prongs.

      Closing my eyes and sagging against the counter, I muttered, “Thank heavens there are no customers.”

      Just then, the bell tinkled.

      If I were to select two people who should never, ever be in the same room together, it would be Mrs. Mayence Bent, hotel owner and founding member of the East African Ladies League, and Charlie the Nell. The gods were surely punishing me for one of my many offenses: Mrs. Bent had decided to shop for tea at the precise moment Charlie opted to deposit his unsavory body in my premise.

      Mrs. Bent was an impressive woman, unintimidated by the wildness of the land and the people living on it. Indeed, she was a force of nature, as to be expected from anyone who had the vision and temerity to open a hotel in a colonial outpost. The Stanley Hotel was one of the original institutions of the small town of Nairobi. Normally, I experienced a thrill when selling my products to the hotel’s proprietor. That morning, I experienced the onset of a migraine.

      Glancing down her long nose at Charlie, Mrs. Bent sniffed, lifted her chin so she needn’t gaze upon such a disreputable individual and strolled through the shop to the counter. Wanjiru busied herself with tidying shelves and, I hoped, devising some way to escort Charlie out the door.

      “Mrs. Timmons,” Mrs. Bent said, her voice firm as if she had issued a command instead of pronouncing my name.

      “Mrs. Bent, always a pleasure,” I said, grateful to see Wanjiru speaking with Charlie while indicating the door. “I have your order prepared.”

      “That’s all well and good,” she said. “Have you given any further thought to joining the League? As an upstanding resident, I couldn’t imagine my life without it.”

      The implication that I might be less than upstanding didn’t disturb me in the least; if she only knew with whom I associated, Mrs. Bent wouldn’t dare to enter my shop. Charlie the Nell might be unpleasant to gaze upon but he was quite innocent of all malice; the same could not be said of some of my close acquaintances and family members.

      On the other hand, the thought of being a member of a league of ladies whose sole occupation was to distribute gossip—or so I perceived—disturbed me greatly. Cilla scolded me whenever I uttered such disparaging comments. To be fair, it was true the ladies raised funds for the less fortunate among us, although the less fortunate were often in that situation because of our empire’s predilection for invading foreign lands. Nonetheless, I had no interest to join, even though it would be a savvy business decision to do so.

      “Well, I have been considering it,” I said, stalling for time until a suitable excuse should appear. “I—”

      A piercing scream interrupted me. It was followed by wordless shouting. I didn’t appreciate being interrupted. Why people felt the need to display their fear or excitement so loudly was beyond my comprehension. On the other hand, it afforded me the very excuse I needed to avoid answering Mrs. Bent.

      “Now what,” I huffed as I strode through the quiet shop and stood before the display window. Across the unpaved street and in front of the Colonial Store, Mr. Turner’s hunting companions had displayed the elephant’s tusk. Bits of dried blood splattered both ends. My hands fisted at the reminder of my elephant friend’s useless death.

      Her interest aroused, Mrs. Bent exited the shop, followed by Charlie. Together, they stood outside on the narrow balcony at the top of the three wooden steps leading to the dirt road. The pitter-patter of Wanjiru’s slippers approached me. She stopped immediately behind me and gazed out at the view of Victoria Street.

      On both sides of the unpaved street, people were exiting the various shops and offices to peer in the direction of the scream. An older Indian man sporting a dusty white turban dropped a basket in the middle of the dirt road and gestured toward something I couldn’t see as yet. Near him, an African driver tugged at the bridle of his ox, urging the beast to pull the overloaded wagon off the road.

      The plodding of heavy feet reverberated around us. The shouting came closer and clarified itself into a word: “Elephant. Elephant!”

      Rolling my eyes and placing my hands on my hips, I said, “You’d think the humans in this town would be accustomed to the wildlife. Good grief, all this noise for an elephant.”

      Nonetheless, I remained by the window, wondering what could have induced the creature to enter into town during the day. As people scurried into the relative protection of the surrounding buildings, a shadow fell across my view, followed by its source.

      “It’s the matriarch,” I said, gazing at the two empty sockets on either side of her swinging trunk.

      Wanjiru glanced at me, her brown eyes wide. While she normally kept her thoughts to herself, she observed more than she admitted. Somehow, she understood to what I referred. “The one they killed?” she asked.

      “The very one.” Tugging on my mangled right ear, I added, “I do hope no one recognizes her. After all, she’s supposed to be dead.”

      The matriarch paused, her tattered ears flapping against her neck, the thumping and her occasional trumpet the only sounds in the waiting town. Raising her trunk, she reached for the tusk and lifted it off its display. Balancing the thick end on her back, she turned around, her large backside knocking over a pile of crates left on the side of the road. Then she clomped along the street, returning whence she came.
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      With the images of the dead elephant and deceased hunter clinging to my thoughts like the moist heat of the early evening, I settled into bed and opened a book. My agitation caused the werewolf energy in my metal hand to twitch; the fingers tapped against the book’s leather cover.

      “Breathe,” I reminded myself, closing my eyes and recalling Koki’s words. “Focus on the breath. Let the thoughts float overhead like drifting clouds.”

      I inhaled deeply and sunk into a quiet that I relished. For once, the absence of active mental chatter was reassuring rather than disturbing. With each exhale, I retreated further from the perturbation that the walking dead had created. As I tottered between alertness and sleep, I wondered when Koki would teach me how to talk with the birds. And then I fell into the past.

      

      I wake up right before my parents are murdered.

      Of course, I can’t possibly know at that moment what is about to happen, in that carriage during the last ride they will ever have. And yet, as is the ways of dreams, I know.

      “Mother,” I whisper as I huddle between them, marveling at their aliveness. I inhale deeply, savoring Mother’s rose-scented perfume and her husband’s cologne. “Father?”

      Mr. Anderson, the man I used to call Father, says nothing, as if he can’t see or hear me. Or perhaps he is too involved in his thoughts as he stares out the small window of the carriage, lost in the blur of the dark countryside. The only light is from a nearly full moon and the smattering of stars bright enough to compete in the night sky.

      The swaying movement of the carriage jostles us from side to side as wooden wheels rattle over a rough road. The horse snorts, its metal shoes clattering against small stones and hard-packed earth. An ice-tinged wind whistles sharply alongside us, its tendrils sneaking around the loosely fitted, rattling door. The croaking of frogs from the lake fill up the remaining silent spaces.

      Mother glances down at me and wraps an arm around my shivering shoulders. “Go to sleep, Beatrice. We’ll be home soon.”

      “But I’m not tired,” I protest, my voice that of a child.

      “We shouldn’t have brought her along, Penelope,” Mr. Anderson mutters without looking at either of us. “She should be at home and asleep, not gallivanting about.”

      Mother chuckles, a soft and sad sound. “I’m sure she’ll survive one late night, dear.”

      He harrumphs but doesn’t reply.

      “I’m not really here,” I say, clutching my small hands together, both of them solid and human.

      Another scent drifts into the small carriage, that of a wet dog. My nose wrinkles against the assault even as my eyes widen and my heart speeds up. “Turn around,” I whine, my voice constricted with the fear of inevitability. “We need to go back.”

      The wet dog stench intensifies.

      “You need to go straight to bed,” the man beside me grumbles, unimpressed by my emotional turmoil.

      I lean toward the narrow opening in the carriage wall through which I can see the driver sitting on the bench, reins held loosely in one hand. Ignoring Mother’s gentle warning to sit down, I reach my arm through the window and tug at the driver’s heavy wool trench coat. “Please stop. I… I feel sick.”

      The man’s head angles slightly to one side so that I can see his face in profile. His features are handsome yet the expression disturbs me. A long ponytail flicks across his shoulders.

      “Don’t,” I implore him even as recognition dawns.

      The dwarf smiles, and I know we will die that night.

      “Get out,” I yell, lunging for the door, my little fingers scratching at the leather interiors. I press my face against the window and see how the road curves toward the edge of a lake. A thin wooden rail separates land from water.

      “Enough,” Mr. Anderson barks and yanks me onto his lap, then pushes me down into my seat with such force that my head bangs against the metal edging of the back window.

      As my mother attempts to comfort me while reprimanding her husband, I discern in among the croaking of frogs and the clattering of wheels another set of hooves galloping behind us and rapidly approaching.

      Rubbing my head, I peer out the back window and see a large, hairy man atop a horse that breathes out fire. The wind buffeting the carriage carries his scent to me: wet dog and a hint of the wild.

      Before I can decide if this is something only I can see or if I should alert my parents to the werewolf riding a fire-breathing horse, the carriage jerks to one side, veering off the road. Wooden rails splinter like kindling being broken up for the fireplace.

      Screams fill the carriage. Outside, the horse squeals as it stumbles down the steep slope and collapses into the water. Staring ahead, I can only discern the lake swallowing us. The dwarf is gone.

      “Confound it. The door’s jammed,” Mr. Anderson shouts, pummeling his fists against the door as cold water seeps into the carriage, splashing against our shoes.

      No, I think. It’s not jammed. It’s locked from the outside.

      Glass shatters behind me. As I swivel around, a large shadow thrusts its meaty hand through the narrow space of the broken back window, grabbing at my throat. Screaming, I feebly slap at it. Unfazed, the hand clutches at my jacket’s lapels and jerks my small frame out into the night. Mother shrieks and tries to pull me back inside.

      I wake up.

      

      Clutching my blanket to my heaving chest, I stared around the dark bedroom, searching for my parents’ killer.

      “Of course he’s not here,” I said, cringing at the wobble in my whisper.

      Shuddering at the nightmare that was a memory, I swiveled my legs out of bed, letting the coolness of the floor reassure me I was safe. Yet the sourness of the memory lingered. Prof. Runal, my former mentor and father figure, had my parents murdered. How I had survived remained a mystery to me.

      Knowing I wouldn’t fall asleep easily, I stood and wrapped my housecoat around my shivering frame. Pretending the quake in my limbs was from the cold night air, I padded through the cottage to the kitchen. There was no fire in the stove’s belly, and the kitchen was chilly; my toes curled against the stone slabs. As I considered lighting a fire, another more pressing need imposed itself upon me.

      “Again?” I moaned, staring down at my stomach. “I hope you’re worth it.”

      Slipping on shoes, I exited through the back door and walked to the wooden outhouse tucked behind a cluster of angel’s trumpet bushes. The heavy night perfume of the white, trumpet-shaped flowers surrounded me. Apart from the rustle of the wind in the long grass, the night was silent; cold shadows lurked everywhere.

      I glanced back at the cottage. Inside lurked the newly mortal God of Death and the reanimated corpse of a dead hunter. Not far away, I could see the hulking form of the deceased elephant; I wasn’t in the least surprised it had found its way to my home to be near its killer.

      Death had reassured me this was only the beginning. With each night, his power would diminish. Who or what would return to life next? What would they do? More importantly, what would the humans do? While I was new to business, I was certain a population of zombie-type creatures wouldn’t be a boon for the economy.

      Hoping none of the shadows contained newly awakened dead things, I entered the outhouse. Without the thick clusters of stars to provide light, I found myself in the darkest shadow of all. Wishing I had brought a candle, I ignored the gaping hole that plunged into the earth and hastily used the facilities.

      Just as I was about to exit, a heavier rustling moved toward the outhouse. In the silence, the placement of stealthy steps through the grass was clearly audible. Pausing my breath, I waited for the creature to continue its journey. Instead, it stopped right in front of the outhouse door.

      Scowling at my negligence—for I’d failed to carry my fully loaded walking stick—I summoned the only weapon available to me: my wolf energy. The silver outline of a large wolf formed by my side, leaving my metal left hand limp and lifeless.

      ‘On the count of three. One…’ I thought.

      The creature made a snuffling noise, perhaps sniffing at what it thought was its dinner.

      ‘Two…’

      My glowing wolf energy silently sniffed at the door and bared its teeth at whatever waited on the other side. Taking in a slow, deep breath, I prepared to order my wolf into battle.

      “Three,” I shouted as I flung open the door.

      Wagging its tail, a werewolf barked at me.
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      Recognizing a kindred spirit, my wolf energy bounded around Drew, wagging its tail and behaving like a puppy. If anyone else had witnessed the scene, I would have been mortified.

      Holding my breath so as not to inhale the stench of wet dog, I hugged my brother.

      “Drew, what are you doing around here?” I asked, holding his shaggy head in my hands and staring into his yellow eyes. “And is this how you prepare for your wedding? By running amuck? You’re filthy.”

      Whining, Drew nuzzled his snout under my chin before loping away. My wolf energy trotted after him. Both creatures paused in unison to stare back at me, their eyes issuing a challenge.

      Flinging up my arms, I said, “Why not? I wasn’t planning on actually sleeping tonight.” Standing up, I brushed off a few crumbles of dirt from my house coat and trudged after the canines.

      “How I get into these situations is beyond me,” I grumbled as I pushed past overgrown bushes, their thorns snagging at my coat. “No weapon. Atrocious walking shoes. And no tea in sight. What a predicament.”

      Fortunately for my feet, we didn’t have too far to go. Just outside the Hardinge Estate, a river flowed from the forest toward the savannah. A section of the river had created a pool which was used by humans and animals alike. For that reason, it was also a favorite hunting area for lions and other carnivores.

      As I stumbled out of the brush and into the clearing near the pool, several pairs of eyes glittered at me before turning away. Drew and my wolf energy sat on either side of me, watchful but not nearly as alarmed as I was.

      “Really?” I hissed, tugging at one of Drew’s ears. “You could have warned me, suggested I bring a weapon or, better yet, not come here at all.”

      Drew yawned, licked his snout and flopped down onto the well-trodden, hardened earth. Crouching by his side, I studied the scene. A full moon illuminated the clearing and glittered off the sluggishly moving water which formed the river’s pool. Colors were muted to silver, blue and charcoal black.

      A small pride of lions was near the pool, circling a downed zebra, reasserting their hierarchy as they prepared to feast. The large cats appeared as ghosts covered in a dull gold sheen, slipping between shadows as they silently padded around, waiting for the male lion to grant permission. Shaking its great mane, the male roared and swatted at the zebra carcass yet didn’t sink its teeth into the waiting meal.

      “Why are they hesitating?” I asked Drew as I absently scratched behind his ears.

      In answer, the zebra began to twitch. Its jaw hung open, revealing yellowed horse-like teeth. Snorting and rolling its eyes, the zebra scrambled up, despite having large chunks missing from its hindquarters. Grateful I hadn’t eaten recently, I clutched my stomach as the partially devoured zebra spun about on its three good legs. Startled at the liveliness of their supper, the lions sprung away, hissing, snarling and growling, their tails snapping, their ears laid flat against their heads.

      Summoning the wolf energy back into my metal left hand, I stood. “Well, that explains it.”

      Drew stared up at me, whining.

      “It’s only the beginning.”

      Spinning around, I glared at Death who stood just behind me, his expression hidden in shadows. “I detest sneaky people,” I spluttered as my hand jerked up to my chest to ensure my heart didn’t burst out of it. “Try to make some noise if you’re approaching me.”

      Tilting his head to the side, he smirked, his teeth shining silver in the odd light. His smile faded as he stared over me. I followed the direction of his gaze in time to see the agitated lions all spring on the zebra, crushing it with their weight. A frantic baying was cut off and replaced with the snarls of the lions as they ripped the zebra apart.

      “The sphere of chaos will expand over time,” Death intoned, “until the entire world is impacted by the broken circle of life.”

      “Well, aren’t you a harbinger of joy,” I said, turning away from the sight and sounds of the zebra dying a second time.

      Wordlessly, we returned to the cottage.
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      A dead man in the guest room and a dead elephant next to the barn should be enough to disturb even the most sanguine character. That it didn’t faze me in the least should have concerned me but it didn’t. Perhaps the monkey shrieking in my ear distracted me from all the other craziness.

      “Shelby, blast it,” I muttered, pushing my face into the pillow, hoping near suffocation would induce a sleep that not even a hungry little monkey could penetrate. Alas, it wasn’t to be.

      Grumbling and glaring, I eventually gave up the notion of returning to my slumber. The monkey wouldn’t give up. To be fair—although I preferred not to impose such a limitation on myself—it was midmorning. How I’d managed to sleep in so late was a mystery which could only be explained by my nightmare, my midnight stroll and my pregnancy.

      I dressed as hastily as fashion would allow, cursing the long line of buttons. Surely there was a superior system for fastening closed a shirt? Deciding I would challenge Dr. Cricket, the town inventor, to develop one, I tugged on a heavy sweater and stumbled to the kitchen. Shelby clung to my neck, lecturing me in hisses, clicks and whistles the entire way.

      “Here, you horrid little beast,” I said as I peeled a banana and dropped it on the kitchen table. There was no point in using a plate; Shelby would merely toss the plate to the floor.

      My only consolation was the steaming kettle on the stove. Jonas had done his job, or else he had a highly developed sense of self-preservation. Either way, the prospects for surviving the day brightened as I prepared a pot of tea.

      Carrying my second cup outside, I meandered to the barn where I found Death. He was slouched upon a hay bundle, cracking his knuckles and sulking. Simon’s horse was cowering in a corner of her stall while Nelly was chewing the ends of Death’s braids. The dead elephant was standing just outside the large doorway, her head pushed inside so that her trunk could pick at the hay.

      “How do you humans manage?” Death grumbled when he saw me squeeze past the elephant.

      “You’ll need to be more specific,” I said as I strolled around the barn, checking that all the water troughs were full. “There are so many things we manage, after all.”

      Sighing, he swatted at Nelly and stood. “Life,” he said as he began to pace. Straw crunched and rustled under his bare feet. “Mortality. Physical needs. All of it.”

      Shrugging, I leaned against Nelly's stall and stroked her nose. “We don’t have much of a choice, really. It’s either manage or die.”

      “I’m amazed more of you haven’t dropped dead by now,” he said. “Powerless, weak, flimsy, squishy—”

      “Squishy?” I repeated.

      “Like a bug.”

      “All the bugs I personally know aren’t squashable in the least,” I argued.

      Death was not amused. Sadly for him, he was unable to threaten me with a lightning bolt. Instead, he paused his pacing and rested his forehead against the elephant’s trunk.

      “What am I to do?” he groaned into the rough skin.

      “Pull yourself together, man,” I said, marveling at his decline into emotionality. What next, would he weep? “I’ve decided to help you.”

      Swiveling his head in my direction, Death stared at me, his hands clenched. “Really?”

      “Truly.”

      “Thank you,” Death whispered as he wiped at his eyes. I pretended not to notice. “What changed your mind?”

      Shrugging, I leaned my cheek against Nelly’s nose, enjoying the scent of clean hay and warm horse. My thoughts returned to the scene by the river, and the sounds of the zebra being eaten alive. “Let’s just say I’ve seen the light, and leave it at that.”

      “Kam was right to give you jurisdiction over Nairobi. You are a gem among these pathetic humans. I’ll repay you somehow,” Death babbled, pushing away from the elephant, his eyes round as he thumped a fist against his chest. “You won’t regret this.”

      Snorting, I scratched Nelly’s neck under her thick mane. “I already do.” Pausing, I narrowed my eyes at him. “Mind you, I can only spare a few days. My next shipment is arriving at the end of the week, and tea trumps all else, including the unraveling of the circle of life.”

      Brushing off bits of straw from my skirt, I added, “After all, life without tea… Huh! What am I saying? Such a life doesn’t exist, nor shall we even consider such a dark and terrible notion.”
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      “What a splendid idea,” Lilly said as she changed Grace’s clothes for probably the fifth time that day. “Visiting a giant spider right before entering the afterworld up in the sky: Beatrice, I would expect nothing less from you.”

      Satisfied, Lilly stepped back from the pink-veined marble countertop to admire her handiwork. Two dimples appeared on Grace’s round, pale brown cheeks as she gurgled at me, unconcerned about what fashion statement she might be making with her newest attire.

      Leaning against the counter and facing the entrance to the Cozy Tea Shoppe, Tiberius fiddled with an unlit cigarette, his features placid apart from a slight tightening around his tea-colored eyes. “Are you sure, Beatrice?” he asked, his soft voice causing me more doubt than the dead man sitting in the opposite corner of the shop.

      “Of course I’m not,” I muttered as I inhaled the steam drifting up from my cup. I was sitting at the table closest to the counter so I could watch Mr. Turner. Outside, the dark street was empty of everything but a dead elephant holding a long, ivory tusk.

      Cilla swiveled about in the chair opposite me to study the behemoth waiting patiently by the balcony. “What if someone comes by and sees her?” she asked.

      Koki snorted as she peered out the front door. “Even if any mortal was foolish enough to walk the street at night, they wouldn’t notice anything amiss. Humans can be so blind that way.”

      From behind the counter, Yao popped up, holding a canister of candied ginger. Swinging himself onto the counter, he sat next to Grace, swinging his legs so that his bare heels hit the wooden shelves under the counter with soft thumps. Frowning, his tongue poking out of his mouth as he battled to open the lid, he asked, “They can’t see an elephant?”

      “They won’t see it’s dead,” I said.

      The thumping stopped as the lid popped off the canister. Yao held up a slice of sugar-coated ginger, his eyes wide and wondering before tossing the candy into his mouth. A second later, he spluttered, gagged and bent over double before spitting out the ginger. “Humans taste horrible.”

      “You mean they have horrible taste,” Koki corrected him. “Most of them taste just fine.”

      Before I could castigate Yao for wasting the precious treat, the little bell over the front door tinkled, and in walked Dr. Ribeiro followed by Death.

      “Hello, hello,” Dr. Ribeiro said, wagging his head back and forth as he lifted his hat up in greeting. “It is being a very fine evening, isn’t it? I am being most impressed with the dead elephant though.”

      Yao crossed his arms over his bare chest and thumped his heels against the counter. “He saw. Not all humans are blind.”

      “Well, our good doctor has never been accused of being normal,” Lilly pointed out. “Has he, Grace? Who’s a good baby?”

      Mr. Turner moaned, causing Dr. Ribeiro to turn to the corner. Stepping closer to Mr. Turner, he studied the large hole in the hunter’s chest. “Oh, and a dead man as well. How thrilling. You are always adopting interesting creatures, Miss Knight.”

      “It’s more a case of them adopting me,” I muttered.

      “Thank you for fetching him,” Cilla said, ignoring Death’s glare.

      Sneering, Death said, “I’m not accustomed to being anyone’s messenger.”

      Lilly shrugged as she fiddled with a bow in Grace’s curly hair. “You’re also not used to being mortal, but there we have it.”

      “Did you tell everyone?” Death asked as he stepped toward Koki.

      She chuckled; it sounded like the prelude to a massacre rather than a friendly banter.

      “Why is the doctor here?” I asked, hoping to interrupt Koki before she could provoke Death further.

      “We—that is, Lilly and I—asked Death to bring Dr. Ribeiro here,” Cilla explained, her cheeks flushing as she peered sideways at me. “Don’t you think you need his opinion before you galavant across the sky?”

      Tiberius pushed away from the counter, his shoes clicking against the wooden floor. “Why would she need the doctor’s opinion?” The softness of his voice only made the sharpness in his eyes more unnerving.

      “It’s nothing,” I hastened to say before anyone could speak.

      Dr. Ribeiro smiled broadly, holding his hat to his chest with one hand as he prodded Mr. Turner’s shoulder. “Oh, it is being something.”

      “Of course it is,” Koki scoffed as she strolled past shelves of teapots. Her fingers tapped against the shelving, keeping time with her steps. “Everyone already knows. Or…” She paused, her hands stroking a metal Japanese teapot. Gazing at me, then Tiberius, she smiled. “He doesn’t know, does he? Oh, you do like to keep your secrets, Miss Knight.”

      I glared at her, unable to meet my brother’s gaze, and said, “Sometimes I wonder why I’m friends with you.”

      Koki flung back her head and laughed a rich, deep melody of sound. A hand settled on my shoulder, causing me to flinch and look up.

      “Why is the doctor here?” Tiberius whispered.

      “Oh, Yao knows, Yao knows,” Yao called out, waving a hand above his head while setting the jar of ginger candy onto the counter with a loud clatter.

      “I wasn’t asking you,” Tiberius gritted out as he knelt beside my chair, his gaze remaining on my face.

      Yao seemed to deflate. Sliding off the counter, he slunk to a chair next to Cilla and slouched at the table. “Nasty, tasteless humans,” he muttered.

      Smirking, Koki held up a porcelain cup; the surface was so delicate, light flowed through it. “Just tell the boy.”

      Sighing, I mumbled, “I’m expecting.”

      “You’re always expecting,” Tiberius said. “But the next tea shipment isn’t due to arrive for…” He glanced around at all the faces staring at him. “Did my wings sprout out?”

      “Your sister wasn’t referring to a shipment of tea, my darling Popobawa,” Lilly said as she lifted Grace from the counter while shaking her head. Her dark curls bounced around her shoulders.

      Eyes widening, Tiberius stood up and took one step back as he wagged a finger at me. “You’re with child.”

      Koki clapped her hands slowly. “And the award for the smartest bat goes to Mr. Elkhart.”

      “That’s marvelous news,” Tiberius gushed before he frowned. “Of course, it means you can’t possibly travel with Death in your state.”

      “Do you even know your sister?” Koki asked as she held up the thin cup to a storm lantern. A soft glow lit the dark angles of her face. “Of course she’s going.”

      “Can Yao come?” Yao asked, standing up and bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Please, please, please?”

      Tugging at the bottom hem of his dark dinner jacket, Tiberius began to pace, pausing when he realized Dr. Ribeiro was still admiring Mr. Turner. “Doctor, talk to her. Tell her she shouldn’t be making such a dangerous trip.”

      Dr. Ribeiro turned away from his study to stare at Tiberius. His dark eyes widened. “Oh, I can’t be telling her that.”

      “Why ever not, man?” Tiberius demanded.

      Scratching at his goatee, the doctor studied me, his dark skin appearing oily in the kerosene-created light. “Because she is being perfectly fine, a most healthy specimen of pregnancy. And after all, women in her condition are working in the fields and carrying firewood all the time.”

      “You told her she couldn’t fly,” Cilla reminded him, her hands clenched on her lap.

      The doctor shrugged. “It’s not being very advisable, true. Then again, it’s not being not advisable.”

      Growling, Tiberius stalked away until he reached the counter. Keeping his back to us, he unscrewed the jar and chewed on a large piece of candied ginger.

      “Now that we’ve settled the issue,” Koki said, smirking as she replaced the cup on its shelf and sauntered past my table and around the counter. Facing Tiberius, she leaned an elbow on the marble and rested her head on her fist while plucking a piece of ginger from the jar. “What’s next on the agenda?”

      Before we could launch into another topic, Death coughed and said, “I wouldn’t do that.” His warning came too late as Dr. Ribeiro’s hand smacked against his arm, squashing a mosquito.

      “Why not?” Yao asked, staring at the doctor.

      “The cycle of life and death is disturbed,” I explained even as the bug floated above Dr. Ribeiro’s arm, shook its wings and buzzed angrily about our heads.

      Death sighed. “The reanimation is getting faster.”

      “Yes, it does seem that way,” I said.

      The doctor staggered among the tables, swatting at the bug. “It is not dying.” Pausing in his efforts to kill the insect a second time, he tilted his head to one side. “But maybe this is being very good for business. Sick people will die and then be popping back.”

      “How can that possibly be good?” I demanded as I ducked out of the way of the mosquito as it zoomed at Dr. Ribeiro. “Normal humans might be blind at times but even they will start to notice something is wrong when their evening meal comes back to life and crawls off the butchering block.”

      Death raised his eyebrows at me. “Miss Knight, there is only one way we can return the cycle, and we can no longer delay.”

      Grimacing, I nodded.

      “When do you leave?” Cilla asked just as the bell over the front door chimed.

      “We’re closed, as the sign on the door clearly states,” I said, raising my voice and wondering if the visitor was blind or illiterate.

      “I know, my dear, I know,” a gruff voice boomed.

      Even before I inhaled the canine stench of werewolf and swiveled in my seat to face him, I knew who it was. His footsteps thudded against the wooden floorboards as he approached the counter. My hands clenched, and the cup in my metal hand cracked and shattered.

      Her lips peeling back into a snarl, Koki hissed at the visitor, “You have some nerve.”

      I stood up, pushing the chair away from me in case I needed space to swing my walking stick at my former mentor and employer. Prof. Runal stopped a few paces away, his gaze fixed on mine. His physical presence overwhelmed me: his height, his girth, his meaty hands and large boots. He scratched at the full beard that covered his ample jowls, his sizable nose twitching.

      “I suppose there is one bright spot in all this,” I said through gritted teeth. “If you attempt to murder me again, I’ll return to life and make your existence miserable.”

      His lips twitched into a thin smile under his beard. “It already is miserable, my dear, it already is.”

      “Good,” I spat. “You deserve to be miserable after what you did: you murdered my parents and then attempted to kill me. All those years, you pretended to care for me when all along, you were the source of my troubles.”

      Koki leaned across the counter and loudly whispered in my ear, “I’d be more than happy to decapitate him. Let’s see him return to life after that.”

      “No,” I said. “It would make a mess everywhere, and I just had the wood sanded.”

      Glancing between us, Death tapped one end of his spear against the floor and said, “As entertaining as this is, we need to go, Miss Knight.”

      “You’re accompanying him to visit Enkai?” Prof. Runal asked, his voice filling the space.

      “What is it to you?” I demanded, crossing my arms over my chest, my face pinched even as I marveled at his ability to know our plans almost before we did.

      “I wish you’d let me explain,” Prof. Runal said, his words ending in a sigh.

      “Don’t bother,” I snapped. “We have a dead elephant and a hunter to hide, and a creator god to visit. Assuming he doesn’t toss us off his cloud, we have to convince him to give Death back his powers.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Prof. Runal said.

      Yao resumed his bouncing and asked, “Are you coming too?”

      “No,” I snapped just as Koki snorted and said, “Not bloody likely.”

      Shifting his legs, Prof. Runal addressed Yao. “No, I won’t be joining you, young man, no indeed. I do have something that might assist you.” So saying, he withdrew from a pocket a sealed envelope and held it out to me.

      Squinting my eyes, I watched his energy field pop into my vision. Most of his energy was bright with swirling color; I could detect no lie or deceit. But when it came to the devious werewolf, I wasn’t sure I could rely on what I saw. He had misled me too many times.

      Yao leaned closer, sniffed at the envelope and announced, “It smells like a dog.”

      Koki sneered as she studied her long nails. “Foolish firefly. Everything about him smells like a dog.”

      Prof. Runal glanced at the floor before lifting his gaze to me. Warmth and hurt brimmed out of his brown eyes. “Please, Mrs. Timmons, take the envelope. It may assist you in your negotiations. Give it to Enkai.”

      Growling, I snatched the sealed envelope and stuffed it into a skirt pocket. “Fine. You’ve delivered your letter. Now go.”

      Nodding once, his large shoulders slouching, he turned and walked away, every step heavy and deliberate. Despite all he’d done in his role as Director of the Society for Paranormals, despite all my family had suffered because of him, I couldn’t help but yearn to run after him. Stifling the pang of loss, I let him leave.

      “We’ll need to take Mr. Turner and his pet,” Koki said as the front door swung closed. “If we leave them, they will most likely get into some trouble.”

      As if to prove the point, Mr. Turner thumped his head onto his table a few times, grinning as he did so.

      “Stop doing that,” I chided him. “I don’t want blood stains or bits of brain marring my tablecloth. Do you have any idea how difficult such stains are to remove?”

      “And we’ll need a guide,” Death said, his eyes shifting in my direction. His utter stillness was unnerving.

      “Who?” I demanded.

      “Someone familiar with the Sky and its spirits, I suppose?” Koki mused, her full, dark lips upturned.

      Closing my eyes, I clenched the metal fist on top of my walking stick. “Please, don’t tell me.”

      “I’ve already asked—” Death began.

      “She said not to tell her,” Yao interrupted, his voice rising with outrage.

      Sighing, I opened my eyes and glanced between Koki and Death. They shared the same knowing expression. “No, I already know. Our guide is Kam, God of Lightning.”
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      In hindsight, it was no surprise that we would be guided to the Sky Kingdom by the God of Lightning. Aside from his affinity to all the air-related spirits, Kam had the uncanny ability of entering my life when trouble abounded.

      I only hoped he wouldn’t snap a lightning bolt at my head.

      One never knew with Kam.

      After reassuring Tiberius I would try not to die—if for no other reason than to deliver my baby—and accepting Lilly’s offer to dress my child—assuming it was a girl—in Grace’s hand-me-downs, we all returned to our various abodes for the night. Mine happened to be inhabited by a lot of dead creatures. As I lay in bed, pretending to sleep, I glanced to where Simon should be lying.

      “What would you say if you were here?” I murmured into the darkness before snorting. I knew exactly what he would say, and little of it would be pleasing to the ear. Yet I would happily trade a year’s supply of tea to hear his lecture if only it would mean he was here by my side. With such happy thoughts I drifted into a restless slumber filled with visions of dead elephants.

      Mornings in the Timmons’ household started abominably early. If the weaver birds residing in the tree near my bedroom window didn’t wake me with their infernal tweeting and squawking, Shelby did. A monkey bouncing on my head at sunrise wasn’t how I’d envisioned my life. Knowing Jonas was in the kitchen, fueling the wood stove and boiling water, I somehow managed to handle the assault on my sleepy senses.

      “I can’t believe you are abandoning Shelby,” Gideon griped as I stumbled around the kitchen, searching for tea leaves and a banana.

      “Don’t,” I ordered, waving a banana at the ghost. “I’ve already been lectured by one husband. Or I would have, if he was here.”

      Ignoring Gideon’s confused expression and Jonas’ snicker, I peeled the banana and left it on the counter for Shelby to demolish. The little monkey pounced on it, chattering and squealing between mouthfuls. Sulking, Gideon hovered over her.

      “And I suppose I’ll be left behind as well,” he said, his angelic features frowning.

      “If you wish,” I said, not willing to be dragged into a sense of guilt before consuming at least one cup of tea. “Jonas will take care of Shelby.”

      “Bah,” Jonas grumbled and spat onto a stone slab near where I was preparing my teapot. “Miss Knight, stay home. Me, I don’t babysit.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m not asking you to babysit,” I informed him as I inhaled the rich warmth of steam wafting from the brewing tea. “Shelby isn’t a baby anymore. And I shouldn’t be gone too long.”

      On that overly optimistic note, I left Gideon and Jonas to brood while I prepared for the trip. Then again, one might ask how one prepares for a journey into the Sky to visit the Creator. On the one hand, I wanted to dress presentably, as befitted a visit to such a lofty entity; however, I had no interest in mucking up my one unstained, reasonably fashionable outfit which hadn’t been bitten, torn or otherwise ruined. In the end, I opted for practical. Lilly would be so disappointed in me.

      When I arrived at the barn, Koki and Death were doing their best to ignore one another. At least they weren’t fighting. Mr. Turner was shambling around the elephant, his jaw hanging at an awkward angle. Yao was waving a clump of hay in front of the elephant while pushing Nelly’s nose away from the treat.

      Even though I knew better, I automatically provided the typical English greetings. “Good morning, and how’s everyone?” I barely restrained myself from commenting on the weather.

      Koki chuckled and said, “And what fine weather we’re experiencing.”

      Scowling at her and ignoring Death’s laugh, I asked, “Where’s Kam?”

      Before anyone could answer, a bright flash blinded me, and the scent of ozone stung my nose. When my eyes readjusted to normal sunlight, Kam the God of Lightning stood before me.

      He was a tall and handsome man whose every movement was effortless and full of grace. His dark skin was pierced with startling markings of swirls and dots on his strong, angular face and along his muscular arms and chest. Sunlight reflected off the top of his shaved head, and his pale brown eyes stared each of us into submission. Discreetly I breathed in his natural perfume of spice, warm earth, wood smoke and something a little wild.

      “Ooo,” Yao cooed, gazing at Kam with a worshiping gaze. “Bright lights.” While Yao was distracted, admiring his hero, Nelly snatched the clump of hay from his limp hand and crunched on it, the grinding of her teeth covering up her bout of flatulence.

      If Death and Koki cared little for the social niceties of the English, Kam was aggressively disdainful of them. His only greeting was a slight incline of his head after which he gestured to the elephant.

      “We can’t leave it here,” Koki explained, yawning. “We wouldn’t want to startle the colonialists.” Pausing, she tilted her head to the side, her full lips twitching in amusement. Clicking her fingernails against each other, she added, “On second thought, I’m not sure why that’s such a bad idea.”

      Shaking his bald head, Kam flicked a wrist, indicating I should get on Nelly.

      “Nice to see you, too,” I muttered as I mounted the horse. Koki swung on behind me.

      “Yes, it is,” Yao sighed before shifting into his firefly form and clinging to my shoulder.

      Death tossed Mr. Turner onto the back of the elephant before joining him. The elephant flapped her ears and raised her tusk with her trunk, waving the big piece of ivory around like a banner. Kam whispered into Nelly’s ear. Stamping a hoof and neighing, the horse leaped into the air. The world disappeared in a blur of blue and green and loud whistling. Lowering my chin to my chest and closing my eyes and mouth firmly, I gripped chunks of mane between my fingers, hoping I would complete one ride without a bug splattering across my face.

      After a few minutes of racing through the clouds, we began a steep descent. Struggling against the natural response to shout a warning, I kept my mouth and eyes firmly closed until Nelly’s hooves pounded onto the ground, sending a jolt reverberating up my spine. In a cloud of ozone, the elephant landed beside us, Death as pale as… well, as death, and Kam standing nearby. He’d lifted an entire elephant and transported it without so much as a hint of exertion.

      “If you can carry an elephant,” I said as I brushed insect juice off my forehead and plucked leaves out of my braid, “why can’t you just whisk us up to the Sky?”

      Koki snorted as she dismounted. “Because that would be far too easy.”

      “Yao likes easy,” Yao squeaked before shifting into his human form.

      Kam tilted his head to one side as if wondering at what angle he should deliver his lightning bolt. Or perhaps he noticed something stuck in my hair and had decided not to inform me. I began brushing my fingers through my hair, the long braid unravelling as I did so. A beetle scurried across my hand and flew off.

      “There’s a barrier I cannot cross,” Kam said, his voice low and gravely like thunder.

      “Of course there is,” I muttered as I slid off Nelly and gazed around.

      Giant trees towered above, their branches thickly intertwined with only a few gaps in the canopy. Ropey vines dangled down while large, buttressing roots jutted out of the tree trunks and plunged into the ground in thick, wooden sheets. Small animals and birds rustled through the luxurious growth. My highly sensitive olfactory senses tingled. I breathed in the scent of rich, dark soil full of decomposing leaves and fresh flowers. Water dripped nearby while farther on, a waterfall rumbled. The air was cool and moist.

      Gulping, I said, “I’ve been here before. We’re on Mt. Kenya, aren’t we?”

      Kam nodded as he assisted Mr. Turner down from the elephant. Death leaped down and brushed at his face, his lips twisting in disgust as he spat a green glob onto the ground. “I despise insects,” he hissed.

      “Hush, boy,” Koki said, sauntering toward a cluster of giant bamboo. Each stem was thicker than my thigh. “You might not want to say that too loudly, given the company you keep. After all, you are currently mortal.”

      I followed Koki to the entrance of a tunnel that had been created through the forest of bamboo. The tunnel was twice my height and as wide as it was tall. Pale green light filled the space. Inside the bamboo tunnel existed a stillness that I could sense was unnatural. A number of bird species use bamboo leaves for nesting material, yet the giant stems were empty of winged life. Bits of broken bamboo crunched underfoot.

      Nelly neighed and thumped her nose against my back. I glanced over my shoulder. “Yes, I know this is madness. Stay here.”

      Snorting, the horse turned her back to me as if to say, “Obviously,” and plunged her head into a nearby flowering bush. Meanwhile, the elephant backed away from the tunnel to join Nelly. Even dead, the beast had more sense than any of us.

      “Well, shall we?” I asked, gesturing with my walking stick to the bamboo forest.

      “Shall we what?” Yao asked, his face scrunched in confusion as he tugged a leaf off a bamboo shoot and began shredding it.

      “Imbecile,” Koki muttered as she led the way down the tunnel and toward her husband, Anansi the Trickster God, otherwise known as the ridiculously giant spider.

      The bamboo tunnel burrowed straight through the jungle. Only once was there a break in the wall. I spared a glance out at the vista to distract me from what could very well be a one-way trip. Below us lay a small, narrow valley thick with trees and bird songs. Weaver birds flashed about, yellow smudges against the riot of greens. A cluster of banana trees huddled under the massive bombax tree that dominated the scene, while thorn trees spread their branches calmly among the chaos. A soft veil of mist filled the spaces in between, blurring the crisp edges of foliage, transforming the landscape into a dream.

      Within the tendrils of fog lingered the ozone and earth-scented breath of the ancient world, one that knew nothing of men and machines, but was deeply aware of giant insects and rainbow serpents. While a mist-magnified daylight pushed its way up from behind the opposite hill, the valley clung to the muted colors and stillness of a predawn night.

      Sighing, I glanced up at the sky, the normal one in which only the sun and a few clouds dwelled.

      “Don’t worry, Miss Knight,” Yao whispered as he leaned over my shoulder. His warm cheek brushed mine. “Yao won’t let anything happen to you. Wanjiru likes her job so you can’t die.”

      With that dubious assurance, we continued. Shortly thereafter, the bamboo tunnel opened up into a circular space that reminded me of the giant snake’s nest in which Simon and I had once hidden. Crushed bamboo stalks created a bouncy floor while pale green stalks rose above us, an arching green roof.

      At the furthest end of the clearing squatted a large mound, covered in golden-tipped hairs, each a hand-length tall. Thick, ropey legs stuck out at regular intervals. Two large, glassy eyes, unblinking and glossy black, stared out of a vaguely human face. Below these two was a row of four smaller eyes; on the top of the head were two narrow eyes, as if the creature was perpetually squinting up at whatever was on the ceiling. It was indeed a spider and one of immense proportions.

      “Bwana Anansi,” Kam murmured, bowing before the great beast. We all followed his example except Koki who tilted her hip to one side and crossed her arms over her chest. The serious, tense faces around me reminded me of Kam’s advice on our previous visit: “Don’t smile. It looks aggressive to a spider.”

      With a giant spider looming over us, I doubted any of us would feel inclined to smile.

      Anansi hissed, his large fangs clacking in front of his face. “Welcome,” he chirped, his voice high-pitched and squeaking. Waving one leg in our direction, he added, “Le-Eyo the fallen.”

      Death glared at the spider and shook his head, the shells at the end of his braids clattering against each other. Wisely, he remained silent along with everyone else. Beside me, Yao shifted from one foot to the other, his chin almost touching his chest, his hands tugging at a piece of bamboo leaf. Mr. Turner stared at the giant insect, drool sliding from his slack-jaw grin, one hand tangled in his hair to keep his head upright.

      I glanced at Koki, my eyebrows raised as I wondered why she didn’t say anything to her husband. Although she maintained a haughty pose, she too dared not speak.

      “Blast it,” I muttered.

      Eyes wide, Yao jerked away from me. “What are you going to blast?” he asked.

      Ignoring him, I raised my chin, squared my shoulders and said, “Anansi, sir, we need your assistance. You see, we want to visit the Sky and—”

      “No. He loves moon,” Anansi interrupted and giggled in his eerily girly voice.

      Scowling, Death clenched his hands into fists. Frowning, Kam glanced at me, his expression unreadable, the abstract patterns on his skin swirling and glowing.

      “Yes,” I offered, the silence of my companions grating on me. Ignoring Kam’s head-shake, I said, “But we’re not here about that. The cycle of life and death—”

      “Life is death,” Anansi interrupted me yet again. “Death is life.”

      “How poetic,” I said under my breath.

      “Wanjiru likes poetry,” Yao said, his voice soft as the leaf disintegrated in his fingers.

      “Tell story,” Anansi ordered. I couldn’t tell to whom he was speaking as his eight eyes could be focused anywhere and everywhere.

      “That story has nothing to do with this mission,” Death said, his face flushed, his eyes darkening.

      The spider pounded his two front legs against the ground, causing a minor quake through the soil.

      “If the big insect wants a story,” Yao whispered, his shoulders hunched inward, “then tell him a story.”

      “I quite agree,” I said, eyeing the clicking fangs, each longer than my legs.

      “None of you are old enough to know my story,” Death grumbled, glaring at each of us and stopping at Kam. “Well, except you.”

      With a slight nod and the mere hint of a smile, Kam said, “Then I shall tell it.”
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      In the days when the earth was new, Enkai the Creator assigned each of the gods specific tasks. When Le-Eyo was summoned, he thought, “Surely Enkai has reserved the most prestigious position for me. After all, I am one of the strongest and cleverest within his court, and by far the most persistent and determined.”

      While Le-Eyo imagined what position was worthy of his skills, Enkai had other plans. “You must guard the children of men lest anything wayward occurs,” Enkai ordered. “If a child should die, speak the Prayer of Life to bring him back so he may learn a lesson and continue to progress and grow.”

      Dissatisfied, Le-Eyo questioned Enkai’s decision. “Surely, oh supreme being, there is a task more worthy of my nature, more compatible with my skills?”

      “No, this is what I desire,” replied Enkai. “Your power over life will ensure my human children continue to flourish. Otherwise, they will die too young, and their development will be slow.”

      Frowning, Le-Eyo insisted, “Am I no more than a caregiver of babies?”

      Angered by the disobedient god, Enkai shook a fist at him. “This is your task. Neglect it not.”

      Scowling, Le-Eyo departed for the earth to watch over the children and ensure that any who fell to harm would be resuscitated. Thanks to the generosity of Enkai, death did not exist for the children of men. Instead, they enjoyed the warmth of the sun and refreshing drops of rain without fear.

      The other gods looked down upon Le-Eyo from the heavens, either pitying or despising his lowly position. It was solitary work and caused Le-Eyo’s mind to wander where it should never have gone. One night, as he gazed up at the night sky, he fell in love.

      Olapa was the consort of the Creator, the moon to Enkai’s sun. Where the heat of Enkai’s presence could burn a man to ashes, Olapa’s light was gentle and embracing. Creatures cowered before the blinding force of the sun but were grateful for the soft illumination provided by the moon. She ensured that no night was too dark. Humans worshiped the sun but loved the moon.

      It wasn’t long before Le-Eyo’s disinterest in his job transformed to interest in something altogether different and forbidden. Every night, he called out to Olapa and spoke of her full, shapely curves and beautiful light.

      While Olapa was faithful to Enkai, she was too kind to turn Le-Eyo away; secretly, she enjoyed his flattery. Every night, the two would softly converse, she in the heavens and he sitting upon the earth.

      One night, a child died in a nearby village. Le-Eyo at once set out to save the child so it could continue its journey. Glancing up at the moon, he paused in his stride.

      “Olapa,” he called. “What is wrong? You are no longer full and round with your silver light. There is a chunk of you missing.”

      “Le-Eyo, fear not for me,” she sighed. “It is true I am no longer full. I am dying and will soon leave the night to the stars. They will provide light to the human children when I am gone.”

      Abandoning his task, Le-Eyo flung back his head and howled. “This cannot be. The stars are not sufficient. I won’t let you die.”

      Before Olapa could reassure him that all was as it should be, he spoke the Prayer of Life, pouring all his energy and power into the words and directing them to his beloved. Ignoring her protests, he depleted his power for her so that none was left for the human child.

      Collapsing onto the grass in exhaustion, Le-Eyo panted, “Now you will return and never truly die, my beautiful Olapa.”

      Even as he spoke, a wailing rose from the village as the people realized the child would not return to them. A fierce wind swept across the earth, bending trees into submission and stirring up loose soil and leaves so that every creature was unable to see despite the presence of the moon.

      “Le-Eyo, you have disobeyed me,” Enkai’s voice boomed from the heavens. “Because of you, the children of men will die too young, limiting their progress. Because of you, Olapa will never know eternal peace but will continue to experience the cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth.”

      Cowering against the ground, Le-Eyo pleaded for forgiveness but Enkai was not known for his mercy. “Because you rejected your station among the children of men and misused the Prayer of Life,” the Creator proclaimed, “I shall banish you from the heavens and the earth to the Underworld where you will preside as God of Death.”

      So saying, Enkai tossed Le-Eyo into the depths of the earth, far from the Sky Kingdom and his beloved moon.
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      Kam finished his recitation of the story, and we remained in silence. Death ignored us, his gaze upon the sky, his eyes distant and blurry.

      “How touching,” I murmured.

      Yao frowned at me. “No one is touching anything, Miss Knight.”

      “I suppose not,” I said, still watching Death. “Why did Enkai punish Le-Eyo for saving his wife?”

      Anansi’s pincers clicked as he squealed; my question had amused him. Kam shook his head, and Koki murmured, “Why do the gods do anything?”

      “Jealousy, anger, petty vendettas and forgetfulness,” Yao promptly recited.

      Death snorted. “I wish we suffered from forgetfulness,” he said. “But I assure you Enkai forgets nothing, especially disobedience.”

      “It doesn’t matter, as we aren’t going to the Sky and therefore won’t have an opportunity to find out,” I said.

      “Yes, yes,” Anansi said as he bounced on his front four legs. The ground trembled.

      Leaning toward Koki, I whispered, “Is he agreeing with me that we won’t go, or is he saying we will?”

      Before Koki could respond on behalf of her husband, the elephant-sized spider lowered his front half until the two eyes on top of his head were now staring at me, their dark, glassy surface glittering with my reflection. Using his back legs, he began to extract fibers from himself and weave them together into a braid as thick as my arm. The speed of his weaving increased until his limbs were a blur out of which flowed upward a thick cord of silk the color of the moon.

      “I guess he changed his mind,” I said, frowning at the ever-lengthening silk.

      “Let’s go,” Kam said as he tossed an unprotesting Mr. Turner over one broad, muscular shoulder, strode past the spider and scaled a nearby tree. Crawling out onto a branch, he jumped toward the spider’s thread and wrapped his arms and legs around it. “Don’t get caught by the legs or you’ll be woven into the cord,” he shouted as he rose up into the air.

      “Surely there must be another way,” I said, mentally cursing the giant arachnoid for experiencing a change of heart. That he had a heart was shocking. “Kam, remind me why can’t you fly us up there.”

      “This is funny, Miss Knight,” Yao shouted as he followed Kam’s example.

      Shaking my head at the vampire, I corrected him. “Fun, Yao, not funny, and it’s neither.”

      “I’m not allowed to fly there,” Kam shouted down, “and neither is your horse.”

      “Hurry, or we’ll have to climb the entire thread,” Koki urged me. “It’s an exhausting ordeal.”

      “Being with all of you is an ordeal,” I retorted as I tied my walking stick against my back.

      Death had already leaped from the tree onto the cord, his braids’ shells clicking in time to Anansi’s pincers. Koki clambered among the branches with the ease of someone accustomed to such behavior.

      “I’m hardly attired for such an endeavor,” I complained as I attempted to haul myself up to the first branch while protecting my skirt from being snagged by a thorny bush.

      Koki reached down and, before I could protest, grabbed my arm and yanked me upward. Depositing me on the large branch from which the others had jumped, she dashed down its length and sprang off the end while yelling, “Hurry up, girl.”

      “At least if I die, I know I’ll return,” I said as I crawled along the branch. A gale created by Anansi’s weaving gusted against my face and caused the branch to tremble. Or perhaps it was my own trembling. The tree hadn’t seemed so tall from the ground but from my new vantage point, I knew I couldn’t afford to miss the spider’s thread.

      Glancing down, I gulped at the rapidity of Anansi’s four back legs. The sharp hooks at the end of each limb stabbed, yanked and twisted the steady stream of silk.

      Far above me, Koki shouted but the wind blew apart her words before they could reach me. My hands tightened around the branch, the bark scratching my palms. Pushing myself into a squat, I loosened my grip and stood up, arms waving to maintain a semblance of balance. The branch dipped.

      Closing my eyes, I breathed deeply. Anansi smelled like a dusty, cobweb-filled attic; the scent coated my nose and tongue. I could only wish I were in an attic.

      “Jonas was right,” I mumbled into the wind. “I should’ve stayed home.”

      On that reassuring note, I stumbled to the end of the branch and jumped.
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      When two gods and a she-demon instructed me to jump onto a spider’s thread, I didn’t think too profoundly on the wisdom of such an action. It is my personal conviction that too much pondering provides the mind with far too many possibilities about which to worry. A little bit of ignorance goes a long way.

      Of course, that ignorance could also result in a rapid plummet to one’s messy demise but life’s full of little risks.

      Such was the situation in which I found myself. As my hands grasped at the cord, the lower and significantly heavier portion of my body swung outward, loosening my grip. My hands slipped down, and only the sticky substance coating the cord prevented me from sliding into the mass of snapping spider limbs below me.

      Unappealing grunts slipped from my lips as I kicked at the air. The movement swung me against the cord face first.

      “Disgusting,” I muttered into the sticky substance. “This is worse than the various liquids oozing out of baby Grace.”

      Peeling my face away, I grimaced as I stared down. The large spider seemed smaller as the cord grew upward, carrying me farther from the ground. Wrapping my arms and legs around the pillar of spider gunk, I closed my eyes and prayed Simon wouldn’t learn about my latest adventure. Surely I would never hear the end of his ranting and raving regarding my thick head and wayward nature.

      As I ascended, the wind pummeled me and threatened to snatch me away. The temperature plummeted to the freezing point; bits of ice stung my skin and coated my hair. Frozen moisture glued my eyelashes together, so even if I wanted to enjoy the view—which I didn’t—I couldn’t open my eyes. My limbs quivered from the cold and the effort of gripping the sticky rope. Just as I was convinced I would die from hypothermia, the wind ceased to blow.

      After a moment of frozen reflection, I realized I was no longer moving, and someone was shouting my name.

      “What’s wrong with Miss Knight?” someone else demanded.

      “She’s frozen to the spider silk, stupid fly,” came the response. Only Koki would dismiss a vampire so readily.

      “We can’t leave her down there,” Death said. “I need her assistance.”

      “So glad you care,” I muttered through shivering lips.

      “She’s still alive!” Yao said and clapped his hands.

      “Stupid males,” Koki snarled. “I’ll retrieve the human.”

      The spider’s rope shuddered as something heavy landed on it. It quivered and bounced.

      “I was wrong,” I said, my lips moving against the rope. “I’m not going to die of hyperthermia after all. The rope is going to snap, and I will plummet to a decidedly messy demise.”

      No sooner had the words left me when I was immersed in the scent of freshly cut grass and a rich, flowery perfume. Even before she spoke, I knew Koki was near me.

      “What rubbish,” she said. “I’d never let you die in such an untidy fashion.”

      “How terribly considerate of you,” I said and forced my eyes open.

      The triangular face of a large praying mantis loomed before me. Her front arms scooped me into an embrace that would normally be lethal for anyone unfortunate enough to be so close to the she-demon in her insect form.

      Turning around, she scuttled up the rope to a platform made of clouds. Death, Yao and Kam watched our progress with varying degrees of interest. Upon our arrival, Koki deposited me at her feet and shifted back into her womanly form.

      My metal hand creaked and transformed into a human hand as a large, silver wolf materialized by my side. It licked my face and barked once. I hugged the beast to me, enjoying its warmth and grateful for the peculiar power of the African spirit world to give physical form to my wolf.

      Yao clapped his hands a few times, the sound echoing around us. “Yao is so happy you are still alive, Miss Knight,” he gushed.

      “Makes two of us,” I groaned as I staggered to my feet. Cool strands of cloud swirled around my legs but at least the air was warmer.

      “Yes,” Yao said. “Because we still need to finish negotiating with Jonas for Wanjiru.”

      Death glared at Yao, and Koki snickered. Mr. Turner grunted and groaned, his mouth hanging open in a parody of a smile. Kam ignored us all as he stared across the fluffy platform. I glanced around and could see nothing but gray and white clouds. There was no noise apart from our voices; even those were muted.

      “This is heaven?” I asked, frowning at the lack of anything remotely heavenly. “It’s not too impressive.”

      “Were you expecting a chorus of angels playing harps to greet you?” Koki mocked.

      “I was hoping for a bit more color, at least,” I said.

      Yao bounced up and down, his leather skirt dangerously close to exposing his nether region. Before he could say anything, Kam said, “The Sky is through that archway.”

      So saying, he strode forward, his arms swinging in a determined manner. He didn’t bother to check if we followed or not.

      “What archway?” Yao asked, bending so his mouth was close to my ear. “Yao doesn’t see anything but clouds.”

      “Are you a sky spirit?” Koki asked.

      “Well,” Yao began, tapping his chin with a finger and gazing up.

      “That was a rhetorical question,” Koki said, her eyes narrowing. “You’re not and of course you don’t see anything, you miserable, insignificant fly.”

      Yao straightened up and pounded his fists against his naked chest. “Yao isn’t miserable.”

      “You will be if you don’t stop dawdling,” she retorted as she strolled after Kam.

      Death shook his head, his braids swishing about his face as he gestured for me to follow. “It’s astonishing you haven’t killed each other by now.”

      “Give us time, Le-Eyo, give us time,” Koki said.

      On that optimistic note, we followed Kam in single file across an expanse of shifting cloud. My lips pursed, I squinted my eyes but saw no archway and no sign of life. Even our own energy fields were suppressed.

      “Are we dead?” I asked no one in particular as I studied my hands.

      “Not yet,” Yao answered as he spun around and walked backward in order to face me. “Pretty wolf, come here.”

      My wolf sniffed at Yao’s outstretched hand and growled, lips peeling away from a set of impressively sharp, white teeth.

      “How does Wanjiru tolerate you?” Koki asked, smirking at Death’s jealous stare. No doubt she’d asked the question to taunt the jilted lover. Wanjiru had refused Death’s romantic overtures; granted, his concept of romance included kidnapping her.

      Oblivious to any discomfort his happiness might create, Yao grinned and bounced up and down a few times. “She adores Yao. She is so delicious, more than human heart and fairy liver. She is my sun and…”

      “Forget I asked,” Koki muttered, striding to catch up with Kam and distance herself from the romantic driveling of a lovesick vampire.

      Before Death could toss Yao off the cloud—if that was even possible—Kam held up a fist and halted. “We’re here.”

      We all gathered around him, staring at nothing, except for Mr. Turner who was shuffling in a circle. My wolf followed him, sniffing at the walking corpse.

      Fixing a fierce stare at each of us, Kam ordered, “Follow me exactly and don’t stop. If you veer off the path, you will miss the entrance and be lost.”

      “Wait, what?” I asked but I was speaking to his retreating back.

      Not wishing to get lost on a cloud, I hastened after him with Koki right behind me. We’d taken only a few steps before Kam disappeared.

      “We’re lost,” Yao wailed. “He’s abandoned us to our fate, and now Yao will never marry his lovely Wanjiru, the light of—”

      As I took one more step, a soft roll of thunder cut off Yao’s words, and I stumbled into an open field. Spinning around, I admired the large expanse of bright-green grass and multicolored wildflowers. Clusters of fruit trees dotted the landscape, their branches heavy with ripe, sweet-smelling fruit. The scents of rich, damp soil and flower perfume wafted around me on a breeze that warmed my skin. A brilliant blue sky dazzled my eyes, and I had to lower my gaze even though the sun was nowhere to be seen.

      Koki materialized behind me, followed in rapid succession by Death, Mr. Turner and my wolf. Yao was last to come through and he collided with Koki.

      “Imbecile,” she hissed.

      Ignoring his close brush with decapitation, Yao nodded and twirled around as he admired the scene. “This is more like it,” he said.

      Despite the lushness of the meadow, an unnerving silence filled the space, as if I were utterly deaf.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, glancing around the field. “Why is it so quiet? For such a fertile looking place, I’d expect at least to hear insects or birds. There’s nothing. The Underworld has more life than this place.”

      Sneering, Death said, “That’s because this place is reserved for the gods. They aren’t a particularly lively bunch.”

      “So what will Yao eat?” the vampire demanded, his eyes widening upon hearing that the land through which we traveled was devoid of blood-filled life forms.

      “You won’t,” Koki said.

      Mr. Turner grinned and clapped his hands. A maggot fell out of his mouth.

      “I’m delighted you agree, Mr. Turner,” I said as I focused on a distant view that didn’t include the walking dead man. “Please do try to keep your mouth closed. I’m not sure the supreme being Enkai would appreciate you dropping worms here.” I glanced at his waving hands and realized one had only four fingers. “Or body parts, for that matter.”

      Koki studied our surroundings with as much interest as I did. “I can see I haven’t been missing anything,” she said before turning to Death. “If access to this place is the perk of being a god, I’m not sure why we’re bothering.”

      Sighing, Death waved a dismissive hand to encompass the Sky. “Access here means access to the Underworld. They are connected.”

      The subdued air caused my skin to prickle. If we’d been on earth, it would be the silence before a storm or an attack; yet this place was eternally embalmed in it. Shivering, I muttered, “Intolerable. Where shall we find Enkai so we can finish up and leave?”

      “You assume he’ll let us go after our trespasses,” Koki said, snickering at my naïveté.

      Frowning at her, I said, “If I don’t work on an assumption that I will survive the day, I would never bother getting out of bed.”

      Mr. Turner moaned and nodded his head.

      “This way,” Death said, indicating a direction that appeared identical to every other direction.

      We followed Death in a scattered formation, each of us meditating on some private thoughts except Yao. Unfortunately, his thoughts were seldom private.

      “Boring place,” he muttered as he stomped a flower into submission. “No food. No life. No Wanjiru. Oh, no, no Wanjiru, my love. No blood.” He glanced at me before resuming his rant. “There is blood but not for Yao.”

      “Dear Yao, don’t be glum,” Koki purred. “At least you have your body. Remember when we visited the Underworld and we were given our true bodies?”

      She laughed, the uninhibited sound pushing back the silence for a moment.

      Scowling, Yao wagged a finger at the she-demon. “You are a bad woman.”

      Her smile widened, a bright white slash against the darkness of her skin. “Why, thank you, Yao. That’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      “Is the sun setting?” I asked, wondering if time was different here. We’d met with Anansi midmorning.

      “No,” Death said, his voice low and reverent. “We are entering the domain of Olapa.”

      Kam halted and held up an arm to stop Death while Koki hissed.

      “Shouldn’t we be looking for Enkai?” I asked, crossing my arms and wishing my glare could cause combustion.

      “Yes, Le-Eyo,” Koki snarled. “We aren’t here for a lovers’ reunion.”

      Peering down his nose at us, Death’s full mouth twitched in a sneer before he said, “We will need her assistance.”

      “How convenient,” I said.

      “Not really,” Yao complained. “Yao is hungry. Can we go home now?”

      Kam stepped toward Death, his head tilted as if to better study the former god before zapping him with a lightning bolt. “Why do we need her?”

      Bristling, Death swallowed his retort as Koki casually strolled closer, but there was nothing relaxed in her glare as she tapped a finger against his leather vest and said, “Yes, do tell.”

      Yao tugged me away from the hostile group. “Miss Knight,” he whispered loudly in my ear, “if they decide to kill each other, we should run away.”

      “Where?” I demanded. There was no sign of the entrance that connected this place to the cloud and Anansi’s silk cord. “We need Kam.”

      Nodding, Yao lifted his chin and called out, “Koki, Death, you can do what you want to each other but don’t kill Kam. We need him.”

      I smacked my palm against my forehead. “Yes, I’m sure that will stop them.”

      Ignoring Yao’s wide smile, I debated sending my wolf into the fray before fists, claws and lightning bolts flew. Before I could, light vanished from the sky, to be replaced by an impenetrable darkness.
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      “Olapa sure isn’t friendly,” Yao muttered then yelped as someone smacked him. Only when he shifted into a firefly and buzzed around my head, his rapidly blinking bottom casting a dim light upon us, did I realize Death had somehow found him despite the darkness. I suppose there was only so much one could tolerate, and Death had in fact restrained himself.

      “She’s very friendly,” Death said, scowling at the firefly.

      “You would know,” Koki said.

      Mr. Turner groaned and shook a hand at us, losing another finger in the process. My wolf sniffed at the shadowy ground, then lifted its nose and growled at something beyond our weak circle of light.

      “Enough,” I told the others, hefting my walking stick and squinting into the darkness. No energy field sprung up so I inhaled deeply, relying on my highly sensitive olfactory senses. “I smell something.”

      “It wasn’t Yao,” the vampire protested as he shifted back into his human form and sniffed under his armpits. “Not this time, at least.”

      Koki rolled her eyes, clucked and said, “You disgust me.”

      “It smells like…” I sniffed the air. “Feathers. But I didn’t see or hear any birds up here.”

      Kam’s normally impassive expression shifted to something approaching alarm: his eyes widened, his brow wrinkled, and he seemed to cease breathing.

      “What?” I asked just as Koki said, “Tell me it isn’t so.”

      Glancing behind him, Kam said, “It is.”

      Before I could demand an explanation, sheet lightning noiselessly lit up the field to reveal a large, black-and-white bird of prey circling close overhead. As tall as a man, the creature had a wingspan at least four times as long as its body. Its iridescent black wings were embodiments of night itself while its white head, chest and tail feathers glowed with an internal light that brightened after each strike of the sheet lightning. The bird landed near us, flapping its wings three times to the accompaniment of thunder.

      “Ooo, pretty,” Yao cooed, his hands clenched over his heart.

      “What…” I began to ask.

      “It’s Impundulu, the Lightning Bird,” Koki said, her gaze not on the bird but on Kam, her eyebrows drawn together, her teeth nibbling on her bottom lip.

      “Oh, my,” I said. “You’re worried. But Kam’s the God of Lightning, so they must be close acquaintances.”

      “So pretty,” Yao breathed out as he stepped closer to the giant bird.

      “Until it gets hungry,” Koki warned, grabbing Yao by the arm and yanking him back so hard his jaw snapped shut with a loud clack.

      Rubbing his jaw, Yao glared at Koki while Death slid next to the she-demon and in front of me, blocking my view.

      “What does it eat?” I asked, standing on tiptoe to see over Death’s shoulder. The bird’s eyes alternatively glowed oily black and shiny silver. The sheet lightning continued to snap across the sky.

      “The blood and pain of its victims,” Death murmured as he too studied Kam, his expression one of mourning.

      “Well, there’s no edible blood around here… Oh,” Yao said, glancing at me and taking note of Death’s position. “Miss Knight, don’t let that bad bird see you.”

      “I think it’s a bit late for that,” I said as the bird’s hooked beak dipped in my direction, its glowing eyes widening. I tapped Death on the shoulder. “And where’s Olapa when we need her, hmm?”

      Before he could defend his former lover’s absence, the bird flapped its wings again, the thunder crashing against us and causing us all to flinch against the barrage of noise. The wings curled around the bird’s body, hiding it from view for a moment before the feathers exploded outward, beating against us in waves of black and white.

      When the attack ended and I dared to remove my arms from before my face, I beheld a tall, perfectly proportioned African man, his skin as black as his black feathers had been, his hair and eyes glowing white, his teeth and fangs dazzling. His lips twisted up into a smile tinged with cruelty as he noticed my amazed stare, and…

      “Good heavens,” I spluttered, squeezing my eyes closed and hiding behind Death.

      Yao leaned against me, his cheek brushing mine, as he whispered, “Don’t worry, Miss Knight. We won’t let that nasty bloodsucking bird near you.”

      “I should hope not,” I said, gasping. “He has no clothes on.”

      From my other side, Koki snorted. “Is that the first thing you notice about a person? How very superficial of you, girl.”

      Refusing to open my eyes to glare at her, I frowned with great intensity and said, “You are already well informed regarding my opinion on appropriate attire. There’s simply no excuse for dressing poorly, and even less so for not dressing at all.”

      The naked bird-man chuckled a thunderous sound while sheet lightning continued to brighten the world even through my closed lids. “I am Impundulu,” his voice rolled around me.

      “Bloody imp, indeed,” I muttered.

      “Shush, it’s rude to interrupt,” Yao said while Koki nudged me with her elbow.

      “Those who seek an audience with Enkai must prove their worth,” Impundulu continued. “A quest it shall be.”

      “Wait, what?” I said, opening my eyes to glare only to remember why I’d closed them in the first place. Squeezing my eyes closed, I said, “Blast it, don’t you have a loincloth lying around up here?”

      “Oh, goodie, a quest,” Yao said, clapping his hands as if the Lightning Bird was handing out treats.

      Death growled softly in front of me, mirroring Koki’s snarl. From Kam there was silence. Mr. Turner stumbled nearby, the scent of decay swirling around me.

      “Retrieve six thumb-sized diamonds, one for each of you, from the cave of Grootslang,” Impundulu said, “and only then will you be granted the honor of meeting Enkai.”

      Thunder, lightning and a cloud of feathers enveloped us. I opened my eyes in time to see the large bird fling itself into the sky. As it flew off, the darkness lifted.
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      “Grootslang,” Koki snarled as if she was uttering a curse. “Enkai has lost his mind. If he wants diamonds, he can bloody well retrieve them himself.”

      Wordlessly, Kam crossed his arms over his chest, his markings glowing as he stared toward the horizon. Not nearly as impassive, Death paced around us, mumbling to himself. As such behavior never bodes well for anyone, I kept my distance and instead directed my questions to Koki. “What’s a Grootslang?”

      Running a hand across her closely shaven head, Koki glanced at Kam, then at me. “Grootslang is a fifty-foot-long, fire-breathing serpent with a love of diamonds.”

      Mr. Turner gurgled and clapped his hands, dropping another finger in the process. Yao whistled and said, “Fifty feet. Fire.” Shaking his head, he grinned. “That’s not a serpent. That’s a dragon! Yao likes dragons. They have pretty scales and make fire. Fire. Yum.”

      My expression mirrored Koki’s: slightly slack-jawed with disbelief combined with a sneer. Death stopped his pacing and rubbed his hands over his face, shaking his head slightly. My wolf dropped down by my feet and whined.

      “Ah, yes, little firefly,” Koki purred. “Grootslang is a very pretty dragon. Metallic green scales, glowing green eyes. Oh, and did I mention it’s the only known natural predator of adult elephants? It devours them whole, in one bite.” She paused to let that fact sink in. “One elephant, one bite.”

      “But it’s pretty,” Yao insisted, his jaw set in a stubborn line.

      Growling, Death stomped away while Kam glanced over at Yao, a raised eyebrow his only reaction.

      “And the diamonds?” I asked.

      Koki tilted her hip to one side, her ankle length, sleeveless dress swishing about her, and studied her long, sharp nails. “Like its European cousins, Grootslang hoards treasure and guards it ferociously. Diamonds just happen to be the most readily available option in its homeland.” Before I could ask, she peered at me. “South Africa.”

      Yao clapped his hands and bounced on the balls of his feet. “Yao’s never been down south. Let’s go.”

      “This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen,” I grumbled, glaring at Kam as if it was his fault, which it very well may have been. After all, he was the God of Lightning. Surely he and the Lightning Bird were well acquainted.

      “Did you really expect this to be easy?” Kam asked.

      “No, and it wasn’t,” I said, my voice rising. “But it was supposed to be simple: Come here, chat with the Creator, put back the life-death cycle, and go home in time for afternoon tea. We didn’t discuss going on a quest for diamonds.”

      “Quest first, chat later,” Yao said, grinning at the prospect of stealing diamonds from a giant dragon. “Do human women like diamonds? Maybe Wanjiru would like one.”

      “No, she wouldn’t,” I snapped. “Diamonds are useless trinkets, and this quest is designed to send us to our deaths.”

      “But then we will pop back to life,” Yao pointed out.

      “Do you consider that as living?” Koki asked and indicated the decomposing Mr. Turner who was ambling after Death. “If so, then let me speed you along right now.”

      “I’ve had enough,” I said and spun away from the group. “I’m going home. There’s a pot of tea calling my name.”

      “Yao doesn’t hear anything,” the vampire said. “Ouch,” he yelped as I twirled back and swatted him with my walking stick.

      “They need you,” a voice whispered in the warm breeze.

      “They can manage to die without me,” I grumbled.

      Yao shifted closer to Koki and said, “She’s talking to herself. That’s a bad sign for humans, isn’t it?”

      Glaring at him, I realized everyone except Mr. Turner was watching me with various expressions ranging from amusement to concern and outright trepidation. The reanimated corpse was chewing on a flower.

      “What?” I asked.

      Angling his head to one side, Death narrowed his eyes and rubbed his chin. With a gasp, he rushed toward me and gripped my shoulders. “You hear her, don’t you?”

      Shrugging his hands away, I said, “You’re all crazy. Have fun fighting the dragon.”

      “Pfff. That doesn’t sound like fun,” Yao said, scratching his chest with one hand. “Or funny.”

      “Stay together,” the voice whispered and a woman appeared from behind a peach tree.

      “Olapa,” Death cried, his arms raised in adoration as he sank to his knees.

      Gliding toward us, the grass and flowers untouched by her passage, was a tall, willowy woman with pale brown skin and eyes, and a gentle, radiant countenance. Her long, skinny braids floated around her face. While her beauty was enchanting, I was more interested in her attire which, thankfully, covered all the necessary bits and pieces, even if it left more skin exposed than was entirely decent by European standards. At the very least, she wasn’t naked, and that was good enough for me.

      “Le-Eyo,” she murmured, her arms gracefully opening up before her as if she would embrace us all.

      I glanced at Koki while gesturing to the former lovers. Before I could enquire how to handle the awkward situation—leave them to a private reunion and risk the ire of Olapa’s disgruntled husband, or remain to ensure nothing indecent occurred—Kam stepped between Death and the moon.

      “Olapa,” Kam said, his voice rumbling as he tilted his head in deference.

      Answering his silent question, she smiled at the God of Lightning. “I am aware of your mission, and the additional quest with which you are burdened.”

      “Then you’ll assist us?” I asked, ignoring Death’s stare.

      “Alas, I cannot,” she replied, placing her hands in a prayer position before her, as if begging us for forgiveness. “Enkai has forbidden it.”

      “But don’t you owe him that much at least?” I pressed on, gesturing to Death who was rising up and glaring at me.

      “That’s not how it works,” Yao said as he tugged at my sleeve.

      Still smiling, Olapa held her arms out, palms up. “I am grateful for Le-Eyo’s intervention. Every month as I move through the cycle of birth, life and death, I am reminded of how near I was to a permanent death. As the moon, I only approximate death for a few nights each cycle.”

      Placing one hand over her heart, she swept the other in front of her, from left to right and back again. “Yet his actions deprived the children of men their second chance and the advancements that would have allowed. To compensate humanity for this loss, I encourage the movement of tides to bring food close to the shore.”

      “And on behalf of humanity, let me express our eternal gratitude for such a gift,” I said, ignoring Koki’s snicker. “But have you seen what Death’s current banishment is doing down there?” I tapped my walking stick against the ground. “We’re going to have a planet covered with creatures like him.”

      We all glanced at Mr. Turner who moaned through a sloppy grin. Something wiggled inside his slack mouth, and I couldn’t be sure if it was his tongue or something else.

      A delicate frown marred the perfection of Olapa’s forehead. “That would be messy,” she conceded, fluttering her hands before her face.

      “Exactly my point,” I said, pleased to have found another who appreciated the importance of a tidy corpse.

      Kam cleared his throat and asked, “Whom did your husband prohibit you from assisting?” Thunder rumbled around us.

      “Ah,” Olapa said, smiling again. “Of course.”

      “This is taking too long,” Koki said, both hands on her hips, fingers tapping. “Assist Miss Knight then, instead of your rejected former lover.”

      Death seemed to be choking on the air while Yao tugged at my sleeve, trying to pull me away from the center of the mounting tension. Unconcerned, Olapa shook her head and lowered her arms. “I was expressly forbidden from providing assistance to Death, Miss Knight, the Mantis and the God of Lightning specifically, and to any vampires generally.”

      We all swiveled to stare at Mr. Turner who gurgled and nodded his head. His neck looked like it might snap.

      “That means, ‘Please help me. I’m not a vampire or anyone remotely important,’” I said.

      “Works for me,” Death said, his gaze fixed on Olapa.

      “Miss Knight, you can translate dead people’s language?” Yao asked.

      Shrugging her bare shoulders, Olapa said, “Works for me.” Holding her arms straight out in front of her, she clapped her hands three times, and the ground disappeared.
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      In the moment before I plummeted to earth, I heard Koki scream an unrepeatable curse. After that, my ears were vibrating with shrieks that echoed off the glowing white walls of a vertical tunnel. Despite my approaching death, the only image my frantic brain could present me was one of Simon returning home to the messy corpse of his zombie wife. What would happen to the baby?

      The howling wind quieted to gentle gusts as my fall slowed until I floated softly to the rocky entrance of a giant cave.

      Koki stumbled beside me, followed by Kam, Death and Mr. Turner. Only my wolf made the transition from falling to standing look graceful before he vanished into my metal hand. Wherever we were, it was back on the planet’s surface.

      “Yao doesn’t like traveling by moonbeam,” the vampire grumbled as he collapsed near me.

      “Who asked you?” Koki snarled.

      “No one needs to ask Yao anything,” he replied, brushing flecks of glowing dust off his leather skirt. “Yao is happy to provide opinions anytime.”

      “How was this at all helpful?” I demanded, straightening my shirt and skirt.

      “She helped us,” Death said as he pushed himself upright against a large boulder. “Somehow, Olapa gave us assistance. We just need to figure out how.”

      “For a start, we’re no longer in the Sky,” Koki said, crossing her arms and glaring at Death.

      “How is that helpful?” I asked, glancing up at her elegant profile.

      “It’s not,” she retorted, twirling away, muttering something about headless gods.

      Kam stepped toward the cave entrance. “This is Grootslang’s cave.”

      “Ha,” Death shouted at Koki’s back.

      “Still not helpful,” I said but joined everyone to stand just inside the entrance of the cave.

      As befitted the home of a fifty-foot-long, fire-breathing dragon, the cave was ginormous. The cavern’s roof stretched higher than the already tall entrance and was lost in the darkness. Sunlight could only penetrate so far before shadows took over. The floor was littered with large, smooth boulders. Along the edges of the cavern were stalagmites while a few stalactites hung down from the gloom. An ancient, damp cold filled the space, mocking the hot sun outside.

      “Oh, this looks like that cave in the Underworld,” Yao enthused, grasping my elbow and bouncing it to get my attention. “Remember, Miss Knight? The one with that giant vampire-ogre creature who locked Koki in a cage because he wanted to mate with her. And she turned into her giant insect self but still couldn’t get out. Remember?”

      “Yao,” I said, my voice low as I eyed Koki. There were some memories even a bloodthirsty she-demon wouldn’t want to revisit. Being kidnapped and caged was one of them. “Now would be a good time to—”

      “Some people wanted to leave her there. Instead, you made us rescue her,” Yao prattled on, oblivious to Koki’s predatory glare as she stalked toward him, and to the incredulous stares of Death and Kam. “And that cave creature. It was ugly, but still, who would want to mate with a praying… Argh!”

      Koki had wrapped her hands around Yao’s neck and was peering into Yao’s wide, panicked eyes. “One more word, fly, just one more,” she hissed, her nostrils flaring, “and I’ll happily test the limits of the broken life-death cycle. Although I find it hard to imagine a headless corpse coming back to life, but you never know.”

      Yao whimpered and wisely said nothing. With a noise of disgust, Koki shoved him away and wiped her hands along the sides of her dress.

      “And on that note, let’s go visit a treasure-hoarding, fire-breathing dragon,” I suggested.

      “It may be almost as entertaining as these two,” Death huffed, shaking his head. The shells on the ends of his braids tinkled in cheery contrast to the glare Koki bestowed on us all.

      “Does anyone have a light?” I asked as the heavy opaque air settled around us.

      “She almost broke this beautiful throat,” Yao whined as he followed us a few steps into the cave, one hand rubbing his neck. “How could Yao speak to Wanjiru with a broken throat? Does anyone care?”

      “Not really,” Kam said as he manifested a small ball of snapping, sizzling light in his outstretched palm.

      “Well, you should,” Yao said before his attention was captured by the light. “Oh, pretty. Can Yao touch it?”

      “It’s pure lightning,” Kam said, his voice causing a rumbling echo around us.

      “Then by all means, you should touch it,” Koki purred as she glided past Yao, bumping shoulders in a manner that was decidedly unfriendly.

      The lightning ball cast a pearly glow around us but even its brightness couldn’t penetrate to the back of the cavern. It was only enough to avoid tripping over the rocky rubble scattered at our feet or falling down one of the occasional funnels that plummeted deeper through rock down to subterranean layers.

      With no clear idea where a dragon would set up its nest, we simply walked forward, single file, following Kam. He led us along a rough, narrow path that drifted around larger, smooth boulders and damp stalagmites, taking us deeper into the cave. Every footfall, every breath, every word was swallowed by the cavernous space, only to be echoed back at us in a mocking version.

      “Are we there yet?” Yao whispered as he crowded behind me.

      “When you smell sulphur,” I whispered back, “then you’ll know we’re there.”

      He sniffed the air. “Yao doesn’t smell any sulphur.”

      “Then we’re not there yet,” I retorted just as a heavy rumble echoed around us from farther inside the cave. “Kam, was that you?”

      Lowering his hand and pausing behind a boulder, Kam glanced back at me. The lightning ball caused his skin color to appear bleached. “No.”

      I snorted. “Do try to restrain yourself. We wouldn’t want you to damage your vocal cords.”

      “But he hardly said anything,” Yao protested.

      “How are you still breathing, firefly?” Koki asked as she pushed past Death to stand next to Kam and the boulder. “Oh, my, pretty indeed.”

      Curious, I peered between their shoulders while Death and Yao stood close behind me. Mr. Turner was spinning in circles, gawking at the nothingness above us.

      Just at the edge of light created by the lightning ball was the beginning of a small mountain. Although the summit was wreathed in shadows, my night vision was as sharp as any nocturnal creature. I could see enough to realize this mountain was made up entirely of precious gems, predominantly diamonds. The wealth so casually piled before me was astounding.

      “Well, this isn’t such a difficult quest,” Yao said as he squeezed between Kam and Koki. “We only need six, and there are so many, with no dragon in sight.”

      Mr. Turner gurgled, perhaps in agreement, although it was hard to tell with a dead man.

      “It can’t be this easy,” Death murmured, speaking my thoughts aloud.

      “So negative,” Yao said as he marched toward the mountain of treasure. Spinning to face us, he held his arms out to his sides as he walked backward. “It really is…” He paused as his bare feet slid against the bottom of the pile, dislodging a few diamonds. They rolled to the cave floor, clinking against the rough stone. “This,” he continued, stooping down. “Easy,” he ended as he scooped up a diamond and held it up over his head.

      “That’s not thumb-sized,” Koki drawled, studying her sharp nails, just as Mr. Turner gargled and groaned, and dust drifted around us.

      “What is it?” I demanded, glancing around to Mr. Turner who was jabbing a three-fingered hand up at the cavern ceiling.

      “Easy, easy, easy,” Yao chanted, dancing a little jig as he plunged both hands into the treasure.

      Larger bits of debris pattered down in a cloud of dust and…

      “Sulphur,” I breathed as I too stared up at the ceiling. A line of metallic green shifted among the stalactites.

      “Um, Yao?” I called out, pressing myself against the boulder and thinking how useful a flying horse would be just then.

      “Easy, so easy,” Yao sang.

      “If we’re lucky,” Koki said as she sunk down beside me, “maybe Grootslang will eat him, suffer from indigestion and be too distracted to notice us.”

      “Luck and I have never been on good terms,” I muttered as scales slid against rock, and the green line moved again. As I followed the metallic sheen, I realized the true enormity of a fifty-foot-long dragon. “Yao, get away from the treasure right now.”

      “But Yao is still looking for thumb-sized diamonds,” he protested as he sank down on his knees and brushed his hands through the jewels. More of them rolled down around him in a steady trickle. “There are lots of half-thumbs and fingernail-sized rocks.” Pausing, he glanced over his shoulder. “Miss Knight, you don’t think that big bird was lying to us about thumb-sized diamonds, do you? That would be a naughty thing to do.”

      Koki rolled her eyes while Death slapped a hand against his forehead. Meanwhile, the serpent’s length continued to slide against the cave’s wall.

      “Yao, if that serpent doesn’t kill you,” I grumbled as I prepared to run out from behind the boulder and grab him, “one of us surely will.”

      “Just consider this practice for looking after baby humans,” Koki said as she yanked me back and dashed toward the treasure. Hooking a hand around Yao’s arm, she began to drag him toward us just as a large, metallic green coil descended behind her.

      “Koki,” I yelled a warning just as a head the size of a small carriage loomed from behind the diamond mountain, slitted eyes as large as dinner plates shining with sufficient ferocity to light up the scene in a greenish glow. Two curved horns jutted out from its head, sharp and big enough to skewer an elephant.

      “Ooo, pretty,” Yao cooed before a semblance of self-preservation sunk in. Howling, he scrambled to his feet and raced past Koki, leaped over our boulder and cowered behind me.

      “You can’t just leave her by herself,” I protested as I pressed a button hidden in the fist atop my walking stick; a small compartment slid out from the side.

      “Yes, Yao can,” he breathed out, one fist over his heart. “And Yao did.”

      Wishing Simon was there to curse at all of us on my behalf, I retrieved my blowgun and a dart from the little drawer in my walking stick and stood up. Koki had her back to me as she stared up at the dragon, entranced by its gaze. More coils of armored serpent slithered down from the wall until the entire length of the wingless dragon was draped over its treasure. Its feet boasted claws that were each as long as my forearm.

      “Its scales are too thick,” Kam murmured. “Even my lightning would bounce off.”

      “Then how fortunate I’m not aiming for a scale,” I said as I inserted the dart and lifted the blowgun to my lips. A second later, the dart whistled through the air and thwacked into one of the dragon’s large eyes.

      The creature reared back, its deafening roar causing us all to flinch. More grains of cave wall rained down, the grit coating my skin and blinding my eyes. When I dared to look, the dragon was rubbing its injured eye like a tired child, if children could be fifty-feet tall with two-feet long daggers for teeth. The eyelid rolled up, revealing a lazy eye swiveling aimlessly in its socket.

      The spell broken, Koki slunk to my side and said, “Congratulations. You put its eye to sleep. Now what?”

      “You’re welcome,” I retorted just as Grootslang roared again and launched itself at our boulder.

      Death and Koki ran in one direction while I followed Kam and Yao in the other. I didn’t see where Mr. Turner went. Then again, he was already dead so I didn’t exert too much energy in worrying about him. Instead, I hid behind a lumpy stalagmite, pressing my hands against its slimy surface. Yao and Kam were crouching behind a nearby boulder. The dragon paced around its treasure, its head swiveling about as it tried to locate us.

      As I pondered how we could slip past the dragon, find six diamonds of sufficient size and escape the cave with all our limbs attached, the stench of decay assaulted me. Mr. Turner was shambling up behind me, weaving on his legs like a drunk, unconcerned that the dragon could easily see him. His jaw hung open, wider than before, and something glowed from inside.

      “What’s that in his mouth?” I asked.

      “Who cares,” wailed Yao just before he shifted into his firefly form and zipped into a crevice in the cave wall. His rear end blinked rapidly.

      Kam dashed over and crouched next to me. Squinting at the dead hunter whose jaw was almost completely unhinged, he said, “It’s a moonstone.”

      “Ah ha!” Death cried out from behind another stalagmite. “Olapa did help us.”

      “By stuffing a rock into the mouth of a dead man?” I asked, wincing as our loud words echoed across each other.

      “Ignorant human,” Death scoffed. “She gave Mr. Turner something the dragon would want: a moonstone. It’s more precious than diamonds.”

      It seemed Grootslang had come to the same realization; its glowing eyes narrowed as its great, toothy snout shifted to face Mr. Turner. The hunter stared up at the curious dragon and moaned around the glowing white stone in his mouth. Flapping one arm while the other propped up his head, he lurched toward the cave entrance, ignoring us.

      His faith in his moon fully vindicated, Death shouted, “Catch that corpse!”
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      As if realizing Death and a dragon were at his heels, Mr. Turner become surprisingly adroit as he stumbled through the cavern. Keeping to the edge, the dead hunter dodged around boulders and stalagmites while gurgling out a litany of groans and moans.

      Behind him, the dragon bounded from boulder to boulder, its lithe body moving in waves of green scales. The cave shook each time it landed, the thudding almost as loud as Death’s battle cries. A stalactite, loosened from all the activity, fell to the ground and exploded, raining bits of gunk all over us.

      “I’m so glad I didn’t wear my favorite outfit,” I huffed as I followed Kam and his ball of lightning.

      “Priorities, Miss Knight,” Koki said from behind me. “Priorities.”

      “Well,” I said as I swerved around a particularly low-hanging stalactite, “I have no intention of destroying the best parts of my wardrobe saving the world… Argh!”

      One boot hovered over empty space and my arms spun like windmills around me. The abyss below me breathed out frigid, stone-scented air. Just before I plummeted down the dark shaft, Koki grabbed my shirt collar and yanked me to the side.

      “I’ve just reevaluated the wisdom of running after a dragon through a dark cave,” I wheezed.

      “Fortunately, neither one of us has ever been accused of being excessively wise,” Koki noted right before we slammed into the wall that was Kam’s back.

      Koki hissed and said, “A little bit of warning next time.”

      Wondering why he’d stopped so abruptly, I peered around him. Balancing on the edge of another shaft, Death gripped Mr. Turner against his chest. One hand was holding the struggling man’s jaw. The dragon crouched on the other side of the abyss, its drugged eye still rolling around, its other eye fixed firmly on the glimmer of moonstone shining out of Mr. Turner’s mouth.

      “Do you like the moonstone, Grootslang?” Death asked as he pushed his hand into Mr. Turner’s jaw. “What a rare treasure it is.”

      “Why is he talking to the dragon?” Yao whispered in my ear as he landed in firefly form on my shoulder.

      “He’s negotiating, I think,” I whispered back.

      “He’s mad,” the vampire muttered.

      Snorting, Koki swatted at Yao and said, “You should be back there, hunting for diamonds, fly.”

      Grumbling about the lack of respect he received and how he suffered as a result, Yao flew away. I stared beyond Death to the cave’s entrance, wondering if we could sneak behind the dragon without being charcoaled or swallowed in one bite. As if hearing my thoughts, Grootslang shifted his attention to us, his tail end languidly waving behind him like a cat before the beast pounces; a snarl rippled around us and rebounded off the moist walls.

      “Well, that plan isn’t going to work,” I murmured, ignoring Kam and Koki as they glanced at me with raised eyebrows.

      “Give me the moonstone,” Death said as he rummaged around in Mr. Turner’s mouth.

      Mr. Turner groaned, his eyes rolling in his head, as he swatted his hands against Death’s grip. Meanwhile, the dragon began slinking around the shaft, its bright green eyes fixed on Mr. Turner. Its claws scrabbled against the rock. It hissed as Death kept the deep hole between them.

      Bone snapped, and Mr. Turner’s lower jaw flapped down toward his chest. At the same time, Death held up an arm in triumph, the moonstone glowing from within his fist. Pushing the unfortunate corpse behind him, Death waved his prize at the dragon and said, “I really hope you have the diamonds.”

      Glancing behind me, I could see only darkness. No flicker of firefly was visible. “So do I,” I replied as Mr. Turner stumbled into me, gurgling and waving his arms, no doubt protesting his treatment and lack of a functioning mouth. “Well, now you have an idea of what those poor elephants experience,” I chided him.

      “You and your elephants,” Koki muttered just as the dragon bellowed and someone threw a rock at my head.

      My hands instinctively sprang up to guard my face, dropping my walking stick in the process. “Gracious,” I blustered as I beheld the moonstone in my hands. “So much for negotiations.”

      Before I could process the situation, Koki shifted into her giant praying mantis form and tossed me on her back. “Hold on,” she warned as she lunged to one side, barely avoiding a shower of flames.

      Clenching the moonstone in my metal hand and wrapping my arms around the mantis’ chitin-armored neck, I summoned the wolf energy. Needing no promoting, the glowing silver wolf noiselessly sprang at the dragon, distracting it while Koki began to scale the wall of the cave.

      “You must be kidding,” I breathed out and squeezed my eyes shut as the wall began to slope toward the ceiling. My long braid tugged at my scalp as it swung almost perpendicular to my body. My legs began to slide off the slick shell, causing my skirt to billow around me.

      “This is most inappropriate,” I squealed, opening my eyes when a red glow flickered against my lids.

      Koki’s triangular mantis head swiveled around and snapped at me even as one of her legs hooked my boot into a crack in her armor. Thus anchored, I glanced around, blood rushing into my head. Death and Kam were separated, each running toward the entrance, while Mr. Turner and Yao were nowhere to be seen. My wolf continued to harass the dragon but its teeth couldn’t penetrate the gleaming, metallic scales. Nor could the beast be distracted as it slithered to the cave wall, its gaze fixed on me.

      Something squeaked by my ear.

      “Yao?” I asked as I turned to stare into the dark, leathery face of a large bat. Uttering a scream, I waved my left arm at it, the moonstone glowing from within the cage of my metal hand. Shrieking, the bat released its grip on the ceiling and swooped over my head. A wave of other bats followed, engulfing me in a cloud of leathery wings and piercing shrieks.

      “What’s going on back there?” Koki bellowed as she ducked under the swarming bats and around a thick stalactite. “Stop causing a commotion, Miss Knight.”

      “Stop steering us into bat colonies,” I shouted back as I knocked a bat off my head. It tugged several strands of hair out as it flew away.

      “Priorities, Miss Knight, priorities,” Koki said as the dragon clawed its way up the cave wall, growling and snapping at the bats swirling around the cavern.

      “Yao has the diamonds,” Yao yelled as he ran below us, his hands clenched around his prizes.

      Roaring, the dragon stared down at the thief and then up at us. Forcing a smile, I waved my hand with the moonstone glowing inside. Flames billowed up the cave wall, followed by the tang of sulphur and the scratching of large claws against stone.

      “Hold on,” Koki grunted as she veered toward the entrance.

      “What do you think I’ve been doing?” I asked before gasping as my world once again shifted. Koki was scrambling down a column of rock created by the joining of a stalactite with a stalagmite. Behind us, the dragon blasted another wave of fire; heat licked against my back. I glanced back to see the dragon leap from the wall onto the rocky column. A loud crack exploded down the length of the column, and chunks of rock showered down around us.

      Before I could warn Koki we were either going to be burned alive or crushed under an avalanche of broken stalactite, she leaped to the ground and bounded out the entrance.

      “Yao has the diamonds!” Yao yelled, bouncing up and down and waving his fists above his head.

      “Congratulations,” I said as I slid off Koki and summoned the wolf energy back into my hand. “Who has a good throw?”

      Kam snatched up the moonstone just as Grootslang appeared out of the gloom. Waving the stone for the dragon to see, he tossed it into the depths of the cave. The moonstone glowed against the darkness as it flew over the dragon’s head.

      “Time to run,” Kam grunted and picked me up.

      “Don’t you dare toss me…” I began but ended up delivering my curses to a broad, muscular back. “I’m not an invalid, you know.”

      Ignoring my protests, Kam jogged down and around the slope of the mountain followed by Koki in her human form. The dragon, I was pleased to note, was the only one not joining us.

      A few moments later, Kam set me on my feet, and Death handed me my walking stick. Mr. Turner muttered incomprehensibly while holding his lower jaw with one hand and his head upright with another.

      Seemingly unconcerned about Mr. Turner’s unhinged jaw or my close brush with indecent exposure, Yao showed us six thumb-sized diamonds and gloated, “Who’s a good firefly now?”
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      As we basked in our achievements—completing our quest without being devoured or charbroiled—my mind turned to a practical issue.

      “How do we ascend back to the Sky Kingdom?” I asked, brushing off cave dust and bat guano. “I doubt there’s a giant spider living conveniently nearby.”

      Frowning as he bounced diamonds in his palm, Yao said, “Giant spiders are never convenient unless they’re dead.” As if realizing the wife of the aforementioned spider was looming over him, he hastily amended, “Not that we want Anansi to die or fall down a cave shaft or be crunched by a dragon.”

      Leaning against a boulder, Koki scratched her long nails against the stone as she smirked. “Those are fairly specific images, firefly.”

      Before Yao could verbally entangle himself in more trouble, a shadow drifted overhead. I watched with some trepidation as the Lightning Bird landed nearby. Cocking his white head at Yao, the bird opened his wickedly sharp beak, releasing a screech.

      “I trust that means he’s pleased with the diamonds,” I said, brushing the fist atop my walking stick as I prepared to press the buttons that would release a blade from the bottom.

      “He’s probably irritated we succeeded,” Koki said, her eyes narrowing at the creature.

      As if in agreement, Impundulu flapped his giant wings but mercifully remained in bird form. Although my nerves are robust, I didn’t think I could tolerate another exposure to the Lightning Bird’s unclothed maleness. Instead, he wiggled his glossy white tail feathers.

      “Hold on,” Kam ordered as he grabbed a feather with one hand and Mr. Turner with the other.

      No sooner had we all placed our hands on a feather, than a cyclone of black and white, thunder and sheet lightning, buffeted us from every direction. So fierce was the energy sweeping us up that I could barely breathe. It didn’t help matters when Yao flung an arm around my waist and squeezed with considerable strength while yelping, “Yao’s too young to die.”

      Before the lack of sufficient air became an issue, the storm faded into a gentle breeze. Depositing us unceremoniously in the middle of a vast field of sunflowers, Impundulu screeched and flew away. After smoothing back strands of hair and ensuring my skirt and shirt were in reasonable order, I stood on tiptoes to see over the sunflowers. In every direction, bright yellow flowers each the size of my head bobbed and swayed under a solid blue sky.

      “Welcome to Enkai’s realm,” Death muttered as he tugged a petal and crumpled it in a large fist. The yellow against his dark skin glowed.

      “Some of you are, at least,” a deep voice boomed as a tall figure strode through the field toward us.

      “Enkai,” Kam whispered and inclined his head.

      While I wasn’t one for bowing and scraping before any being—unless there was a pot of tea involved—I had to lower my gaze and shield my eyes. The golden light shining from Enkai was so intense I could discern very little regarding his physical features and expression, except that he was tall, lithe, golden-brown and mercifully clothed in a metallic gold cloth wrapped around his hips. All the flowers turned toward him, their stalks bowing in adoration.

      Snorting, Death crossed his arms over his chest, muscles gleaming in the light, as he sneered. “Well, at least the flowers still worship you.”

      “Yes,” Enkai said, his voice coming from all directions as he stopped in front of us. “They clearly have more sense than you, Le-Eyo.”

      “Well, isn’t this a cozy reunion,” I said.

      Glancing at me, Yao protested, “This isn’t cozy, Miss Knight. They hate each other.” As Koki laughed softly and I shook my head, he added, “Oh, you mean the opposite of that. Then why not say—”

      Death growled, Mr. Turner moaned and lumbered away from the glowing god, and I scooped the diamonds out of Yao’s hand.

      “What do you want these for?” I asked as I offered them to Enkai. “It’s not as if you need wealth.”

      Enkai’s lips twisted in a mockery of a smile. Bouncing the diamonds in his hand, he turned his back to us, a clear reminder that he wasn’t obliged to answer our questions or grant our requests. It was also intolerably rude which is unforgivable even for a god.

      Clearing my throat and ignoring Kam’s raised eyebrows and shaking head, I said, “Excuse me, sir, but we’ve come a long way and have endured all manner of inconveniences. You have your diamonds. Now, if you would be so kind, please hear our petition.”

      Spinning to face us, Enkai huffed a laugh, his golden eyes narrowing. “I know why you’re here, little mortal child. Your pleas interest me not at all.”

      “That may be so,” I persisted even as Koki tugged at my sleeve and Yao grimaced. “However, it’s of immense interest to us. I have no desire to see my town overrun with… well, with beings like that.”

      I swept an arm toward Mr. Turner who, upon realizing he was the object of study, jabbered, waved his arms and lurched into a shambling run in the opposite direction.

      “Surely,” I continued, “you don’t want your creation reduced to such a mess.”

      Shrugging, Enkai inspected a nearby sunflower, long fingers brushing over the thick cluster of seeds in the center of petals. “That’s on your friend. He started it. I just finished it.”

      “Acquaintances, actually,” I corrected Enkai.

      “Excuse me?” the Creator asked, staring at me as if I was a new disease spoiling his precious flowers.

      A part of my mind screamed at me to keep quiet and run. The other, possibly suicidal part merely shrugged.

      Flustered, I clutched my walking stick and said, “Death and I aren’t what one would call ‘friends’. Yes, he’s been staying in my cottage. But that’s on account of losing his Underworld throne and being mortal, all of which is on you. But suggesting we are friends because of these unfortunate circumstances is uncalled for.”

      During my speech, Death, Koki and Kam had swiveled to face me, wearing matching expressions of disbelief. Yao nodded his approval and said, “Exactly right, Miss Knight. The only household pest you’re friends with is Yao.”

      Snapping his fingers and gesturing over our heads to some point behind us, Enkai ordered, “Leave.”

      “No,” I said, tapping my walking stick against the ground for emphasis.

      Enkai stepped toward me, the brightness of his form causing my eyes to water. Lowering his head until his eyes were almost on the same level as mine, he asked in a scarily quiet voice, “And just who do you think you are?”

      Focusing on a flower bobbing to one side of the incensed god, I stalled for time. “You’re exactly correct. We haven’t been properly introduced by a mutual acquaintance.”

      “But you have an introduction,” Yao whispered to me, tugging at my pocket. “Prof. Runal gave you one.”

      Jerking upright, Enkai said, “You know Prof. Runal?”

      Unsure if acknowledging a relationship with the wily werewolf would save me or condemn me to a painful demise, I said nothing but instead reached into the pocket where his letter rested. Fervently praying Prof. Runal hadn’t lied to me about its helpful contents, I retrieved the unopened letter, handed it to Enkai and watched his expression shift from irritated to unreadable as he perused the message. A couple times, he glanced up at me, his gaze sharp as he scrutinized me. Finally, he clenched his hand; a flame burst forth and consumed the letter.

      Crossing one arm over his midsection, he leaned the elbow of his other arm on it and rested his chin on his fist. In such a pose he remained, his gaze on me as he pondered our fates and the contents of Prof. Runal’s letter.

      For several moments of silence, I forced myself not to squirm. Yao had no such reservations; he shifted from side to side, twisting his hands together and muttering to himself. Kam did a wonderful imitation of a statue. Death and Koki stood near me, studying the scene for any indication we might need to fight.

      Finally, Enkai said in a voice bereft of emotion, “So.” He paused and then again uttered, “So.”

      Gulping, I forced a smile. “So,” I repeated, blinking against his golden light.

      “Don’t think this won’t come with a price, Miss Knight,” Enkai warned before turning and striding away.

      In the silence that followed, I turned to Kam and Death. “So?” I asked. “What does that mean?”

      “That we are all still alive and happy to be so,” Yao said as he flung an arm across my shoulders and tugged me in the other direction. “So let’s go and live before the grouchy god comes back and tosses us off his sunflower cloud.”

      “For once,” Koki said, her expression grave, “I agree with the vampire.”

      “Oh, goody,” Yao enthused, bouncing next to me as I struggled to free myself from his embrace.

      Kam was more than agreeable with this decision as he led us toward the archway out of the Sky. Death on the other hand kept glancing back, searching for something or, more likely, someone.

      “Are you going to be all right?” I asked, touching his arm.

      Shrugging, he focused ahead. “Eventually.”

      “Has he reinstated you?” I pressed. “I mean, do you feel any different?”

      Sighing, Death glanced at me. “We’ll know soon enough.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Descending the spider silk rope was easier than going up it. Once we were all latched onto its sticky surface, the rope began to sink to the earth, picking up speed until the world was nothing more than a howling blur. It slowed down only when we reached the slopes of Mt. Kenya. As we entered the open space within the bamboo forest, we saw the rope coiled neatly in a large pile below us.

      Anansi wasn’t waiting for us but the elephant was. Waving her tusk, she trumpeted a greeting. As soon as Kam deposited Mr. Turner on the ground, the hunter lumbered over to the elephant and hugged one of her front legs. His decomposing arms couldn’t reach all the way around.

      As I wiped bits of sticky silk off my clothes, I became aware of a shift in energy. Straightening up, I stared at Death; his brown skin and eyes began to glow with a delicate golden sheen.

      “Your powers,” I gasped. “They’ve returned, haven’t they?”

      Grinning, Death nodded, holding out his hands to stare at the evidence of his reinstatement as God of Death. The elephant dropped her tusk and raised her trunk, trumpeting again. Mr. Turner’s face twitched in an attempted smile, his arms still clasped around the elephant’s legs. The elephant wrapped her trunk around him, holding him in her embrace as they both sank to the ground and died a second time.

      “Yao’s going to miss that corpse,” the vampire sniffed.

      “As will I,” I said as I leaned down to stroke the elephant’s trunk. “Goodbye, dear friend.”

      Eager to return to his realm, Death left us after uttering a hasty farewell. With even less ceremony, Kam vanished, leaving in his wake a whiff of ozone.

      In silence, Koki, Yao and I strolled through the bamboo tunnel to where we’d left Nelly. She was asleep, her nose covered in the stains of all the flowers she’d devoured. When I slapped her neck, she snorted, peered at me from under long eyelashes and made a rude noise.

      “I’ve missed you too,” I said, leaning against her as exhaustion overtook me.

      “What was in the letter?” Yao asked, standing so close my nose was almost brushing against his chest.

      Too weary to push him away, I sighed. “I don’t know. Right now, I don’t care.”

      Koki placed a hand on my shoulder. “You look tired,” she said, frowning at me as if it was my fault I’d been dragged into this adventure.

      “Thanks, that makes me feel marvelous,” I muttered and reached up to pull myself into the saddle. My arms wouldn’t work. They hung by my side, heavy and limp. “I could use a nap, though.”

      Before I could protest, Koki scooped me up and lifted me into the saddle where I slouched, hoping I wouldn’t fall off. Nelly snorted as Koki jumped behind me. Yao shifted into a firefly and clung onto the mane between Nelly’s ears where he fluttered his wings and shouted, “Let’s fly, ladies.” And so we did.

      “There really is no place like home,” I murmured as Nelly descended near the barn. Even the bug splattered against my cheek couldn’t diminish my relief at seeing a puff of smoke drifting out of the kitchen chimney. A cup of tea was only a few minutes away.

      As Koki had no interest in tea—making it all the more remarkable we were friends—and Yao preferred a liquid of a very different nature, we bid each other farewell.

      Each step an effort, I trudged from the barn to the kitchen door and smiled at the sight of a kettle steaming away on top of the black metal, potbelly stove. Jonas scowled as I tracked dirt across the stone tiles but I was too fatigued to do anything but collapse in a kitchen chair. A wave of heaviness caused me to lean my head against my folded arms.

      “Me, I’m not monkey sitting again,” Jonas complained as he swept the dirt out the back door with a bundle of twigs tied together. “And as for that vampire, me, I…”

      “Argh,” I wailed as a sharp pain tore through my midsection.

      “Miss Knight?” Jonas straightened, his gnarled hands clenching the African broom to his chest.

      Whimpering, I rose up and slammed my hands against the wooden table as more pain slashed at my stomach. “No,” I gasped, bent over double as I struggled to breathe. Thick moisture began to flow out of me, down the inside of one leg. The scent of copper choked me. “Jonas. The doctor.”

      “Beatrice?” Gideon appeared before me, his frowning features even more angelic as I contemplated my approaching demise.

      “No, no, no,” I moaned. “Don’t leave me.”

      “I’m right here,” Gideon said, waving his hands before my face.

      Jonas touched my shoulder. “Miss Knight?”

      “The doctor,” I said, my head too burdensome to hold up any longer. “Summon…”

      My voice faded away along with light and sound and any sensation that didn’t involve agony. When next I could see, I was horizontal in a room that looked familiar, surrounded by faces I could almost recognize.

      As if from inside a cave, muted voices echoed around me: “She’ll live… But the baby…”

      And then there was nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Minutes, hours, possibly days. One drifted into the other, a blur of meaningless time.

      People also drifted in and out: Tiberius, Cilla, Lilly, Drew, Dr. Ribeiro, Jonas, Gideon, Father, Yao, Koki. Their faces all communicated what none dared to voice. With each person, I spoke only to ask them to leave until my room was empty of pity and visitors. Shelby remained, cuddled in the crook of my neck, her fur pressed against my cheek, her tail swishing against my chest. Jonas tiptoed between the kitchen and my room, carrying platters of food I wouldn’t touch, tea I wouldn’t sip.

      When finally nature forced me to leave the cottage one evening, I shuffled to the outhouse. Unable to return to the confinement of the cottage, I followed Shelby to the barn where she climbed onto Nelly’s back and tugged at the horse’s mane.

      As I joined the animals in the stall, Nelly snuffled, pushing her velvety nose against my face. I placed my cheek against her long face, clung to her neck and cried. Her warmth, her sweet grass scent and the soft sounds of animals settling down to sleep wrapped me in comfort but couldn’t assuage the hole in my chest.

      Snorting, Nelly lowered her head to her trough. Finding it empty, she stomped a hoof against the hay-littered ground and pushed at me with her shoulder.

      “What is it now?” I asked as I leaned against her, too drained to return to the cottage. Eyeing the hay, I decided it would do nicely. After all, I’d slept in less comfortable beds.

      Before I could collapse, Nelly whinnied just as a golden glow filled the barn. Le-Eyo, God of Death, strolled out of the air and stood before me in all his godly, golden splendor.

      “This is the price, isn’t it?” I whispered as I wiped a hand across my face, flinging tears to the side. “This is what Enkai meant.”

      “Yes,” Death said in a sigh.

      “Why did I have to pay that price? And my child?” I demanded, glaring at him through more tears. Before he could answer, I hissed, “I don’t ever want to see you. Never. You’re not welcome here.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice soft, his eyes devoid of their customary haughtiness. “After all you did to assist me, it must seem as if I betrayed you.”

      “You did.” The hoarseness of my voice angered me. “How dare you return? Have you not tormented me sufficiently?”

      “Forgive me.”

      “Never!”

      As my scream filled the barn, the other horses and the ox made nervous noises, their hooves thumping against their stalls. Nelly swatted me with her nose before maneuvering behind me; with her head, she pushed me out of her stall and into Death’s arms. I thumped my fists against his leather vest; he pulled me closer, draping his arms around my shoulders.

      “Unhand me, you scoundrel,” I ordered, my voice scratchy and faded.

      He did but instead grabbed my human hand. “There’s something I wish to show you.”

      The wolf energy in my metal hand flared outward as my agitation mounted. “Nothing to do with you can interest me.” Tears renewed their flow but I didn’t wipe them away.

      “I know, Miss Knight,” he said, his voice disarming in its tenderness. “But this isn’t about me.”

      So saying, he led the way outside, tugging at my arm when my reluctant feet refused to move. Moonlight coated the ground and nearby trees with a pearly blue film. The scent of angel’s trumpets coated the air with rich perfume. Olapa stood before the barn, her smile and open arms welcoming me, her skin luminescent. By her side stood a little boy of three or four years of age who looked vaguely familiar.

      Before I could speak, the boy ran toward me and wrapped his arms around my waist. Stunned and appalled, I stared into his wide, gray eyes.

      Laughing in the sweet way of young children, the boy said, “Mommy, I’m so happy to finally meet you.”
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      “Mommy?” I gasped, studying this strange boy. “You’re my… my son? But… that’s not possible.”

      “Yes, it is possible, Mommy,” the boy chirped, grinning up at me. “Arthur. My name’s Arthur.”

      My strength departed me. I collapsed to my knees and stared at a face that reminded me of both Simon—the gray eyes—and myself—the long nose and pointy chin. Yet all these features were so much more refined, more beautiful, than they ever could be on anyone else.

      “You are perfect,” I whispered as I grasped my son to my chest and cried into his curly brown hair.

      “Why are you crying, Mommy?” Arthur demanded as he pulled away and stroked my damp face with his small, soft hands. “I’m here. I didn’t leave you.”

      I gripped his slim shoulders in my hands and studied his cherub face, admiring every line of perfection and grace, marveling how two flawed people could create a being so delightful and flawless. Of their own accord, my hands moved up to grasp his head as I leaned in and kissed his forehead. His scent was innocence and clean water with a touch of ozone.

      “Can you stay?” I whispered but glanced up at Death who shook his head.

      “But I’ll always be close,” Arthur said, giggling, his bright eyes untouched by the sorrows of life. Twisting around, he waved at Olapa.

      “We will care for your son until your spirit departs its mortal cage and returns to us,” Olapa said, her hands sweeping upward, her voice a summer breeze which caressed my mind.

      “He will be revered as a warrior slain in battle, in honor of his courageous mother,” Death added.

      “And whenever you want to see him,” Olapa said, lifting one arm up, “you only have to look at me. Arthur will be by my side as the star he is.”

      I followed the direction of her arm. Despite the bright glow of the moon, I could see below it the twinkle of a star I’d never seen before.

      The boy tugged on my shirt collar. “And make sure you show my sister where I am. Let her come outside at night so we can play.” Lowering his head and staring at my stomach, he said in a raised voice, “Emma, you be good, okay? Listen to Mommy. And eat your vegetables, even if they are yucky. Okay?”

      “Sister?” I repeated, one hand drifting down to my stomach.

      Smiling, Death nodded and said, “Twins are a powerful omen, Miss Knight.”

      “Twins,” I whispered, squinting as I touched my midsection. A small energy form flickered. “Why didn’t I see that before?”

      “They were so small, they seemed as one,” Olapa explained, her hands floating before her, palms up. “And indeed, they are still one.”

      “So you don’t have to be sad, Mommy,” Arthur said, bouncing up and down as he patted my cheeks. “Emma will be here. She’ll play with you every day. And Daddy’s coming home.”

      “But…” I glanced up at Death.

      Shrugging, he smirked and flicked a few braids over his shoulder. Shells tinkled as he said, “I may have interfered with the court proceedings. And I may have transported a certain freed man halfway across the continent.” He winked. “It’s normally forbidden but given the circumstances, I don’t think anyone should mind too much.”

      The rattle of wooden wheels against rough ground caused me to peer over my shoulder toward Nairobi. Squinting, I could detect the energy sources of a pair of oxen, a driver and another man.

      “Simon,” I whispered. My pulse surged, my breath quickened, and the weakness in my limbs faded as warmth flooded through me.

      Twirling back, I scooped the boy, my son, into my arms and squeezed him, trying to memorize the feel of him. I breathed in his natural perfume, his energy, his beauty, his delightful perfection. His small arms clasped around my neck.

      “Bye, Mommy,” Arthur whispered into my ear. “I’ll see you again. This goodbye is not forever. I love you.”

      I lowered him to the ground and released him, unable to reply through the thickness in my throat. He skipped to the two gods and grasped their hands.

      “Thank you,” I mouthed to Death. He nodded back and gently smiled. I wondered why I’d never noticed how kind Death could be.

      The three faded away into the moonlight, and I stared up at the new star.

      “I love you too,” I said before rushing to the cottage to await my husband’s return.
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      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: The story of Death and Olapa the Moon Goddess is based on a Maasai myth which explains why people die and don’t return.

      Fact: The peoples of West Africa mention dragon-like creatures, including the Rainbow Serpents Damballa and Aiya Weddo who participated in the creation of the world. As their names suggest, they are colorful and form rainbows in the sky.

      Fiction: I made up the part about the baby rainbow serpent pulling the wagon. Serpents would never allow themselves to be treated like that.

      Fact: The Impundulu or Lightning Bird is a supernatural bird from  Southern Africa’s Pondo, Zulu, and Xhosa folklore. The human-sized, shape-shifting bird is black and white, and can summon lightning and storms.

      Fact: Another creature from South African mythology is the Grootslang. A fifty-foot-long metallic green serpent, this great beast is the only known natural predator of adult elephants which it devours whole. Like its European cousins, the Grootslang hoards treasure—in this case, diamonds, for which South Africa is well know—and guards its cave with great ferocity.

      Fact: Miss Knight mentions how unscrupulous suppliers added sand and soil to tea packages to lower their costs. Sometimes up to fifty percent of a tea package was dirt!

      Fact: Mrs. Steward references an author named Lady Maria Clutterbuck. As a matter of fact, Mrs. Clutterbuck was a pen name for Mrs. Charles Dickens who published “What shall we have for dinner?” in 1851. Her suggested menu for one meal would surely be a recipe for indigestion: carrot soup, turbot with shrimp sauce, lobster patties, stewed kidneys, roast saddle of lamb, boiled turkey, knuckle of ham, mashed and brown potatoes, stewed onions, cabinet pudding, blancmange and cream, and macaroni.

      Fact: Another of Mrs. Steward’s most treasured resources was Isabella Beeton’s Book of Household Management. Mrs. Beeton was quite generous in dispensing knowledge, some of which was of dubious quality. Mangoes were liked only “by those who have not a prejudice against turpentine.” Potatoes were “suspicious, a great many are narcotic, and many are deleterious.”

      Fact: My favorite quote by Mrs. Beeton, in which she is referring to moldy cheese, is: “Generally speaking, decomposing bodies are not wholesome eating, and the line must be drawn somewhere.”

      Fact: One of the customers of the Cozy Tea Shoppe is based on a real person. Mrs. Mayence Bent was the founder and owner of the Stanley Hotel, and was an impressive woman with a clever mind for business.

      Fiction: Mrs. Bent invited Miss Knight to join the East African Ladies League. The League didn’t actually exist.

      Fact: However, the East Africa Women’s League did and still does. Formed in 1917 at the New Stanley Hotel, a group of women banded together with the aim of working for the improvement of the conditions of life for women in the new country.

      Fact: “Charlie the Nell” was an early resident of Nairobi. He left his shirt open and never washed; he had a habit of combing his hairy chest with a fork. Really, I didn’t make that up.

      Fact: Dr. Rosendo Ribeiro was a doctor from Goa—part of Portuguese India. One of his claims to fame is that he rode about Nairobi on a zebra in the early 1900s. He was the first—and for a while, the only—Western-educated doctor in the area. As far as I know, he is still the only doctor who ever did house calls on a zebra.

      Fact: Tommy Wood from Yorkshire was Nairobi’s first mayor. John Ainsworth was the Chief Native Commissioner for a spell. Mrs. Steward complains about both of them, but they weren’t that bad.

      Fact: The Nairobi Committee did require all natives to register their names and other details with the Commissioner.

      Fact: This case takes place in August of 1900.

      Fact: A big round of applause is owed to Death for not dying.

      Fact: If you enjoyed this book, please recommend it to others. I rely on and deeply appreciate your support; plus, you’ll feel awesome from performing your good deed for the day.

      Fact: Miss Knight’s adventures continue in Miss Knight & the Poacher’s Catch.

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The adventure continues…
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      A shadowy figure known only as the Poacher is targeting the children of paranormals. When danger begins to rock the cradle and threatens her growing family, Miss Knight must put aside her doubts and fears to face her greatest foe yet: her past.

      
        
        GET MISS KNIGHT AND THE POACHER’S CATCH

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Miss Knight and the Throne of Death.

      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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